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sentencing and early release.  See page 7.

Ford Foundation grant revitalizes CAPPS, allows  
renewed effort to reduce corrections spending

informing policy makers about the factors that 
drive the prison population and corrections costs.   
As a non-profit, non-governmental organization 

with substantial experience in analyzing correc-
tions policy and budget issues, CAPPS can make 
a unique contribution to the debate about how to 
reduce MDOC spending while keeping not only the 
public but the prisons safe.  

At the same time, CAPPS will step up its 
public education campaign by speaking to com-
munity groups and building alliances within the 
business, advocacy and faith communities.  An 
immediate goal will be to counter fear and misim-
pressions created by opponents of reform.   
 CAPPS has spent a lot of time conducting 
research and building the case for corrections re-

form.  The evidence proves that 
enormously expensive policy 
choices have not reduced re-
cidivism or otherwise increased 
public safety.  Now we must use 
that evidence to persuade the 
public that spending $2 billion 
a year on corrections is not the 
way to protect Michigan’s fu-
ture.  
 Among the policies that 
CAPPS will continue to address 
is the total elimination of any 

CAPPS Annual Membership Meeting 

Jan. 13, 2011, Lansing

Mark Your Calendar

A generous grant from the Ford Founda-
tion has breathed new life into CAPPS’ efforts to 
shift spending from excessive incarceration to other 
critical services.  CAPPS had been without founda-
tion funding since 2008 and, despite the support of 
loyal members and donors, was preparing to close 
its doors. 
 We have worked for over a decade to de-
velop proven strategies for safely reducing correc-
tions spending.  We are very grateful that the Ford 
Foundation has chosen to invest in our effort at 
this critical point when the corrections budget has 
become a major focus for policymakers. 

The 12-month grant has allowed CAPPS to 
add an associate director and to expand its agenda.  
However, grant funds cannot be used to lobby for 
particular legislation.  Thus fund raising will be a 
major goal during the grant period, both to pay for 
lobbying and to continue operating at the end of the 
grant period.   

With a new administration and scores of 
new legislators, we will devote much attention  to 

From the Director
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Ford Foundation grant revitalizes CAPPS, 
allows renewed efforts 

form of “good time” and of community residential placements for pris-
oners nearing parole.  Bringing Michigan back in line with the practices 
of other states could save several thousand beds and tens of millions of 
dollars.  
 We will continue to advocate for parole reforms, including a 
presumption of parole when the minimum has been served (absent a 
current threat to public safety or poor institutional record), restoring the 
prisoner’s ability to appeal parole denials and providing counsel to pris-
oners when prosecutors and victims appeal parole grants.  Such reforms 
would promote consistent, objective decision-making regardless of the 
influence of isolated events or the proclivities of individual decision-mak-
ers.   By reducing the average length of stay, they would also be cost-ef-
fective.  CAPPS research shows that holding people an additional year or 
two, as often occurs, has minimal impact on public safety.   
 Similarly, we will continue to focus on the plight of parolable lif-
ers, who have extremely low failure rates on parole.   We will advocate 
for requiring due process protections when judges object to lifer paroles 
and for establishing a special lifer/commutation review board.  
 Adding a full-time associate director allows CAPPS to better ad-

dress other issues of longstanding concern. We will advocate for restor-
ing Michigan’s sentencing commission.  A systematic assessment of the 
sentencing guidelines, as was envisioned when they were adopted more 
than a decade ago, will ensure that sentences are proportional and that 
prison beds are not being used unnecessarily.   
 We will examine ways to make relevant programming more ac-
cessible to prisoners throughout their terms, not just during the last year 
before release.  Using the years people are incarcerated to build their 
knowledge, skills and self-esteem is critical to reducing recidivism.  A 
more systematic use of volunteers may be the key to providing more aca-
demic, vocational and other self-improvement opportunities.

We will work with experts in mental health and substance abuse 
treatment to explore ways to shift more resources to community-based 
treatment.  Because of limited funding, people with problems like de-
pression, anxiety and addiction too often cannot get help in the commu-
nity before their behavior leads to a criminal conviction.  Mental health 

CAPPS can make a unique contribution 
to the debate about how to reduce 
MDOC spending while keeping not only 
the public but the prisons safe.  
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Barbara Levine, Executive Director

Barbara has been executive director since CAPPS was founded in 2000.  
 A member of the Michigan Bar since 1974, Barbara began her career 
as a staff attorney at the State Appellate Defender Office, representing indigent 
felony defendants on appeal of their convictions.  She taught law school 
for four years, then served as a Commissioner for the Michigan Supreme 
Court.  In 1995, she became the first administrator of the Michigan Appellate 
Assigned Counsel System (MAACS).  She left MAACS in 1999 to focus 
exclusively on issues affecting prisoners and the constant expansion of the 
prison system.
 Barbara was a founding member of the Prisons and Corrections 
Section of the State Bar of Michigan and served as its first chairperson.  She 
has litigated cases involving prison conditions and parole board decisions.

Peter O’Toole, Associate Director

 Peter, who just passed the Michigan bar exam, clerked for a Detroit civil litigation firm be-
fore joining CAPPS.  He also had several years of experience managing employees 
in the private sector during a hiatus from college.  He has a bachelor’s degree in 
political science and criminal justice and earned his Juris Doctor from the Univer-
sity of Detroit Mercy School of Law.

A founding member of the UDM Public Interest Law Student Associa-
tion, Peter was a representative at the 2009 Equal Justice Works Conference and 
a voluntary mediator at both the Wayne County Mediation Center and Macomb 
County Dispute Resolution Center.

 Peter is deeply committed to addressing the issues surrounding the 
state’s prison population, the growing number of former prisoners and the expan-
sion of corrections spending to the detriment of other public services.  He looks 
forward to bringing CAPPS’ message to the public, to building alliances in the 
advocacy community and to helping shape policy proposals for consideration by 

the legislature and new administration. 

services are often reserved for people who meet 
strict definitions of serious and persistent mental 
illness. Ironically, residential treatment beds for 
substance abuse are reserved for probationers 
and parolees because the funding comes from the 
MDOC’s budget.   
 I am excited about the prospects for the 
coming year.  We look forward to presenting our 
recommendations to a new group of policymakers 

who will be looking for new solutions to Michigan’s 
budget crisis.  Peter O’Toole, our new associate 
director, will bring energy, skill and a fresh perspec-
tive to CAPPS, as well.  But we need about $35,000 
to pay costs not covered by the Ford Foundation 
grant.  We hope that our supporters share our 
enthusiasm and, even in these difficult times, will 
help us achieve the goals that may finally be within 
reach. 

 

 The CAPPS Team

(Continued on page 4 -- see Team))
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CAPPS Team

Dena Anderson, Administrative Assistant

 Dena has been a long-time activist for various organizations including 
Head Start, the Hunger Project and the Lansing Urban League.  
 She was a founding volunteer for the Lansing Council Against Domestic 
Assault and has been an administrative assistant for various Michigan legislators.   
 A former English teacher, Dena worked as executive secretary to the 
president of the Lansing Urban League. 
 In the mid-1980s she went inside the former State Prison of Southern 
Michigan at Jackson as a volunteer in programs to help prisoners rethink their 
lives.  
 Dena first joined CAPPS in 2003, researching and writing profiles of 
prisoners who were not being paroled even though their institutional records, 
parole guidelines scores and other information indicated they could be safely released.  She now handles 
a wide variety of administrative tasks.

Gail Light, Communications Specialist

Gail helps design CAPPS publications, designed and maintains the webpage 
and works on special projects.  She holds a degree in journalism, is a former re-
porter for the Flint Journal and was an editor of a daily newspaper in North Dakota. 

For many years she worked as information officer for the Michigan De-
partment of Corrections and before that for the Michigan Office of Criminal Justice 
Programs inside the governor’s office.  

She has written for various publications at Michigan State University, has 
taught at Lansing Community College and has been awarded creative writing schol-
arships from Cranbrook Institute.  

 
Noah Smith, Governmental Consultant

 Noah is a partner with Capitol Services, Inc., a lobbying and 
governmental consulting firm.  He works with CAPPS to develop an overall 
public policy strategy, helps inform lawmakers and other state leaders about 
CAPPS’ issues, provides CAPPS access to the legislative and executive branches, 
monitors legislative and state departmental activities that affect CAPPS’ goals 
and lobbies for specific bills that CAPPS supports. 
  Noah previously worked with the American Cancer Society where he 
was initially the director of government relations and led successful lobbying 
efforts in Michigan and Indiana.  He was then appointed area executive director 
for the American Cancer Society Capital Area Service Center.
 Noah served in the U.S. Marine Corps for eight years.  He graduated 
from Grand Valley State University with a degree in public administration, 
focusing on public policy and organizational diversity.

(Continued from page 3)
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What’s wrong with this picture?

Fewer prisoners, more spending raises many questions

Although Michigan’s revenues, and hence 
its General Fund (GF) budget, have shrunk over the 
last decade, corrections spending has continued to 
increase dramatically.  As the Michigan Department 
of Corrections’ piece of the GF pie has risen from 
3% in 1980 to 15% in 1995 to more than 23% in 
2011, fewer and fewer GF dollars are available for 
other state services.   

It has been widely assumed that the way to 
reduce corrections spending is to reduce the pris-
oner population.  Yet, despite a decline of nearly 
7,500 Michigan prisoners from the peak of 51,515 
in 2006 to about 44,000 today, the Fiscal Year 2011 
gross appropriation to the MDOC exceeds $2 bil-
lion.  The MDOC has closed six prisons, consoli-
dated three and eliminated the entire camp system, 
shutting down 10 camps.  The total number of cor-
rections employees has declined by nearly 4,100, 
from 18,641 in 2001 to 14,562 in Oct. 2010.  So why 
do costs keep rising?

The MDOC says that while it has saved 
hundreds of millions of dollars, these savings have 
been offset by two broad areas of increase.  One is 
“economic adjustments” in employee wages and 
salaries, the cost of retirement and employee health 
care benefits,  and worker’s compensation, as 
well as inflationary increases in the prices of food, 
fuel and utilities.  The other is “reinvestment” in 
increased parole supervision and the Michigan Pris-
oner Re-entry Initiative (MPRI).  

These summary statements raise a host of 
questions.  Why has the 22% decrease in the num-
ber of employees not yielded greater savings?  How 
much lower does the prisoner population have to 
go in order to produce a substantial decline in pris-
on spending?  How effective have MDOC cost-sav-
ing measures and budget shifts been so far?  What 
has the impact been on both prisoners and employ-
ees?  To what extent is the corrections budget used 
to cover costs that might be more appropriately met 
by other state or local agencies?  What statutory 
and administrative changes might produce positive 
results? 

CAPPS will pursue the answers to these 
questions in the coming months as, undoubtedly, 
will the new administration and the legislature.  To 
decide where we should and should not go, it is 
necessary to understand how we got where we are. 

What drives prison population size? 

The growth in corrections spending tracks 
the growth of the prisoner population.  The number 
of prisoners grew from fewer than 15,000 in 1984 
to 40,500 in 1994, peaking at 51,500 in 2006.

“Get tough” policies sent more people to 
prison and kept them there longer.  By the late 
1970’s, Michigan had adopted highly punitive drug 
laws and mandatory sentence enhancements for 
having a gun while committing a felony, increased 
its use of habitual offender charges and eliminated 
generous awards of “good time.”  For several years, 
the state dealt with ever-increasing overcrowding, 
in part, by a system of periodic sentence reductions 
and by replacing “good time” with more modest 
amounts of “disciplinary credits.”  However, from 
1985-1992, it opened 23 more prisons.  

In 1992, the parole board was reconstitut-
ed.  A dramatic drop in parole approval rates cre-
ated a large pool of prisoners who were eligible for 
release.  Severe sanctions for violating conditions 
of supervision meant more returns to prison for 
technical parole violations.   In 1998, the legislature 
enacted “truth in sentencing,” which bars prisoners 
from community placements until they have served 
their entire minimum sentence and eliminates all 
disciplinary credits for prisoners sentenced after 
the legislation took effect.  Truth in sentencing 
alone created the need for thousands of additional 
beds.  Sentencing guidelines, which require more 
community alternatives to prison for less serious 
offenders but permit longer sentences for more se-
rious crimes, were also adopted.  And drunk driving 
laws were stiffened.  The sentencing commission 
was abolished before it could assess the impact 

(Continued on page 6 -- See Fewer)
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of these changes.  After 1992, the State opened 12 
more prisons.

The recent decline in the prisoner popula-
tion also has multiple causes.  Crime rates have 
dropped steadily in Michigan, as they have nation-
ally.  Consequently, prison intake, which peaked at 
11,094 in 2006, declined to 9,288 in 2009.  Major 
revisions to the state’s drug laws in 2003 affected 
both how many people go to prison and how long 
they stay.  This reduced the number of people serv-
ing for drug offenses from 5,485 in 2002 to 3,437 in 
2009.  

Changed parole policies drove the rest of 
the population decline.  The parole approval rate, 
which was just 52.5% as recently as 2006, reached 
62.5% in 2009.  In addition, although there were 
several thousand more people under parole su-
pervision, more than a thousand fewer returned to 
prison as technical parole violators in 2009 than in 
2006.  Nonetheless, 6,000 people who have served 
their minimum sentences have been denied parole 
and 850 aging parolable lifers are also eligible for 
release.  (See detailed discussion in stories at pgs 9 
and 13)  

What drives corrections costs?

When viewed by function, the direct costs 
of administering and operating prisons consume 
62.7% of the MDOC’s gross appropriation – nearly 
$1.3 billion.  Another $307 million, 15.3% of the 
budget, goes to prisoner medical and mental health 
care.  The next largest expenditure is $218 million, 
10.8%, for field operations, which includes parole 
board expenses, parole and probation supervision, 
nearly $15 million for community re-entry centers 
and $17 million for electronic monitoring.  The field 
operations line does not include nearly $55 million 
separately allocated for MPRI.  Collectively these 
four areas account for 91.5% of all corrections 
spending.

Basic employee costs.  Nearly 75% 
of all corrections expenditures are for payroll costs.  
The proportion of payroll going to base salaries and 

wages has declined from 67% in 2003 to 59% in 
2009.  The rest goes to retirement, FICA and Medi-
care, fringe benefits and overtime.  Insurance costs 
alone increased nearly $27 million between 2009 
and 2011, even though the number of employees on 
which costs were based declined by 1,225.  

Two other fringe benefits are unique to 
MDOC custody staff.  The $575 annual allowance 
per employee for uniform dry cleaning was esti-
mated in 2008 to cost a total of $5.5 million.  A 
high security retention premium for employees who 
work at facilities of security level IV or above was 
estimated to cost $3.4 million.

An even bigger problem has been the jump 
in retirement costs.  The stock market crash of 
2008-09 hit the state’s pension plan hard.  To keep 
the plan solvent, the state has had to increase 
its contribution to the retirement costs of current 
employees.  The duration and annual size of the 
increase will depend on market conditions.  Al-
though the state switched from the more expensive 
“defined benefit” plan to the less costly “defined 
contribution” plan in 1997, there are still employ-
ees left who are covered by the old plan.  Currently, 
the state must put in up to 48.75% of an employ-
ee’s pay for those in the defined benefit plan and 
27.05% for those in the defined contribution plan.

Overtime.  The costs of wages and 
retirement are greatly affected by the MDOC’s 
extensive use of overtime.  Since retirement is a 
percentage of salary/wages, when custody staff 
work overtime, not only do they earn 150% of their 
hourly wage rate, retirement costs also increase 
proportionately.  

A 2008 report by the Auditor General noted 
that in FY 2007, the MDOC paid more than $95 
million in total overtime costs.  Of this, $66.9 mil-
lion was for more than 1.9 million hours of non-
holiday overtime for custody officers.  In a 24/7 
operation like a prison system, some overtime is 
inevitable for reasons like vacations, sick leave and 
unanticipated needs for prisoner transportation.  
However, the single biggest cause, accounting for 

(Continued from page 5)

Fewer prisoners, more spending raises many questions

(Continued on page 15 -- See Fewer)
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American Correctional Association

Public Correctional Policy on Criminal Sentencing and Early Release From Confinement

Editor’s Note: The following new policy was unanimously ratified by the American Correctional Association 
Delegate Assembly of the 140th Congress of Correction in Chicago, Aug. 4, 1010.

Introduction: A number of states have eliminated parole and/or good-time policies in favor of some form 
of a determinate sentencing scheme that may include sentencing guidelines. Determinate sentencing is 
designed to reduce the discrepancy between the sentence imposed and actual time served in prison and to 
provide offenders and victims of crime with accurate information on the amount of time inmates will serve 
in prison. Determinate sentencing ordinarily involves the judge specifying a number of years or months 
as a sentence of incarceration, to be followed by a specified period of supervised release in the community. 
Usually, the sentence of incarceration can be reduced by good time earned by the prisoner through good 
conduct. Determinate sentencing in some jurisdictions is structured in a sentencing guidelines system. 
Observers consider some guidelines systems to be complicated and others to be simple and readily 
understandable.

Other jurisdictions have retained indeterminate sentencing schemes, including parole. Under parole, 
offenders serve some final portion of their sentence under supervision in their community. Like supervised 
release, parole is designed to help offenders find employment, obtain a residence, establish personal 
finances, and adjust to life upon release from prison. It is also designed to serve as a mechanism to sanction 
any continuing maladaptive behaviors.

Because correctional systems play a major role in the reformation of inmates and in their preparation for 
reentry into the community after imprisonment, it is in the interest of justice to understand the position 
that corrections takes on matters related to criminal sentencing and early release from confinement.

Policy Statement: Both indeterminate and determinate sentencing systems can be structured to yield 
appropriate sentences that include incarceration, parole or supervised release, probation, or other 
alternatives to incarceration. The length of a term of incarceration resulting from a criminal conviction 
should be only as long as necessary to accomplish the objectives of punishment (retribution, restraint, 
reformation and deterrence). This will optimize the cost to the taxpayers of operating a correctional 
system, minimize any deleterious effects of imprisonment, and maximize the chances for the successful 
reintegration of offenders into the community after release and also ensure that the public’s interest 
in the long-term incarceration of habitual, violent and predatory sex offenders is preserved. Periods of 
incarceration that are longer than necessary to achieve the objectives of punishment are counterproductive. 
They increase the chances that offenders will lose important contacts with family, lose linkages to 
community support systems, and become institutionalized. Periods of incarceration that are shorter than 
necessary to achieve the goals of punishment are also counterproductive. They can decrease public safety 
and erode public confidence in the justice system.

(Continued on the next page)
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Incentives for inmates to maintain acceptable conduct and to participate in correctional programs while in 
prison are important for the individual’s successful return to the community following release from custody, 
as well as aiding in institutional management and public safety. Inmates who exhibit positive institutional 
conduct and program participation may be afforded reductions in their term of imprisonment. The interests 
of justice are best served and correctional systems are able to perform at an optimal level and help criminal 
justice systems meet the objectives of punishment if there exists: 1) a general “good-time” policy that 
rewards designated inmates with the possibility of reductions in the court-imposed term of imprisonment 
for good conduct and general program participation, and 2) additional mechanisms that allow appropriate 
inmates to receive further reductions in their term of imprisonment after successful completion of or for 
substantial participation in programs that have been demonstrated to have a positive effect on reducing 
recidivism.

Correctional agencies should:

A. Pursue legislative authority (where it does not exist) for a sentencing policy designed to impose only the 
term of incarceration necessary to achieve the objectives of punishment, regardless of whether the sentencing 
scheme implemented is determinate or indeterminate in structure;

B. Pursue legislative authority (where it does not exist) for a good-time policy that allows for reductions in 
designated inmates’ court-imposed term of imprisonment to provide incentives for offenders to maintain 
acceptable conduct and participate in correctional programs;

C. Pursue legislative authority (where it does not exist) for a sentencing policy that allows appropriate 
inmates to receive additional reductions in their term of imprisonment for successful completion of or for 
substantial participation in programs that have been demonstrated to have a positive effect on reducing 
recidivism;

D. Work with legislators and policymakers in the area of criminal sentencing and provide information to 
these policymakers relative to the objectives of punishment, the relation to criminal sentences, sentencing 
guidelines, and good-time/early-release policies;

E. Provide legislators and policymakers with information regarding the costs of specific inmate programs 
and the benefit of these programs in terms of reductions in recidivism and the reduced future cost of 
incarceration;

F. Encourage legislators and policymakers to conduct more comprehensive cost/benefit analyses of inmate 
programs; and

G. Conduct research to assist legislators and policymakers in determining the relationship between 
probation, alternatives to incarceration, incarceration and supervised release, and recidivism and justice 
system aggregate costs.

(Continued from page 7)
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Changes to parole practices long sought 
by CAPPS have finally started to show results.  In 
2009, Gov. Jennifer Granholm temporarily expand-
ed the Michigan Parole and Commutation Board 
from 10 members to 15.  The goal was to release 
more prisoners on parole as part of an overall 
strategy to reduce the prisoner population.  The 
board reconsidered thousands of prisoners who 
had passed their earliest release date (ERD) and 
been “continued”, that is, denied parole.  It also as-
sessed the thousands of commutation applications 
filed as the Governor’s last term wound down. 

There is no question that the effort has 
made a difference.  In 2003, when CAPPS published 
The high cost of denying parole:  an analysis of prison-
ers eligible for release, nearly 35% of the prisoner 
population were people the board had the author-
ity to parole.  Today, about 23% of the population 
is parole-eligible.  Here is how the numbers break 
down.

For the full year 2003, the board granted 
parole to 12,788 people, 51.8% of the people it 
considered.  For 2009, that rate had increased to 

62.5%, resulting in parole grants to 16,710 people.  
However, by July 2010, after the continuance 
review process had been completed, the grant rate 
had dropped back a bit to 59.5%.

The impact of increased paroles was 
greatest for assaultive and sex offenders because 
these are the people who were, by far, most likely 
to have been continued regardless of their actual 
individual risk for reoffending.   The grant rate 
for assaultive offenders rose from 34.4% in 2003 
to 58.9% in 2009.  For sex offenders, the grant 
rate rose from 10.6% to 52.8%  By comparison, 
the grant rates for drug and other non-assaultive 
offenders, which were already relatively high, rose 
by five and seven points, respectively.

What the figures mean

These figures tell us that substantial 
progress has been made in releasing people who 

have been “flopped” 
repeatedly, many because 
of their offense, not their 
institutional conduct 
or their danger to the 
public.  The change is 
amply justified by CAPPS 
research demonstrating 
that in Michigan, like 
elsewhere, assaultive 
and sex offenders have 
much lower recidivism 
rates than other offender 
groups.  See Denying parole 
at first eligibility:  How much 
public safety does it actually 
buy? (CAPPS, August 2009)

The figures also 
reflect a decrease in pa-
roles revoked for technical 
violations of the condi-

tions of supervision.  At 2,137, the number of 
people returned as technical violators was virtually 

Various reforms still needed

Parole releases increase substantially

(Continued on the next page)
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the same in 2009 as it had been in 2003, although 
the average number of people on parole had in-
creased by four thousand. 

These figures also reveal where improve-
ment is still needed.  More than one prison bed 
in five is still being occupied by a person who has 
served the minimum time required by his or her 
sentence.  If this were necessitated by the risk these 
10,000 people pose to the community, the cost 
would simply have to be borne.  However, we know 
exactly how more than 6,000 non-lifers who have 
never been released score on the parole guidelines. 
Nearly 27% -- more than 1,600 people – scored 
high probability of release.  This means not only 
that they are at statistically very low risk for com-
mitting a new offense against a person but that the 
board is required by statute to grant parole unless 
it has “substantial and compelling reasons” to deny 
release.  Another 51% scored average probability of 
release.  Only 22.1% of the non-lifers who had not 
been previously released – 1,339 people – scored 
low probability, indicating that they pose a signifi-
cant statistical risk of committing a serious new 
offense.    

The board may possess information that 
supports denying parole despite favorable guide-
lines scores.  However, this large volume of denials 
suggests the continuing need for three reforms that 
CAPPS has long recommended.  First is ensuring 
that people who are required to take specific treat-
ment programs, such as assaultive or sex offender 
therapy, are able to access those programs in time 
to complete them before their ERD.  Second is a 
statutory presumption of parole after service of the 
minimum sentence unless the person poses a sub-
stantial risk to the community or has a very poor 
institutional record.  The other is restoring the right 
of prisoners to appeal parole denials to the courts.  
Without some form of oversight, no statutory direc-
tive, including that which already applies to high 
guidelines cases, can be enforced. 

More than 1,000 people, enough to fill one 
prison, have been granted parole but not been 
released.    The majority are one to three months 
from walking out the door, depending on whether 

they are simply awaiting final release papers or 
have to complete re-entry programs.  It should be 
noted, however, that even having a parole in one’s 
pocket does not guarantee release.  From 2-10% of 
this group will ultimately have their paroles sus-
pended because of factors like new misconducts, 
old pending charges and shaky community place-
ments.

The prisoners who have not been granted 
parole include about 1,100 whose cases have been 
deferred.  Of these, about 400 are going through 
special MPRI programming for the mentally ill.  
Roughly 300 more had begun assaultive or sex 
offender treatment programs before their parole 
interviews but had not yet completed them.  Cases 
in deferral status are reviewed again as soon as 
program termination reports are available or other 
triggering events occur.  People who have not even 
been able to begin required programs before their 
parole eligibility date are not deferred; they are 
simply denied parole.  Parole delays caused by the 
inability of prisoners to access treatment programs 
in a timely manner continue to be cause for con-
cern.   The legislature recognized this in Section 913 
of Senate Bill 1153, which enacts the FY 2011 cor-
rections budget.  That provision states:  

It is the intent of the legislature that any 
prisoner required to complete an assaultive 
offender program, sexual offender program, 
or other program as a condition of parole 
shall be transferred to a facility where that 
program is available in order to accomplish 
timely completion of that program prior to the 
expiration of his or her minimum sentence and 
eligibility for parole.  Nothing in this section 
should be deemed to make parole denial 
appealable in court.

Causes and consequences of change

The MDOC attributes both increased paroles 
and decreased parole revocations to the Michigan 
Prisoner Reentry Initiative (MPRI).  The board, it 
says, now has the confidence to release people it 

Parole releases increase, reforms still needed
(Continued from page 9)



Citizens Alliance on Prisons and Public Spending

Consensus — Fall 2010 11

highly restrictive parole conditions.  In addition to 
strict limitations on where they can live, work and 
spend time and with whom they can have contact, 
all sex offenders, regardless of the facts of their of-
fenses or their scores on multiple risk assessment 
instruments, are subjected to constant monitoring 
by Global Positioning Satellite (GPS) tether.  The 
monitoring makes it that much more difficult for 
these parolees to re-enter the community with 
any degree of normalcy. In 2003, there were 330 
parolees on electronic monitoring of any kind.  In 
December 2009, there were 2,616 parolees on GPS 
monitoring alone.  Most were sex offenders, though 
some had been convicted of aggravated stalking, 
domestic violence or other offenses.  This was in 
addition to 805 parolees who were on somewhat 
less restrictive radio frequency (RF) electronic 
monitoring.

Although everyone paroled has served at 
least the minimum term imposed by the courts, 

the increase in 
parole grant rates 
has had its critics.  
Prosecutors have 
increased substan-
tially the number 
of cases in which 
they appeal parole 
decisions to the 
courts. Some have 
expressed frustra-
tion that the board 
is releasing people 
whose sentences 
the prosecutors 

themselves negotiated in plea bargains.  Apparently 
the prosecutors had assured the victims that the 
parole board would not actually grant release at the 
minimum.  From January 2009 through late Sep-
tember 2010, 62 appeals were filed by prosecutors 
or victims.  Of those, the court reversed the Board’s 
decision in 11 cases.  

Some prosecutors have alleged that Gover-
nor Granholm and the parole board are jeopardiz-
ing public safety to save money.  However, while 
budget concerns may have motivated less rigid 
parole policies, there is no evidence to date that 

used to continue because it believes that pre-re-
lease re-entry programming and increased commu-
nity support will improve their chances of success.  
And fewer revocations for technical violations are 
said to be evidence that MPRI is working.   

The impact of MPRI on technical parole 
violations is difficult to measure.  Logically, fewer 
revocations may reflect either more compliance by 
parolees or the same rate of violations but differ-
ent responses from the MDOC.  If parole agents 
are instructed to use more progressive sanctions, 
including stays of several weeks or months in jail 
or “re-entry centers”, in lieu of recommending a 
return to prison, revocations will be limited.  

In fact, both explanations may well ap-
ply.  In 2009, 2,565 people who violated parole 
conditions went to Intensive Detention Re-entry 
Programs (IDRP) housed at the Ingham and Clinton 
County jails for an average of 30 days while 1,988 
parolees, most of them technical violators, went to 

Residential Re-entry Programs (RRP) in Lake and 
Tuscola Counties for an average of 79 days.  Since 
most of the parolees now sent to IDRP and RRP 
would formerly have gone back to prison, the sav-
ings in prison beds is substantial.  Moreover the 
use of progressive sanctions is undoubtedly more 
proportionate to the parolees’ behavior.  However, 
the fact remains that of a parole population of 
20,365 in 2009, 2,137 were returned to prison as 
technical parole violators and 4,553 were incarcer-
ated in other facilities for shorter periods of time.

Trust in MPRI is also apparently not the 
whole explanation for parole release decisions.  At 
least for sex offenders, the board relies heavily on 

Logically, fewer revocations may 

reflect either more compliance by 

parolees or the same rate of viola-

tions but different responses from 

the MDOC.

(Continued on the next page)
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public safety has suffered.  On the contrary, recidi-
vism rates are likely to decline as more paroles are 
granted to the very people who, although convict-
ed of serious crimes, are least likely to reoffend.   
     
The future

Whether parole 
grant rates increase further, 
stabilize or decline will 
depend on several factors 
– the policies of the new 
administration, potential 
statutory changes, the 
composition of the board 
itself and the resources 
available to it.   The con-
tinuation of current prac-
tices will depend, in part, on the continuity of the 
board chair and other members.  The executive 
orders that increased the parole and commutation 
board to 15 members also require that it return to 
10 members by 2015.    This could actually happen 
much sooner if the four current board members 
whose terms expire in Nov. 2011 are not replaced.  
The budget for Fiscal Year 2011 already assumes a 
decrease in board staff from 63 to 50.  The premise 
is that as the pool of parole-eligible prisoners has 
been reduced, extra board and staff members will 
no longer be necessary.  

Parole releases could be greatly im-
pacted by legislation that would 
. . . restore some form of sentencing 
credits and establish a presumption 
of parole at the minimum. 

Parole releases could be greatly impacted by 
legislation that would shorten the length of prison 
stays, such as restoring some form of sentencing 
credits and establishing a presumption of parole 
at the minimum.  The legislature initiated debate 
on both of these options during the session now 
ending.  A host of new legislators, faced with even 
greater budget pressures, will have this discussion 

to continue.   
The ultimate question will be the approach 

taken by Gov.-elect Rick Snyder, who has revealed 
little about his approach to criminal justice or his 
plans for reducing corrections spending.  Snyder 
has said, however, that Michigan needs “a new 
approach to governing that is not politically moti-
vated, but solution oriented.”  If the new adminis-
tration derives its solutions from the available evi-
dence, increasing parole grants even further could 
be among them. 

Parole releases increase, reforms still needed
(Continued from page 11)
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In the 45-months from January 2007 
through September 2010, the Parole and Com-
mutation Board scheduled public hearings in 
nearly 500 cases involving commutations or lifer 
paroles.  More than half of these had resulted in 
release by the end of the period and more re-
leases are undoubtedly in process.  However, a 
substantial number of commutations were denied 
by the Governor, 27 lifer paroles were stopped by 
judicial objections and 27 people died in prison.  

For years, CAPPS has been reporting on 
the parole board’s treatment of parolable lifers 
and, more recently, on Gov. Granholm’s increased 
willingness to grant commutations.  In the last 
issue of Consensus, we described in detail the 
progress that has been made in these cases, 
which must go through a lengthy public hearing 
process.   (See “Lifer parole and commutations:  
Increase in hearings still can’t meet need”, Winter 
2010, pgs. 16-18). When hearings scheduled as of 
Sept. 30, 2010 are added, the figures (as calcu-
lated by CAPPS from available information) look 
like this.

Over 30% of the hearings scheduled in 
both parolable lifer and commutation cases and 
44% of the total releases involved drug offenses.  
Other factors weighed favorably were physical 
incapacitation or terminal illness, advanced age 
and the existence of deportation orders.  

For parolable lifers, the greatest number 
of hearings (93) was scheduled in 2009.  The 
number dropped to only 18 during the first nine 
months of 2010 as the board focused on process-

ing commutations during Gov. Granholm’s last 
year in office.  Board chair Barbara Sampson has 
indicated the board has a substantial number of 
parolable lifer cases in process to which it will now 
return.

External pressure on the board to system-
atically review all the parolable lifers sentenced 
before Nov. 1992 has lessened with the end of 
the federal class action law suit, Foster-Bey, et al v 
Sampson, et al.  District Judge Marianne Battani had 
agreed with the prisoner class that it violated the 
ex post facto clause of the U. S. Constitution to treat 
lifers who became eligible for parole after serving 
10 years as if “life means life.”  In 2008, she or-
dered the board to re-interview all members of the 
class, using the pre-1992 review standards.  How-
ever, the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals reversed 
Judge Battani’s decision and, on Oct. 4, 2010, the 
U.S. Supreme Court declined to review the case.  
Attorney Paul Reingold of the University of Michi-
gan Clinical Law Program, who represented the 
prisoner-plaintiffs since 2005, had to advise his 
clients that the case is now over.

There is 
no question that 
the Foster-Bey 
litigation helped 
kick-start the 
recent movement 
to parole more 
lifers.  The inter-
views the board 
was required 
to conduct, the 
reporting Judge 
Battani required 
and the persua-

sive historical data that Reingold and his students 
amassed all led to the release of dozens of non-
drug lifers who would not otherwise have been 
paroled and dozens more are apparently under 
active review.  However, the board has canceled 
scheduled interviews for the fourth quartile of the 
class – those whose offenses occurred from March 
1988-Oct. 1992.  These lifers will be considered on 
the regular schedule, five years from their last 
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routine review.   
The demise of Foster-Bey may be offset by 

the legislature’s interest in ensuring that the release 
of parolable lifers continues. In Section 615 of Sen-
ate Bill 1153, the corrections appropriations bill for 
Fiscal Year 2011, the legislature stated: 

After the parole and commutation board has 
reviewed the cases of all inmates sentenced to 
life with the possibility of parole who have good 
institutional records and pose low risk to the 
community, the parole and commutations board 
shall provide the legislature with a detailed 
explanation of why an inmate who scores “high 
probability of release” is 
not being paroled. 

Even the parole 
board’s best intentions have 
been repeatedly thwarted 
by trial court judges, almost 
always the original sentenc-
ing judge’s successor, who 
prevent release by choosing to object.  Under MCL 
791.234, if the judge objects in writing within 30 
days of receiving notice that the board intends to 
conduct a public hearing, the board loses jurisdic-
tion to grant parole and the scheduled public hear-
ing is canceled.  There are no procedural safeguards 
of any kind.  The judge is not required to hold a 
hearing or solicit any input from the prisoner but 
is free to talk off the record to the prosecutor, the 
victim or anyone else.  The judge does not have to 
state any reason for objecting and the judge’s deci-
sion is not subject to appellate review.  

As noted above, by the end of Sept. 2010 
there were 27 judicial vetoes.  There have since 
been at least four more.  Only a minority of cases 
involve objections based even in part on current 
information about the prisoner.  Most commonly, 
judges refer to the seriousness of the offense or its 
impact on the victim.  Often, they give no explana-
tion and simply state:  “I object.”  In some cases the 
board’s decision was based on medical issues that 
left the prisoner incapacitated; in some the succes-

sor judge’s position was contrary to the expressed 
intentions of the actual sentencing judge.  

CAPPS continues to support a statutory 
amendment that would require judges to comply 
with basic due process protections, such as ensur-
ing that the prisoner has the chance to present 
positive information and articulating reasons for 
objections.  Those objections should be subject to 
appellate review, like any other trial court decision 
of such magnitude. 

While some parolable lifers whose crimes 
were committed before Nov. 1992 have been pa-
roled or died waiting, roughly the same number of 
lifers with post-1992 crimes have served their re-
quired 15 years and are now parole-eligible.  Thus 

there are still about 850 parolable lifers in prison. 
There are also roughly 1,400 people who 

have served at least 20 years for first-degree mur-
der and can only be released if granted a com-
mutation.  These include people who were 17 or 
younger when they committed their crimes, people 
who were tried before the definition of first-degree 
felony murder was changed by the Michigan Su-
preme Court in 1980 and people whose role in the 
killing was as an aider and abettor.  

Given the complexity and time-consuming 
nature of the cases that require public hearings, 
CAPPS continues to support the creation of a spe-
cial lifer and commutation review board.  Such a 
board could focus exclusively on hundred of these 
cases while the regular parole board makes tens of 
thousands of more routine decisions.  Such a two-
track system, even if subject to a sunset provision,  
would not only be fair, it would be cost-effective, 
saving hundreds of beds that might otherwise be 
occupied by aging prisoners for many additional 
years.  

CAPPS continues to support the 

creation of a special lifer and 

commutation review board.

(Continued from page 11)
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25% of the total, was staff vacancies.  
The MDOC sees 500-600 vacancies a year, 

due primarily to retirements and other voluntary 
departures.  The question of whether and when to 
fill these vacancies is complicated by population 
reductions and prison closings.  If, for instance, a 
prison is going to be closed in a matter of months, 
it makes no sense to hire new people who would 
then be laid off.  However, if vacancies are being 
left unfilled for long periods to keep jobs open for 
employees who may be laid off from other facilities 
that will be closed in the future, the issues becomes 
more difficult.  There is a break point at which the 
costs for overtime outweigh the cost of new em-
ployees.  The ongoing expense of massive overtime 
is simply unsustainable.  

Another aspect of overtime is that it is 
calculated on the basis of hours paid, not hours 
actually worked.  Like other state employees, cor-
rections officers may be paid for annual leave, 
then have that pay counted as part of the overtime 
calculation.  Thus, for example, an officer can take 
two days of vacation within a pay period but work 
the same two days as overtime, effectively work-
ing 80 hours but being paid time and a half for an 
additional 16.  A similar calculation of overtime 
based on paid sick leave hours was eliminated as 
of January 1, 2008, at an estimated savings of $4.1 
million per year.

Prisoner health care.  From FY 
2000-FY 2009, prisoner health care costs increased 
nearly 96%. These costs actually declined over 
the last two budgets, due to facility closings and 
prisoner releases, changes in the use of pharma-
ceuticals, and substantial reductions in the use of 
off-site medical care.  Continuing efforts to control 
prisoner health care costs will have to be balanced 
against the need to improve the quality and timely 
availability of medical services.  

A November 2010 issue paper by the Sen-
ate Fiscal Agency (SFA) explains that, in addition to 
the steady rise in medical care costs generally, two 
factors affect prisoner health care uniquely.  One is 
that prisoners have a higher rate of some complex 

conditions that are expensive to treat, including 
mental illness, HIV and Hepatitis C.  Treatment of 
the mentally ill, in particular, has increased sub-
stantially under pressure from advocacy groups.

The other is the aging of the prisoner popu-
lation.  Health care costs increase exponentially as 
people age.  The number of Michigan prisoners who 
are 55 or older grew from 2,107 in 2000 to 4,217 in 
2009, when they accounted for 9.3% of the popula-
tion.   The SFA calculated that such a shift in age 
demographics, standing alone, can account for a 
14.6% increase in health care costs.  

The SFA noted that one explanation for the 
aging of the prisoner population is ‘truth in sen-
tencing”, which increased the average length of 
time a prisoner serves.  An additional explanation 
is Michigan’s large number of lifers, about 2,000 of 
whom have served at least 20 years.  The SFA noted 
that “adopting a geriatric release policy could yield 
measurable savings, depending on the eligibility 
criteria for inmates.” 

Parole supervision.  Since FY 2006, 
the cost of field services has increased 28.6%; 
electronic monitoring costs have risen 270%.  As 
release rates increase and more people are placed 
on parole supervision, some cost increases are 
inevitable.  However, there is also a more complex 
explanation.  

For many years, the parole grant rates for 
sex offenders were extremely low, creating a large 
pool of people who had served well beyond their 
minimum sentences.  Now more sex offenders are 
being released, but they are all being subjected to 
extremely intense and expensive monitoring, re-
gardless of the actual risk they present.  While the 
normal parole caseload is about 90, special sex 
offender caseloads of only 25 parolees have been 
created.  For FY 2011, 40 new positions were cre-
ated, at a cost of $3.2 million, “to allow for lower 
caseload volumes for agents who handle high-risk 
sex offender caseloads that require greater investi-
gative work and specialized training.”  All paroled 
sex offenders are placed on GPS monitors, causing 

Fewer prisoners, more spending raises many questions
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the budget for electronic monitoring to rise from 
$4.6 million in 2006 to $17.1 million in 2011.  

Numerous studies show that sex offenders 
are actually at extremely low risk for recidivism.  
Among nearly 6,700 Michigan sex offenders studied 
by CAPPS, only 3% returned to prison for a new sex 
offense within four years of release.  The compul-
sive pedophile that creates such public fear consti-
tutes less than 5% of all sex offenders.  Far more 
common are situational offenders who are very 
unlikely to re-offend.  

From smaller parole caseloads to GPS 
monitoring to polygraph testing, multiple treatment 
programs, blanket special parole conditions and 
decades of sex offender registry enforcement, the 
sheer fiscal cost of intensely monitoring those con-
victed of sex offenses is enormous.  The collateral 
costs are also high as these former prisoners are 
even less able than most to return to any semblance 
of normal life in the community.  It may be pos-
sible to realize substantial savings by assessing the 
effectiveness of applying these measures across the 
board instead of selectively, based on actual risk.  

Re-entry.  Since MPRI began in 2006, 
the MDOC has been highly effective in persuading 
state legislators and local leaders that a key way to 
reduce recidivism is to provide returning citizens 
with support for housing, employment, medical and 
mental health treatment needs.  However, MPRI is 
an ambitious, difficult and expensive undertaking.  
It will be important to assess its cost-effectiveness 
to ensure the initiative retains support going for-
ward. 

In both 2009 and 2010, a little over half of 
MPRI appropriations were divided among the 18 
comprehensive plan sites throughout the state for 
delivery of services directly to former prisoners.  
The rest went for administrative, IT and training 
costs, direct payment for selected services and vari-
ous special projects.  For instance, a single vendor 
has a three-year contract worth up to $30 million 
for providing case management, assessment and 
testing, and various community living supports to 

offenders with special needs.  In FY 2010, services 
were initiated for 976 people who were mentally ill, 
101 youthful offenders, 56 people who were medi-
cally fragile and one who was developmentally 
disabled. 

FY 2010 expenditures for MPRI include $6 
million for sex offender programs and $750,000 for 
sex offender polygraph testing.  These expenses 
are in addition to the increased caseload and GPS 
monitoring costs for sex offenders described above.  
MPRI expenditures also include $3.1 million for res-
idential services and $450,000 for substance abuse 
testing and treatment, which are in addition to the 
$18 million for residential services and the $24 mil-
lion for substance abuse testing and treatment that 
are allocated in other MDOC budget lines.

MPRI envisions a “seamless” flow of ser-
vices from assessment upon admission to the provi-
sion of programs and services during incarcera-
tion through re-entry planning and support upon 
release. While there has been much focus on the 
period just prior to release, the availability of in-
prison programs in general has not kept pace with 
that vision. 

In assessing MPRI, unintended consequenc-
es must also be considered.  For instance, despite 
supply chain transformation efforts aimed at reduc-
ing transportation costs by $6.5 million in FY 2011, 
for FY 2010, a supplemental appropriation of $1.3 
million was required because transportation costs 
increased due, in part, to re-entry programs.  The 
closing of the camp program, which was the least 
expensive housing in the system, has been attrib-
uted in part to the diversion of eligible prisoners to 
MPRI release facilities.  

The MDOC regularly provides data to the 
legislature about MPRI and has funding committed 
to evaluation.  It can be expected that costs will go 
down as start-up needs decline and efficiencies are 
identified.  

Spending impacts 

 A $2 billion state budget impacts a great 
many people in a great many ways.  Even though 
three-quarters of the MDOC appropriation goes for 

Fewer prisoners, more spending raises many questions
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payroll, a half-billion dollars remain to be spent in 
other ways.  While a full analysis of what is often 
called “the prison industry” is beyond the scope of 
this article, it is important to understand just who 
is affected by MDOC decisions to spend or to cut.

Counties.  Numerous lines in the MDOC 
budget provide tens of millions of dollars in direct 
payments to counties.  Much of this reflects the 
state’s effort to encourage the counties to handle 
less serious offenders locally, rather than com-
mit them to prison.  Nearly $14 million goes to 
community corrections comprehensive plans and 
services, more than $18 million goes to community 
corrections residential services, and $1.7 million 
pays for the felony drunk driver jail reduction and 
community treatment program.  Another $16.6 
million will reimburse the counties for sentencing 
selected felony offenders to jail, rather than prison.  
There is even a $1 million interdepartmental grant 
to the judiciary to support the funding of drug 
courts, which are wholly operated by the counties.  
Not surprisingly, local elected officials take a strong 
interest in ensuring that current payments continue 
and that statutory and administrative changes are 
not made that would increase their responsibilities 
without accompanying compensation.  

Communities.  The communities where 
prisons are located benefit both directly and indi-
rectly.  Not only is the MDOC a major employer, it 
pays millions for various locally provided services, 
such as water and sewage treatment, and off-site 
hospital care.  Restaurants, retailers and gas sta-
tions benefit from purchases by facility staff and 
visitors.  While historically many communities 
resisted having new prisons opened in “their back 
yards”, once facilities are operational, there is typi-
cally enormous local pressure not to close them. 

Contractors.  The MDOC purchases 
a wide range of goods and services from a large 
number of vendors for very large amounts of mon-
ey.  The complete list of state contracts posted on 
the Department of Management and Budget web-
site as of Sept. 29, 2010 showed contracts for the 
MDOC totaling $750,451,184.  About 90% of these 
involved prisoner health care, food and fabric.  The 
rest went for items as diverse as unarmed security, 

on-site drug testing, polygraph services and clean-
ing supplies.  It should be noted that these con-
tracts cover varying lengths of time. 

A separate list of human service contracts 
signed by the MDOC director, current as of May 
14, 2010, totaled $371,254,312.  They included, for 
instance, $75 million to one vendor for prisoner 
store products, $128 million for various substance 
abuse testing and treatment services, $83 million 
for MPRI comprehensive plans, nearly $60 million 
to three counties for corrections beds for technical 
parole violators, $36.4 million for nursing, mental 
health, dental and x-ray services and $9.8 million 
for sex offender counseling.  Again, many of the 
contracts were for multiple years, typically three.  
Nevertheless, at a single point in 2010, roughly 200 
vendors held contracts with the MDOC worth about 
$1.1 billion. 

Some contracts are less routine than others.  
In FY 2009 and 2010 alone, one vendor received 
more than $1 million for its work on the COMPAS 
and Re-entry COMPAS risk assessment instru-
ments. It is not yet clear to what extent these tools 
actually produce different recommendations than 
the assessments done at the Reception and Guid-
ance Center (R&GC) for decades and the parole 
guidelines developed by the department’s own 
research division.  

In 2009, the MDOC contracted with a sup-
ply chain efficiency consultant to make a range 
of functions more cost-effective, including Michi-
gan State Industries, prisoner transportation and 
prisoner food service.  The contract price was 
$3,346,700 for a 20-month period. 

A 2008 report by the Auditor General’s 
office had made a number of suggestions to save 
money on food service, including preventing 
prisoners from doubling back in chow lines to get 
second helpings (for estimated annual savings of 
$295,000) and reducing portion sizes.  In April 
2010, the consultant testified before the House 
appropriation subcommittee on corrections about 
food service savings, based on changes in ware-
housing, revisions to statewide menus, the use of 
a computerized identification system to prevent 
prisoners from returning for seconds and reduced 
food portions.  

(Continued on the next page)
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The enrolled bill assumes food service sav-
ings in FY 2011 of $7.6 million.  It is unclear how 
much these savings derive simply from the need to 
feed thousands fewer prisoners and how much they 
are attributable to the implementation of ideas sug-
gested several years ago.  Also unclear are whether 
there may be unintended consequences, such as 
prisoners skipping fewer meals or eating more 
unhealthy snacks from the prisoner store.  The FY 
2011 bill includes $2.6 million in additional funding 
for further supply chain transformation efforts, ap-
parently by the same vendor.  

The FY 2011 appropriations bill also re-
quires that $500,000 of MPRI funding “be distrib-
uted to 1 or more Michigan nonprofit corporations 
to expand existing business models, or to create 
new business enterprises, including capital equip-
ment needs, that presently have established public 
utility asset recovery recycling programs.  This non-
profit will hire new employees through the fund-
ing provided above and must include at least 45% 
returning citizens.”  It is unclear how many jobs 
for parolees are likely to result from this funding 
and how much of it can be used simply to purchase 
equipment and otherwise expand the recycling 
operation.

Given the amount of money at stake and 
the varied nature of the goods and services being 
purchased, it is obviously critical that the cost-ef-
fectiveness of all contracts be carefully monitored.

Staff.  The MDOC has worked hard to 
minimize the impact of downsizing on its staff.  
Despite a workforce reduction of more than 4,000 
employees, only about 100 are currently laid off.  
While most of the positions have been eliminated 
by attrition, some jobs were actually outsourced 
to other agencies. For instance, 160 employees in 
human resources moved to the Civil Service Com-
mission and 33 administrative law examiners be-
came part of the Department of Energy, Labor and 
Economic Growth.  Nonetheless, the dislocations 
and stresses experienced by staff should not be 
minimized. As prisons have closed and administra-
tive functions have been centralized, some people 
have had to move or travel long distances to new 

job sites.  Many non-custody staff have been given 
added responsibilities.  Some undoubtedly worry 
about the effect of further cutbacks.  

Programs.  While treatment and pre-
release programs for prisoners nearing parole may 
have increased, prisoner programming in general 
appears to have declined.  The opportunity to earn 
a college degree was eliminated years ago when 
prisoners became ineligible for federal Pell grants.  
In the last few years, other academic and vocation-
al programs have also been cut.  The appropriation 
for prisoner education declined from $36.6 million 
in FY 2009 to $32.5 million in 2010 to $30.2 mil-
lion for 2011.  The amount allocated per prisoner 
in these years declined from $805 to $736 to $684.  
Even more telling are the respective reductions in 
full time employees, from 333 to 304 to 242.   As 
a result, the ratio of prisoners to academic and 
vocational staff has increased from 136 to 145 to 
183 to 1.

The opportunities for prisoners to partici-
pate in other positive activities have also declined.  
Rules regarding the nature and amount of property 
a prisoner can possess, such as hobbycraft and art 
supplies, musical instruments, books and typewrit-
ers, have been tightened.  All prisoner newspapers 
were eliminated.  The availability of non-required 
programming varies greatly by facility, depending 
on the availability of staff, resources and volun-
teers.  

Prisoners.  When efforts are made to cut 
prison costs, prisoners invariably feel the conse-
quences. The most obvious impact has been over-
crowding.  Closing prisons and changing facility 
security levels have resulted in housing two people 
in cells designed for one and 8 people in open bay 
areas designed for four.  The steps taken to cut per 
prisoner food costs from $2.24 to $1.95 per day 
and the reductions in programming have already 
been noted.

Less readily visible are rule changes de-
signed to make prisons easier or cheaper to oper-
ate.  Visiting hours and the identity of permitted 
visitors were changed dramatically to control the 
volume of visits.  To control the volume of mail that 

(Continued from page 17)
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must be screened and distributed, prisoners are 
now prohibited from writing to each other, ending 
the ability of people who have been incarcerated 
for decades to maintain what may be the closest 
relationships they have left.  The one bright spot 
has been that the cost of prisoner telephone calls 
was greatly reduced by eliminating a surcharge 
that went to the MDOC.  

As staff have become increasingly over-
burdened, they are less available to perform rou-
tine tasks on which prisoners depend, like adding 
names on visiting lists or authorizing disbursements 
from prisoner accounts.  The crowding, the decline 
in productive activities and the increased frustra-
tions for both prisoners and staff combine to create 
higher and potentially dangerous levels of tension.

The future: fewer prisoners and lower costs 

This lengthy description of the nature and causes of corrections spending also points to multiple 
potential savings.  A few may come on their own.  If, for instance, stock values increase substantially, 
the state will be able to reduce its employee retirement contribution.  Retirement costs will also decline 
as employees covered by the more expensive defined benefit pension plan continue to leave state service.  
The costs for parole supervision should go down as the pool of people eligible for release shrinks.  MPRI 
spending can be trimmed as one-time start-up expenditures are exhausted.  

The following reforms could collectively produce very large savings over the next two years.  Some 
could be achieved administratively; some must occur through employee contract negotiations; some would 
require legislation.  

1. Eliminate the uniform dry cleaning allowance and high security retention premium for custody   
                employees.  

2. Eliminate the use of vacation hours in calculating overtime.
3. Reduce use of overtime.
4. Reinstate the sentencing commission to assess the cost-effectiveness of sentencing guidelines.
5. Restore sentencing credits, as recommended by American Correctional Association.
6. Restore community placements for prisoners nearing parole.
7. Increase releases of geriatric prisoners; establish state-operated facilities to utilize Medicaid,    

                Medicare and other funding sources and to employ former prisoners.
8. Implement parole reforms
 a. Establish a presumption of release at the minimum sentence, absent demonstrated high      

                           risk of reoffending or substantial recent institutional misconduct
 b. Restore right of prisoners to appeal parole denials
 c. Establish special lifer/commutation review board, subject to sunset provision
 d. Place due process constraints on exercise of judicial objections to lifer paroles.
9. Reassess expensive oversight of low risk sex offenders, including GPS monitoring and special     

                low volume caseloads.
10. Evaluate effectiveness and delivery of MDOC programs; ensure timely availability of those that    

                 are required.
11. Examine service contracts to ensure cost-effectiveness.
12. Increase investment in community-based mental health and substance abuse treatment.

 Gov.-elect Snyder and the new legislature will face a daunting deficit for FY 2012, projected to be 
as high as $1.6 billion.  Reducing the size of both Michigan’s prison population and the corrections budget 
will be critical to meeting that challenge.  
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My tax deductible contribution, payable to “CAPPS,” is enclosed.  

My membership category is:
( )  Prisoner — $10   ( )  Student — $10   ( )  Friend (individual/family) — $25
( )  Supporter — $50   ( )  Partner (individual/organization) — $100  
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Name:_____________________________________________________Title:________________________

Organization:____________________________________________________________________________ 

Address: ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Phone: _________________Fax: __________________ E-Mail: ___________________________________

Be part of the solution -- Join CAPPS

The Citizens Alliance on Prisons and 
Public Spending, a non-profit public 
policy organization, is concerned 
about the social and economic 
costs of prison expansion.  Because 
policy choices, not crime rates, have 
caused our prison population to 
explode, CAPPS advocates re-ex-
amining those policies and shifting 
our resources to public services that 
prevent crime, rehabilitate offend-
ers, and address the needs of all our 
citizens in a cost-effective manner.
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