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Corrections in America
Cutting Costs through Sentencing Alternatives
While state’s struggle yearly to balance budgets, the cumulative cost of corrections in America is $50 billion per year. Alternative sentencing for non-violent, low-risk offenders has the power to cut that number drastically while illuminating the need for more beds in more prison’s nationwide. Probation and Parole Programs are cost effective ways to proportionate correctional spending and still rehabilitate and reform offenders.

Introduction
Since the 1970s the United States’ “tough on crime” policies have resulted in the creation of the world’s largest and most expensive prison system, housing 2.3 million American adults or one in one hundred (Dutta). One in every 31 American adults is under some form of state supervision, such as probation or parole. The states’ cumulative cost of corrections is more than $50 billion a year. When federal and local incarceration costs are added into the equation, the bill exceeds $70 billion (Gelb). 
Ninety percent of that money is spent keeping prisoners locked up, even though two-thirds of the total offenders are on probation or parole (Gelb). The current economic crisis has left states struggling to balance budgets, while prisons and jails continue to fill. Since the average state corrections system devours one in every 14 general fund dollars and is growing faster than any other budget category besides Medicaid, the prison system draws a lot of attention from legislatures (Gelb). States all over the nation are looking to sentencing reform as a way to put correctional spending back into proportion.

Too Many Prisoners
	How is it that “the land of the free,” which is home to merely five percent of the world’s population, incarcerates more of her own citizens than any other nation on the planet, and holds more than a quarter of the world’s total prisoners? This fact does not necessarily indicate that American’s are disproportionately misbehaved. The war on drugs, three-strikes laws, and automatic minimum sentencing practices have all had huge impacts on the United States’ growing inmate population. (Shapiro and Wizner). 
According to an article published in “The Economist,” a weekly publication out of London, England, “Justice is harsher in America.” The article further states that the American justice system “puts too many people away for too long. . .[and] criminalizes acts that need not be criminalized” (Too Many Laws. Too Many Prisoners). “Under the current system, offenders who could be more cheaply deterred or rehabilitated instead incur the most expensive—and, from the perspective of its effect on the community, damaging—form of punishment possible” (Serwer). 
Describing the United States rate of incarceration as damaging to community is understandable when we consider that one in 28 children has a parent in prison (Rugy). Perhaps it is not such a bad thing that the recession has forced many states to look for more efficient ways to cut crime and curb costs.
Getting SMART on Crime
Nationwide state budget shortfalls are leading more policy-makers to abandon the “tough on crime” habits of the past three decades and join the emerging “smart on crime” movement (Serwer). The Smart on Crime Coalition is a political pressure group comprised of 40 organizations and individuals whose purpose is to educate law makers and administrators on issues affecting the criminal justice system as well as recommended solutions (Smart On Crime). 
The group recognizes that “due to the undeniable human costs and the overwhelming fiscal costs, Americans from diverse political perspectives--particularly professionals with experience in all aspects of the criminal justice system--recognize that the system fails too many, costs too much, and helps too few” (Smart On Crime). 
The Smart on Crime Coalition advocates the implementation of five basic principles within the criminal justice system: policies should be fair, accurate, effective, proven, and cost-efficient. Advocate and research groups most often recommend one solution to the American Criminal Justice crisis: a heavier reliance on probation and parole programs for non-violent offenders. 
Dollars and Sense
Adam Gelb, director of The Pew Center’s Public Safety Performance Project insists that probation and parole are the key to reducing recidivism and managing correctional budgets. He believes that probation and parole should be implemented as alternative sentences for non-violent offenders (Crary). 
“We know so much more today than we did 30 years ago when prisons became the weapon of choice in the fight against crime,” he said. “There are new technologies and new strategies that research has shown can make a significant dent in return to prison rates” (Bluestein). 
Probation and parole are certainly the most cost-effective ways of managing low-risk offenders. In Utah, it costs more than ten times as much to keep an offender in prison than to manage him on probation or parole--$7.85 per day versus $79.63 per day (Pew Center on the States 2). Gelb stresses that “violent and career criminals need to be locked up, and for a long time” (Gelb); but believes that many prison inmates could be safely managed in their communities saving the states millions (Crary). 

It is estimated that over 50 percent of prisoners are doing time for non-violent offenses—most often involving drug abuse (Urahn). If this was true in Utah in 2007 when the entire inmate population of the state was 13,633, the state could have saved nearly $490,000 per day—nearly $180 million per year—by paroling all of the non-violent incarcerated offenders (Pew Center on the States 2).

This savings doesn’t take into account the relief that might possibly come to other state-run programs. When one of the bread-winning parents within a household is removed from home to do time within a prison, the household income may be cut in half or greater, resulting in an increased likelihood that state welfare programs will be used to supplement the offenders family throughout his/her incarceration.
Non-violent does not necessarily mean victimless. Theft, burglary, and fraud, are all considered non-violent crimes; however, someone is damaged, and, when at all possible, that which was taken or destroyed needs to be restored. Putting these offenders on probation as opposed to incarcerating them helps this happen.  Offenders who are given probation are more likely to pay restitution than those serving time within prison—presumably because they are able to work. In 2008 Texas probationers paid $45 million in victim restitution while those incarcerated paid only $500,000 (Fausset). 
If alternative sentencing can save states millions, as illustrated above, and be as effective at rehabilitating offenders as traditional prison terms, it makes sense to make probation and parole programs a more vital part of our corrections systems.
Community Corrections
Often referred to as community corrections, most probation and parole programs involve the same counseling and treatment opportunities an offender would receive inside a prison, and it appears to work just as effectively but far more efficiently (Crary). Utah began its version of a community corrections program in mid-2003. Initially called the Re-Entry Initiative, the program reduced recidivism rates by nine percent and saved 5 million tax-dollars in the first 18 months. This was largely because the program allowed for parolees cited with technical violations to be managed on the outside rather than being re-incarcerated (St. Gerard).
Some may wonder what incentive there is to stop criminal behavior if the offender knows they will likely not be sent to prison for minor violations of their parole or probation ranging in severity from failing to check in with a supervising officer to failing a drug test. 
Behavioral studies tell is this: “punishment is far more effective if it is swift, certain, and proportionate than delayed, unpredictable, and severe” (Pew Center on the States). As probation and parole programs are improved throughout the states, “swift, certain, and proportionate” sanctions are being enforced (Pew Center on the States). These sanctions are graduated in severity and may include anything from community service to short stays in jail. Ideally probation and parole officers have the authority to impose these sanctions without time-consuming trips to court (Pew Center on the States). 
As important as consequences for failure to comply with the terms of probation or parole, are incentives for success. These may include removal of imposed restrictions, gift certificates, and in some cases time-off of sentences for compliance with the terms of their supervision (Pew Center on the States). 
HOPE—A Model for Success
It stands for ‘Hawaii’s Opportunity Probation with Enforcement,” and it was started in 2004 by Circuit Court Judge Steven Alm. Before HOPE, probation officers faced overwhelming case-loads of offenders who were confident that the system was too dilapidated to enforce the terms of their supervision. Violation after violation went uncorrected until the parolee or probationer finally found himself in prison. Under judge Alm’s program, failure to comply with frequent random drug tests, office visits and treatment requirements are met with immediate sanctions, typically a few days in jail (Pew Center on the States). 
The results of the new program are impossible to ignore: The overall rate of missed and failed drug tests dropped by more than 80 percent—probationers were 72 percent less likely to use, and the missed appointment rate fell from 13.3 percent to 2.6 percent (Serwer). The trend has continued as the program has expanded. Now other states are beginning to adopt and experiment with the HOPE model (Gelb).
Technology as a Correctional Tool
Releasing low-risk, non-violent offenders from the prison system to community corrections would greatly diminish the high cost of corrections, but this may put additional strain on Probation and Parole officers who already mange two-thirds of total offenders. Luckily, technological advancements provide resources that can ease this burden. 
Global positioning system (GPS) monitors can track an offender’s whereabouts, and inform authorities if he misses curfew or enters a prohibited area. ATM-like reporting kiosks can save time and limit the need for additional probation/parole agents. Rapid Results drug tests ensure that justice is swift when drug-use (the most common non-violent offense for which people serve time) occurs (Gelb). 
Discoveries and advancements in behavioral sciences are ever-improving our ability to not only monitor but actually rehabilitate offenders as well. Motivational interviewing, and cognitive behavioral therapy help incite real change within offenders who may not have admitted to needing change before (Gelb). 
American’s Largely in Favor of Sentencing Reform—Still not Everyone
Despite the data in favor of sentencing reform, not everyone agrees that tough-on-crime policies should be abandoned for alternatives. New Hampshire prosecutor, Jim Reams insists that these initiatives only save money in the short-term. 
“The assumption is that these are all choir boys at the prison and if we let them out, all will be well. And it doesn’t work that way,” said Reams. “We’re getting exactly what we deserve when we do this—we’re getting more crime” (Bluestein). 
Still, polls show support for prison alternatives for non-violent offenders. Eighty-eight percent of Americans believe that alternatives to prison should be used at least some of the time in non-violent cases—51 percent say it should be often (Princeton Survey Research Associates International). 

“With that kind of support,” said Adam Gelb, “it is clear to us that the American public is ready to shift from simply building more and more prisons to smarter strategies that actually make [society] safer” (Gelb). 

Conclusion
As states reform criminal justice policies to accommodate shrinking budgets and growing needs, it is important to note that advocates of sentencing reform are not doing so only to save money—public safety shouldn’t be forfeited to save capital. They advocate alternatives to prison terms because research suggests that it can be just as safe and possibly more effective than the traditional hard-line policies of the past 30 years. 
Marc Levin, director of the Center for Effective Justice at the Texas Public Policy Foundation, stated the case well when he said, “We have to distinguish between those we are afraid of and those we are just mad at.” (Fausset) The former are locked up to protect society. The latter are given a better chance.
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