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Just a Minute on  
More Prisons
Bad premises beget worse policies. Spend just a minute with us so 
that we can do better.

Colorado State Penitentiary II, a $182 million facility built in 2010 to house people in solitary confinement, was shuttered just 
two years later.  (Philippe Brault - Upian / Agence/Redux)

President Trump’s announcement that he’d like to reopen and expand Alcatraz is only the newest 

in a deeply concerning trend of proposals to build more, and re-open previously shuttered, 

prisons to incarcerate more people across our criminal justice and immigration systems. 


The United States already has one of the highest incarceration rates in the world and the moral 

implications of that are clear to many. The well-documented and heartbreaking damage that our 

incarceration rates cause so many people—including the 1 in 2 Americans who have had a family 

member incarcerated—has health, financial, and emotional consequences that depress 

opportunity and widen racial and economic inequality over generations.


But today, we’re focusing on the dollars and cents of it all. Because the record first scratched for 

us when the people putting forth these proposals conveniently overlooked that we already have 

historical data on this investment strategy, and it's not at all good. The U.S. opened a new prison 

every 15 days between 1990 to 2005 and our prison population ballooned from nearly 700,000 

to almost 1.4 million over this period. The wide-rippling fiscal, social, labor, and other 

ramifications of this prison boom drove the bipartisan movement for criminal justice reform that 

led to a 24% reduction in prison populations from 2009-2022 and the closure of nearly 200 

prisons.  


If we build them, we can almost certainly fill them–but we can’t seem to staff them, afford them, 

or deliver a public safety return on the investment.

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/04/us/politics/trump-alcatraz-prison.html
https://news.wttw.com/2025/03/10/illinois-pitches-two-new-prisons-way-modernize-and-address-aging-facilities-some
https://www.njspotlightnews.org/2024/06/nj-taps-burlington-site-for-new-womens-prison/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/may/06/alcatraz-trump-immigration-plan-prisons
https://www.mlive.com/public-interest/2025/05/in-rural-michigan-a-prison-is-reopening-as-biggest-ice-detention-hub-in-midwest.html
https://www.cbsnews.com/sanfrancisco/news/california-congress-members-oppose-use-dublin-prison-ice-detention-center-trump-administration/
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/global/2024.html
https://ellabakercenter.org/who-pays-the-true-cost-of-incarceration-on-families/
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2018/12/03/how-incarcerated-parents-are-losing-their-children-forever
https://everysecond.fwd.us/#:~:text=Close-,1%20in%202%20people%20in%20the%20United%20States,an%20immediate%20family%20member%20incarcerated.&text=%E2%80%9CThese%20numbers%20are%20stunning%2C%20all,but%20as%20stories%20like%20mine.%E2%80%9D
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2780438#google_vignette
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/conviction-imprisonment-and-lost-earnings-how-involvement-criminal
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/americas-broken-criminal-legal-system-contributes-to-wealth-inequality/
https://www.fwd.us/news/turning-the-tide-on-mass-incarceration/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4506965


Let’s Back Up

We Can’t Afford Them

Building and operating prisons is staggeringly expensive. By the peak of the incarceration crisis,  

the U.S. had paid nearly $100 billion to build over 700 new prisons just for brick and mortar 

construction and related capital costs (we’re not talking operating costs). To finance the 

construction of these facilities, many states took out significant bonds that put years of stress on 

their budgets as they struggled to pay them back. For example, the state of Iowa financed the 

construction of the Iowa State Penitentiary with a $135 million bond issued in 2010 that Iowans 

will be paying back through 2027. Taxpayers are stuck with the bill for many of these bonds, on 

top of the steep operating costs, even when prison populations decline dramatically. 


Especially now as many states consider slashing spending to counter shrinking tax revenues and 

growing deficits, it will be harder for lawmakers to make the math of costly prison expansions 

work. The Arkansas state senate rejected a bill to fund a potentially $1.2 billion dollar prison five 

different times. One legislator described the plan as a “mega-prison, mega-financial disaster 

death spiral.” In South Dakota, the House of Representatives recently rejected funding for a 

prison slated to cost $825 million, nearly $500 million more than its original estimate. 


The projects that do get approved often come at the expense of vital services. Indiana is pursuing 

a $1.2 billion prison while their most recent budget included $2 billion in cuts, including a 60% 

cut for public health departments. Nebraska’s $350 million dollar prison development plan has 

already gone 30% over the initial estimate while the state’s severe deficit has lawmakers 

considering defunding Meals on Wheels, charging more fees at the DMV, and cutting funds for 

cancer screenings. A year after New Hampshire approved plans for a half a billion dollar prison, 

the legislature has proposed wide-ranging budget cuts including $80 million dollars from public 

higher education and $46 million dollars from the Department of Health and Human Services.

We Can’t Staff The Prisons We Already Have

We are already experiencing a massive prison staffing shortage with more people leaving 

corrections in recent years than any other state government sector. Nationwide, there has been a 

10% decline in correctional officers from 2019-2022 and states like Georgia have seen up to a 

29% decline during that period. 


This shift has left states struggling, largely unsuccessfully, to manage their jails and prisons. Even 

before the staffing crisis, the state of our prisons and jails was such that correctional officers 

experience PTSD at higher levels than returning military veterans, and incarcerated men 

experience even higher rates. Understaffing has only caused conditions in jails and prisons to 

deteriorate further, compromising the safety of both incarcerated people and correctional 

officers and contributing to skyrocketing levels of violence, overdose, and suicide. This 

perpetuates a vicious cycle that leads even more corrections officers to quit. The inability to 

retain corrections officers has not been solved by states making massive overtime payments to 

staff, offering signing bonuses, or increasing wages and benefits. The situation is so dire that 

states like Florida, New York, and West Virginia have resorted to bringing in the National Guard 

to staff their prisons.

We Were Sold a Boom—and Got a Sputter

Media and policymakers alike have described prison construction projects as economic boons 

with headlines like “Prisons: Economic Tonic for Rural Areas” and taglines like “salvation through 

incarceration.” However, decades of research now show that prisons have fallen significantly 

short of delivering the economic prosperity promised. 


Towns that built prisons early on in the prison boom did experience some initial, short-term 

economic benefits but those gains did not last, and a New York study comparing the economic 

outcomes of rural towns with and without prisons over 25 years found that the constructing and 

operating a prison did not have a meaningful positive impact on local economies. 


Although often hailed as job creators for languishing towns, many prisons employ far more out-

of-towners than people from the local community, and researchers “find no evidence that prisons 

bring employment growth to rural communities.” For counties with lower levels of educational 

attainment, prisons were associated with even worse employment outcomes, leading 

researchers to conclude that “prisons are doing more harm than good.” 

We’re Not Even Getting A Return

There is very good evidence that shows we do not need more incarceration to have more safety. 

From 2012 to 2022, 45 states reduced imprisonment rates and crime rates simultaneously, and 

crime declined faster in these states than in the five states that increased imprisonment during 

that same period. Researchers reached consensus that locking someone up, as opposed to 

keeping them in the community, does not reduce their likelihood of committing crime in the 

future and in many cases increases it. Many other public safety justifications for prison have been 

called into question or fully debunked. The fact that increased criminalization and incarceration 

does not make us safer applies equally when talking about incarcerating and detaining 

immigrants. An evaluation of a nationwide program to increase detention of migrants who had 

been arrested for crimes found that it had no impact on the crime rate.

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-10-03/municipal-prison-bonds-turn-to-junk-as-inmate-population-falls?embedded-checkout=true
https://publications.iowa.gov/30564/1/fy17_cafr.pdf
https://publications.iowa.gov/30564/1/fy17_cafr.pdf
https://www.radioiowa.com/2025/05/02/bill-calls-for-study-of-iowa-prison-infrastructure/
https://www.prisonlegalnews.org/news/2013/aug/15/floridas-prison-bond-scheme-obscures-real-costs-of-expansion/
https://csg.org/2025/02/07/2025-fiscal-affairs-outlook/
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2025/01/13/lawmakers-face-budget-crunches-tough-decisions-to-close-expected-shortfalls
https://arktimes.com/arkansas-blog/2025/04/08/prison-funding-bill-fails-in-the-senate-for-the-fifth-time
https://arktimes.com/arkansas-blog/2025/04/08/prison-funding-bill-fails-in-the-senate-for-the-fifth-time
https://talkbusiness.net/2025/04/senate-downs-prison-appropriation-bill-passes-state-employee-pay-plan/
https://talkbusiness.net/2025/04/senate-downs-prison-appropriation-bill-passes-state-employee-pay-plan/
https://www.argusleader.com/story/news/politics/2025/02/21/lincoln-county-prison-funding-bill-fails-in-south-dakota-house-vote/79335656007/
https://southdakotasearchlight.com/2024/11/14/mens-prison-price-comes-in-at-825-million-sparking-questions-from-lawmakers-public
https://apnews.com/article/indiana-breaks-ground-prison-8ab34bed223e97fc457bdaaf8fc747a2
https://indianacapitalchronicle.com/2025/05/07/gov-braun-signs-indianas-next-44b-budget-into-law/
https://www.indystar.com/story/news/politics/2025/04/23/indiana-state-budget-deal-raises-cigarette-taxes-cuts-public-health/83236804007/
https://www.indystar.com/story/news/politics/2025/04/23/indiana-state-budget-deal-raises-cigarette-taxes-cuts-public-health/83236804007/
https://www.ketv.com/article/nebraska-corrections-requests-additional-dollar95-million-for-new-prison/43013970
https://journalstar.com/news/state-regional/government-politics/article_7521a9be-1c7b-4724-aee1-8cf46fc451ca.html
https://journalstar.com/news/state-regional/government-politics/article_7521a9be-1c7b-4724-aee1-8cf46fc451ca.html
https://www.nhpr.org/2024-07-11/price-tag-for-new-nh-mens-prison-half-a-billion-dollars
https://www.nhpr.org/nh-news/2025-04-10/nh-house-passes-budget-plan-that-includes-deep-spending-cuts-eliminates-state-jobs
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2024/01/10/prison-correctional-officer-shortage-overtime-data
https://thehill.com/opinion/5267786-prison-staffing-crisis/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24865800/
https://stateline.org/2024/12/03/prison-lockdowns/
https://www.governing.com/workforce/prison-violence-soars-in-georgia-as-state-faces-staffing-crisis
https://calmatters.org/justice/2024/03/death-in-california-jails/
https://www.govexec.com/oversight/2024/02/understaffing-and-mismanagement-contributed-hundreds-deaths-federal-prisons/394271/
https://thenevadaindependent.com/article/nevada-prison-system-facing-53m-budget-hole-as-overtime-costs-spiral
https://nashvillebanner.com/2025/02/21/tennessee-prison-guard-recruitment/
https://www.wboy.com/news/west-virginia/west-virginia-division-of-corrections-increases-officer-pay-rates/
https://www.sacbee.com/news/politics-government/the-state-worker/article278732429.html
https://www.wlrn.org/government-politics/2025-03-07/national-guard-florida-prisons
https://www.poughkeepsiejournal.com/story/news/2025/04/11/ny-prison-strike-is-over-but-national-guardsmen-remain-after-mass-firings/83041180007/
https://www.armytimes.com/news/your-army/2024/05/21/after-two-years-west-virginia-guard-no-longer-staffing-jails-prisons/


Continue the Conversation

Read
Bloomberg’s recent 

coverage of small New 

Mexican towns that are 

staking their financial 

survival on privately owned 

ICE detention centers.


The Marshall Project’s deep 

dive into the data on dire 

prison staffing shortages.

Listen
To North County Public 

Radio’s interview with 

Jacob Harris on how New 

York’s prison boom “failed 

to live up to its promise of 

providing economic 

prosperity" and Upstate NY 

is paying the price. 

Track
Prison Policy Initiative on 

Bluesky for cutting-edge 

research and data about the 

nature and scope of 

incarceration and 

criminalization.

We can’t afford to scale up, export, or leave unchecked what we’ve already gotten wrong.  

We’ll be using this note to unpack the faulty thinking about crime, safety, and justice that 

underpins some of the most consequential discussions and decisions playing out in this 

American moment.  You can find our previous notes here.
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https://www.northcountrypublicradio.org/news/story/51612/20250428/ny-opened-prisons-upstate-to-create-jobs-now-the-region-is-paying-the-price
https://bsky.app/profile/prisonpolicy.org
https://www.fwd.us/criminal-justice/national/
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