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Anika Fassia is a policy analyst with the Michigan League for Human Services, a nonprofit, nonpartisan policy and advocacy organization working toward economic opportunity for all.

 

We are all familiar with the argument that you can spend a little upfront to change your car’s oil or you can wind up with a big bill later to rebuild your engine. We should be mindful of that
advice when it comes to our state budget. A full quarter of Michigan’s general fund is spent on corrections.

That impacts us all by shifting resources away from the public structures that provide education, and health and employment opportunities that lead to greater economic security and mobility
for all.

While Michigan has been noted nationally for lowering recidivism rates, the decreases in the prison population and staff have not offset the increasing costs of health care and mental health
services for prisoners, and insurance and retirement benefits for staff.

The number of inmates has declined by 8,513 since 2007, and staffing has been reduced by more than 3,900 employees in the last 10 years, yet costs continue to rise.

We’ve heard suggestions as to how to decrease rising costs in the Department of Corrections budget — everything from increasing correction officers’ shifts from eight to 12 hour days, to
closing down prisons, to privatizing health care.

What often is left out of these discussions is the overarching goal of the Corrections budget — to provide for safe communities. Spending so much on corrections, however, represents a short-
sighted and costly approach to accomplishing this goal.

Better choices are possible that would not risk public safety and would free up resources for higher priorities. For example, what does it say about the state’s priorities when for every $1
Michigan spends on higher education, the state spends $1.19 on corrections? Only one other state, Vermont, spends more on corrections than higher education.

It costs the state an average of $28,308 annually to house a prisoner in Michigan, on top of nearly $7,000 a year for health care and mental health care, for an average total of $35,308.

In Michigan, tuition costs an individual an average of $9,732 per year to attend a four-year university, or a total of $38,928. Therefore, it costs roughly the same amount to send an individual to
college for four years as to incarcerate someone for one year.

Access to a quality education has been cited as the No. 1 preventive measure against crime and incarceration. An Ypsilanti study found that quality education saves $16 for every dollar
invested. Shifting resources toward investing in education opportunities for youth could significantly decrease their chances of ever being incarcerated.

It is clear that investing in education reduces crime. However, budget cuts to programs that invest in communities and families continue in Michigan. The state needs to do more than reduce
recidivism. The state budget needs to support children and families on the front end.

It is time the state realizes the long-term benefits of investing in communities from the start, valuing security and economic mobility for children and families by providing pathways to success
— not prison.

So as the saying for changing your oil goes — pay me now or pay me (much more) later.
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