
HB 2270 Will Move Arizona Out  
of the Top 10 Imprisoning States
Arizona has the fourth 
highest imprisonment rate 
in the U.S., but pending 
legislation could change that. 
House Bill 2270, legislation introduced in the 
2019 session, is projected to shed Arizona’s title 
as one of the top 10 imprisoning states in the 
nation.1 The bill, sponsored by Representative 
Walt Blackman (R), would allow people to earn 
their way home from prison sooner by following 
the rules and participating in treatment and 
programming. The bill is projected to reduce the 
prison population by 8,300 beds — or 19 percent 
— by 2028. (For more on how these calculations 
were made, please see the methodology section.) 

Background 
After decades of prison growth, Arizona today has the fourth highest imprisonment rate in the country, meaning 
it puts more people in prison per capita than any other state — except for Oklahoma, Louisiana, and Mississippi.2 
This growth has come with a hefty price tag. Arizona’s bloated prison population costs taxpayers over $1 billion 
each year without making the state safer.3 

The size of Arizona’s prison population is largely due to its punitive sentencing laws. Arizona is one of only three 
states in the country that requires everyone in prison to serve at least 85 percent of their sentence, regardless of 
their behavior and readiness for release.4 Unsurprisingly, people in Arizona spend far longer behind bars than the 
national average, despite the fact that long prison sentences are ineffective as a crime control measure.5 At the 
same time, these long prison terms take Arizonans out of workforce and place emotional and financial burdens 
on the families of those incarcerated. People convicted of drug crimes in Arizona spend 40 percent longer in 
prison than the national average. For property crimes, people in Arizona spend almost twice as long in prison.

HB 2270 would allow people to earn time off their sentences for following the rules and participating in 
programming. People convicted of crimes not designated as dangerous in statute would be able to earn an 
additional 35 percent off their sentences. Most others could earn an additional 10 percent off their sentence. 
States across the country, including Mississippi (in 2009)6 and Louisiana (in 2017)7 have passed similar reforms, 
as well as the federal government as part of the “The First Step Act” (2018).8 

LEGISL ATION EXPEC TED TO SIGNIFICANTLY REDUCE 
ARIZONA’S PRISON POPUL ATION, DROP ARIZONA FROM 
FOURTH TO ELEVENTH IN IMPRISONMENT RANKINGS 
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 About FWD.us: Founded by leaders in the business and tech communities, FWD.us is a bipartisan political organization committed to reforming America’s failed 
immigration and criminal justice systems. Together, we can move America forward.

Methodology
This impact analysis was conducted by FWD.us using individual-level data acquired from the Arizona 
Department of Corrections covering over 30 years and almost a half a million records. To project the impact of 
HB 2270, the following steps were taken: 

•	 Create a baseline: First we consider how Arizona’s prison population is projected to grow over the next 
10 years without reform. This “baseline” projection uses two- and five-year trends in admissions, sentence 
lengths, and length of stay in prison. It also takes into account the remaining sentence length for people 
currently in prison, as well as their age, to calculate how long they will remain behind bars. 

•	 Build conservative assumptions: FWD.us only models impacts from policies we believe we can  
accurately and reliably measure — which means that these estimates are conservative. For HB 2270, we 
projected the following: 

○○ For people convicted of crimes without a “dangerous crime”9 or a “dangerous crime against children”10 
enhancement, reduce their predicted length of stay in prison by 41 percent (the reduction in time 
served from 85 percent, or one day earned for every six days served, to 50 percent, one day earned for 
every one day served). 

○○ For people convicted of crimes with a “dangerous crime” enhancement but without a “dangerous 
crimes against children” enhancement, reduce their predicted length of stay in prison by 10 percent 
(the reduction in time served from 85 percent to 75 percent, or one day earned for every three days served). 

○○ Since people would serve significantly less time if convicted of crimes without a “dangerous crime” 
enhancement under the proposed legislation, expect that prosecutors and courts would charge and 
sentence more people with underlying violent crimes to a “dangerous” enhancement. Assume that 
an additional 20 percent of people convicted of violent crimes would receive the “dangerous crime” 
enhancement and receive commensurately longer sentences. 

•	 Project the impact of HB 2270: From there, we calculate how many people would be in prison if the state 
adopted HB 2270. The impacts phase in over time as newly sentenced people replace people currently in 
prison. This allows us to see the impact the policy changes will have as compared to baseline growth.

•	 Compare to other states: In order to estimate how Arizona’s imprisonment rate would change relative to 
other states, we used the total estimated reduction in the prison population in 2028 (19 percent) and applied 
this reduction to the current imprisonment rate. If Arizona’s imprisonment rate was reduced by 19 percent 
and all others stayed equal, Arizona would have the 11th highest imprisonment rate, rather than the 4th.

https://legiscan.com/LA/text/SB139/id/1635125
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/756

