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Why Have Virginias
Correction Policies Been

So Costly?
..........................
The author is professor ofplanning in the School
ofArchitecture, University ofVirginia.

Nional surveys have indicated that in
1993 crime became Americans' greatest con
cern. In response, many elected officials have

developed proposals they hope will enhance the
effectiveness of the criminal justice system. In
Virginia, Governor George Allen plans to call

a special ses ion of the General Assembly this
fall to consi r a vari ty of criminal justic re
forms, including a proposal to abolish parole
for some violent offenders. With so much
attention to serious crime, more perspective

about the cost and effectiveness of correction

approaches in Virginia and other states may
be useful.

This News Letter will analyze the cost of
correction policies from 1980 to 1990. Because
incarceration in prison has the greatest influ
ence on correction costs, incarceration trends
will be emphasized. Crime rates also will be
examined as one measure of the effectiveness
ofcorrection policies. Virginia's correction costs,

by William H. Lucy

Virginia in 1990 was

spending 91 % more

than the national

avera eand wa

5th highest in

the nation in

correction costs

per person

supervised.

..........................
and some policy results, in Virginia will be

compared both with national trends and with
those in the adjacent states of North Carolina,
Maryland, and West Virginia. The analysis will
conclude with budget projections and cost es
timates for alternative criminal justice

punishments in Virginia.

KINIA'S CORRECTION COSTS
The most striking fact to emerge from this analy
sis was t at in 1990 Virginia spent 9 °/0 more
than the national average for each person su
pervised in the state correction system. The
national average was $4,152 per person;

Virginia spent $7,937 per person. This vast dif

ference calls for an explanation.
The three main forms of state correction

punishment are incarceration in state prisons,
probation, and parole. Obviously, incarceration
is much more expensive than either probation

and parole. The Virginia Department ofCrimi
nal Justice Services estimates that incarceration
costs 25 times more per person than probation
and parole in operating costs, not counting debt
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service on prison construction. 1 Since differing ten
dencies to punish criminals through imprisonment,
probation, or parole have major cost consequences,
their rates of use in Virginia and adjacent states will
be tracked here.

Another method of comparing state correc
tion costs is to consider how much is spent per person
in the general population; this is called the per capita
cost. In Virginia, the per capita correction cost in
1990 was $90. That was an 82% increase in real
costs, adjusted for inflation, since 1980, when the
cost per capita was $30 in 1980 dollars.

In light of the high cost of incarceration ver
sus probation and parole, and the rising per capita
cost of all correction punishments, Virginia's citi
zens, businesses, and public officials have a great
deal at stake during the next few months as Gover
nor Allen shapes his final proposals about abolishing
parole.

NTIONAL & STATE
INCARCERATION TRENDS
Nationally, the rate of incarceration in state prisons
grew by 109% between 1980 and 1990. During
the previous 50 years, from 1927 to 1980, the aver
age rate of incarceration in prisons in the 50 states
was essentially stable. In 1928, for example, the in
carceration rate in state and federal prisons was 96
per 100,000 population; in 1973, that rate also was
96. The highest rate before 1980 was 137 in 1939;
the imprisonment rate was not that high again un
til 1980, when it reached 138 per 100,000
population.2

While most states rapidly increased their in
carceration rates during the 1980s, some
states-North Carolina and West Virginia, for ex
ample-hay b n exceptions. North Carolina was
a high imprisonment state in 1980, when its rate of
incarceration was 500/0 higher than Virginia's. By
1990 North Carolina's imprisonment rate was 5%
lower than Virginia's. During the 1980s Virginia's
state imprisonment rate increased 73%, while North
Carolina's increased by only 90/0.

In West Virginia, the imprisonment rate in
creased by 33% between 1980 and 1990. More
strikingly, in 1990 West Virginia's imprisonment
rate (85 per 100,000 residents) was less than one
third ofboth the national rate (272) and the Virginia
rate (279).

Maryland has exhibited imprisonment trends
more like those ofVirginia. In Maryland from 1980
to 1990 the rate of imprisonment increased by 90%.
In 1990 Maryland's incarceration rate in state pris
ons was 128% of the national average.

Maryland Public Safety Director Bishop
Robinson has become alarmed by the continuing
increase in incarceration in Maryland. Noting the
financial consequences of more crime, more con
victions, and longer sentences, Robinson, in a 1993
Washington Post article, said: "You can't build your
way out of this. It's impossible. You must search
for other options."

NTIONAL CRIMERATES
Rising crime rates are one cause of rising incarcera
tion rates. At the same time, advocates ofmore prisons
and more severe punishment hope that rising in
carceration rates will slow, halt, or reverse the crime
rate-even though they realize that crime has mul
tiple causes and no single policy is likely to be effective
in combatting it.

From 1960 to 1970 violent crime increased
by 20 incidents per 100,000 inhabitants per year.
From 1970 to 1980, violent crimes increased by 24
per 100,000 inhabitants per year (Figure 1).

Hoping to stem the rising tide of crime, state
and federal public officials in the 1970s adopted
policies that increased imprisonment of offenders.
The rate of incarceration in federal and state pris
ons increased rapidly, growing by 440/0 from 1970
to 1980, an increase of 4 prisoners per year per
100,000 residents. Through the 1970s, however,
incarceration did not seem to be having much

FIGURE 1
Average Annual Change, U.S. Violent Crimes,
1960-91
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SOURCE: Federal Bureau of Investigation, Uniform Crime
Reports, 1991 (Wash~ngton, D.C.: GPO, 1992).
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SOURCE: Bureau of Justice Statistics, Sourcebook of Criminal
Statistics, 1991 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Justice Department, 1992).
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prisoners in state and federal prisons. Jail popula
tions also increased rapidly during the 1980s. For
state prisoners and jail inmates combined, during
the 1980s Maryland increased at the fastest rate of :
the four states compared here. Virginia was second,
West Virginia was third, and North Carolina was
fourth. 3 Thus, the wide variation among these states
in state prison increases was not caused by variation
in local jail increases, because the combination of :
state prison and local jail increases was similar to
the rankings in state incarceration increases alone.

Ifincarceration rates influence crime rates, then
in the early 1980s North Carolina should have had
the greatest decline in crime, while West Virginia
should have increased. Actually, FBI-indexed crimes •
in North Carolina declined between 1982 and 1984
by 5.5% per year, about the same as in both Vir
ginia (5.5 %) and Maryland (6.60/0). West Virginia,
with its low incarceration during that period, de
clined by 3.50/0.

But then from 1984 to 1991 Virginia, Mary
land, and North Carolina all showed increased crime
rates-Virginia by 3.1% annually, Maryland by 2.7%,
and North Carolina by 6.5%-with each state in
creasing faster than the national average of 2.5%.
West Virginia had the smallest increase in crime,
20/0 annually, even though its incarceration rate was
falling farther behind the other three states.

Furthermore, in Virginia between 1984 and
1991, violent crime, especially robbery and aggra
vated assault, grew faster (3.9% annually) than

FIGURE 2
Average Annual Change, State & Federal
Incarceration Rates, 1960-90

affect on crime, as crime increased faster in the 1970s
than in the 1960s.

National crime rates then fell from 1980 to
1984. Reported violent crime dropped by 15 inci
dents per 100,000 inhabitants per year. This decline
raised the possibility that high incarceration rates
were having some impact on crime.

Then, however, reported violent crime rates
began to rise more rapidly than in the 1960s and
1970s. From 1984 to 1991, violent crime increased
by 31 incidents per 100,000 inhabitants per year.
This rapid increase in violent crime occurred de
spite escalated incarceration rates in the 1980s.
Between 1980 and 1990, incarceration in state and
federal prisons increased by 15 prisoners per 100,000
resi ents per year, near y four times t e annua in
crease in incarceration during the 1970s (Figure 2).

This relationship between violent crime and
incarceration in the 1980s is particularly telling.
Advocates of more frequent and longer prison sen
tences have argued that violent crime will be deterred
by incarceration, first, by taking violent criminals
off the street and, second, by deterring others from
committing crimes. Thus, the extraordinary increase
in incarceration that occurred during the 1980s should
have had its greatest influence from the mid-1980s
into the 1990s. Instead, the opposite has happened,
as the number of reported violent crimes have in
creased more rapidly than ever before. More
incarceration clearly means higher costs. But it is
not clear whether more incarceration has had any
effect on crime rates.

COMPARISONS OF 4 STATES
Virginia, Maryland, North Carolina, and West Vir
ginia have pursued diverse incarceration policies.
Virginia and Maryland were above the national av
erage in incar eration rates in 1980, and they remained
at or above the national average by 1990. North
Carolina was far above the national average for in
carceration in 1980, but by 1990 had fallen below
the national average. West Virginia began the de
cade at one-half the national rate; by 1990 it was
incarcerating persons at less than one-third the na
tional average.

Rates of increase in incarceration also varied,
with North Carolina and West Virginia increasing
incarceration during the 1980s at one-sixth the av
erage annual increase in Virginia and one-eighth the
average annual increase in Maryland (Figure 3).

Jails are locally administered correction
facilities, and jail inmates were not included in the
incarceration data reported above. In 1988 there
were 343,569 jail inmates, compared to 603,732
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In Virginia the ratio was 1.2 probationers for each
prisoner, compared to a ratio of 4.5 to 1 in Mary
land, 4 to 1 in North Carolina, and more than 3 to
1 in West Virginia. While in 1990 Virginia, Mary
land, and North Carolina had similar numbers of
prisoners, Maryland and North Carolina had nearly
four times more probationers than Virginia.6

Between 1980 and 1990 the number of pro
bationers in Virginia increased rapidly, growing from
11,463 to 21,303, a rate of 86%. Maryland grew
by a much larger amount, 41,237, from a larger
base in 1980 of41,661 probationers, an increase of
990/0. A large probation increase also occurred in
North Carolina; in 1980 the state had 36,467 pro
bationers, and by 1990 that number had grown by
another 41,362, a rate 0 Yo. nest irginia,
probationers increased from 2,650 in 1980 to 5,059
in 1990, an increase of 91 0/0.7

Parole is similar in operation to probation,
but it occurs at a different time in the punishment
sequence. Parole provides occasional supervision of
offenders after they have been released from prison,
having served less than the maximum sentence. In
1990 parole had much less impact than probation
on correction cost differences in our four compari
son states. Maryland made the most use of parole,
with one parolee for every 1.6 state prisoners. Vir
ginia and North Carolina were similar, with one
parolee for every 1.9 state prisoners. In West Vir
ginia, there were 2.7 state prisoners for each person
on parole. Each of these states was below the 50
state average in 1990 of one parolee for each 1.4
persons in state prisons.

In 1990 Virginia was making approximately
as much use of parole in 1990 as were Maryland
and North Carolina; parolees in Virginia numbered
9,048, compared to 11,192 in Maryland and 9,883
in North Carolina. IfVirginia follows throu h with
Governor Allen's intention to abolish parole for some
violent offenders, use of parole would decline and
incarceration rates would increase, unless sentence
lengths are reduced.

COMPARATIVE CORRECTION
EXPENDITURES

Due to Virginia's limited use ofprobation, the state's
cost per person supervised in the correction system
was 5th highest in the nation, at $7,937 per person
in 1990, 91 % higher than the national mean of
$4,152. Because Maryland, North Carolina, and West
Virginia used probation far more frequently than
Virginia, their costs per person supervised were close
to the national mean-with Maryland at $4,191
per person, North Carolina at $4,048, and West
Virginia at $3,952 (Figure 4).
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SOURCE: See Table 2.

FIGURE 3
Average Annual Increase, State Prisoners,
1980-90

the overall increase (3.1 % annually).4 This is
noteworthy, because high incarceration rates are
intended primarily to reduce crimes ofviolence. That
did not happen in Virginia.

ftBATION & PAROLE
Probation is a system of restricting freedom with
out imprisonment by limiting probationers' activities
and checking on their conduct periodically. The
propensity to use probation as an alternative to prison
and jail sentences is another dimension on which
state correction systems differ. While the number
ofstat prison rs incr ased nationally by 115% from
1980 to 1990, the number of offenders on proba
tion increased 143%, and parolees increased 159%.

Virginia has used probation far less than the
average ofall 50 states. Throughout the United States,
in 1990 three and one-half times more persons were
on probation than in prison. But in Virginia only
21,303 persons were on probation, compared with
17,593 state prisoners. 5 The Virginia Commission
on Prison and Jail Overcrowding had observed that
"in 1987 only five states had fewer adults on proba
tion per 100,000 adult population than Virginia."
In 1990 that statement again was accurate.

In 1990 the probation-to-prison ratios in ad
jacent states were much closer to the national average
than in Virginia. Maryland had 82,898 probation
ers and 17,848 state prisoners; North Carolina,
77,829 probationers and 18,411 prisoners; West Vir
ginia, about 5,059 probationers and 1,565 prisoners.

• Average Annual Change
• per 100,000 Inhabitants
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FIGURE 4
Expenditures Per Person Under Correction System Supervision, 1980 & 1990
(state prisoners, probationers, &parolees)

SOURCES: Bureau of Justice Statistics, Prisoners in 1990 (and 1980) and Probation and Parole 1990 (and 1980) (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Justice
Department, 1991 and 1980); U.S. Bureau of the Census, Government Finances in 1990 (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1991).

Virginia's high correction costs per person
supervised in 1990 were embedded in criminal jus
tice policies that were in effect a decade earlier. In
fact, in 1980 Virginia was spending 113% more
than the national average ($6,408 in Virginia com
pared with an average of$3,013 nationally), whereas
in 1990 it was spending 91 % more per person.

In stat s where probation was used heavily,
correction costs per person supervised were much
lower than in Virginia. Minnesota had the highest
ratio ofprobationers to state prisoners, 19 to 1. That
was the main reason why Minnesota's costs were so
10w-$1,99 per person supervised in the correc
tion system, 48% of the national mean, and only
25% of what Virginia was spending.

Actually, correction costs per person super
vised were higher than Virginia's in only four other
states-Alaska, New Mexico, New Hampshire, and
Kentucky. Thus, in 1990 Virginia was spending more
per prisoner, probationer, and parolee combined than
45 states, including all the southeastern states ex
cept Kentucky. 8 A methodological note is relevant
here. These cost comparisons take account only of
direct state expenditures, leaving out intergovern
mental aid that passed from state to local governments.
This intergovernmental aid varies greatly among the
states, and Virginia is generous, compared to most
states, in assisting local governments with correc
tion costs. Ifintergovernmental aid had been included
in the calculation of costs per state prisoner,

probationer, and parolee, Virginia's state costs would
have been much higher than they were with the
method used here.

From 1980 to 1990 Virginia increased spending
on corrections from $160 million to $557 million,
including intergovernmental aid to localities. Spend
ing per capita increased in Virginia from $30 in 1980
to $90 in 1990 (Figure 5). Mter adjusting for the
59% increase in the cost of living between 1980
and 1990, an inflation-adjusted increase of 82%
occurred in Virginia's per capita correction costs.
Correction grew from a 3.20/0 share ofthe state budget
in 1980 to a 4.7% share in 1990.

Virginia's neighboring states followed diverse
paths in financing correction during this period.
Maryland was most similar to Virginia. Its state ex
penditures for correction increased from $154 million
in 1980 to $474 million in 1990. On a per capita
basis, Maryland's increase was more than Virginia's,
$99 to $90 per capita in 1990. Adjusting for infla
tion, Maryland's correction costs increased by 71 0/0
in the 1980s, with correction's share of the Mary
land state budget increasing from 3.2% to 4.8%
between 1980 and 1990.

North Carolina followed a different path. In
1980 North Carolina spent more, $172 million, than
Virginia, although about $1 less per capita, at $29.
By 1990, however, there were large differences. North
Carolina was spending $440 million to Virginia's
$557 million, or $66 per capita (compared to 5
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FIGURE 5
Correction Expenditures Per Capita, 1980 & 1990
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SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, State Government Finances in 1990 (and 1980) (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1991,1981).

Virginia's $90), an inflation-adjusted increase of52°1o
since 1980. Correction was 3.50/0 ofthe North Caro
lina state budget in 1990, up from 3.20/0 in 1980.

West Virginia was even more parsimonious.
In 1980 it was spending only $14 million, while in
1990 it spent $30 million for correction. That
amount converted to $7 per capita in 1980 and $17
per capita in 1990, an inflation-adjusted increase of
52°10. Correction's share ofthe state budget was 0.60/0
in 1980 and 0.8°10 in 1990.

Compared with national averages for correc
tion, Vir inia was a high spendin state in 1990.

• Virginia's $90 per capita compared with a national
average of $70. Correction's share of state budgets
nationally was 3.0°10 in 1990, compared with 4.70/0
in Virginia. Part of the explanation for correction's
share ofthe state budget in Virginia is that the Com
monwealth in both 1980 and 1990 was 3rd in total
dollars in intergovernmental aid to local and regional
jails, after California and N ew York.

BUDGETPROJECTIONS &
PUNISHAtfENTALTERNATIVES
Increases in the number of Virginia's state prison
ers have resulted, according to Governor Douglas
Wilder in his 1992-94 budget message, from
"Virginia's 'tough on crime' policies." Governor

6 . Wilder observed that "the prison inmate popula
tion is increasing so fast that two new prisons will

be required each year through the year 2000. Be
cause of the costs of building and operating new
and existing prisons, corrections ranks as the sec
ond fastest-growing area of the budget."

Governors are not alone in influencing state
incarceration policy and correction costs. As Virginia's
Commission on Prison and Jail Overcrowding ob
served in 1989, "Seventeen recent legislative changes
have contributed to the increase in the prison popu
lation in Virginia." Noting the role of the courts,
the commission continued, "From 1980 to 1988,
th av ra s nt n 1 n th for confln f 10
Virginia increased more than 24 percent."

Virginia's high correction costs have been
competing for state budget authority with other public
service priorities and have been claiming a larger
portion ofthe state budget. Correction's budget share
increased by nearly 500/0 between 1980 and 1990
and, as already indicated, grew from 3.2 to 4.7°10 of
the state budget. 9 At that rate of growth, by the
year 2000 correction would absorb 7°1o of the Vir
ginia budget.

From 1990 to 1994 Virginia's correction costs
continued to grow rapidly by 24°10-a rate of in
crease exceeded only by Medicaid. The average
increase for all state costs was 13.4°10, while higher
education costs to the state budget decreased by
13.5°/0. 10 Looking ahead, the opening of new
state prisons, plus the state share of local jail
construction and operations, was projected to cost



Virginia state government an additional $122 mil
lion during the 1994-96 biennium. 11 In addition,
Virginia correction officials have projected a 109%

increase in state prison inmates from 1990 to the
year 2000. Virginia's Executive Budget for 1994
96 notes that the average annual cost of confining
an inmate increased from $11,582 in 1981 to $19,420
in 1993, with maximum security confinement costing
more per inmate and medium security costing less.
Each confinement option is far more expensive than
the national average cost in 1990 of $4,152 for all
correction options-and more than the $7,937 per
person supervised that Virginia was spending for
imprisonment, probation, and parole combined.

On March 4, 1994, Virginia's Department
of rimina usrice ervices prese e to e
Governor's Commission on Parole Abolition and
Sentencing Reform the cost estimates for punish
ment alternatives shown in Table 1. The decisions
made by Governor Allen and the General Assem
bly about abolishing parole, changing the length of
sentences for some crimes, and determining the form
of punishment may have a major influence on the
overall cost of the correction system. As those de
liberations occur, state officials should be aware that
Virginia in 1990 was spending 91 % more than the
national average and was 5th highest in the nation
in correction costs per person supervised. In con
sidering alternatives to current sentences and parole,
it would be useful to examine the policies of other
states that may have achieved more success against
crime at less cost than Virginia.•
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CENTER RENAMED

The University of Virginia is pleased to announce that
the Center for Public Service has been renamed the

WELDON COOPER
CENTER FOR PUBLIC SERVICE

in honor of a distinguished retired government
professor & Virginia public servant.

TABLE 1
Estimates, Annual Operating Costs, Punishment Alternatives

Punishmen (per person unless otherwise stated)

Maximum-security prison $13,472-40,207

Medium-security prison $11,611-19,365

Field unit $12,488

Jail $7,853-24,798

Boot camp $35,798 (4 offenders per year)

Home electronic monitoring $759 (4 offenders per year, excluding supervision)
Community diversion incentive $4,200

Intensive supervised probation $1,240

Probation/parole supervision $766

SOURCE: Virginia Department of Criminal Justice Services, presentation to Governor's Commission on Parole Abolition and Sentencing Reform,
Mar. 4, 1994.
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