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hile Oregon faces a budget gap nearing $1.5 billion by some estimates, Oregon’s corrections system 
costs the state more than $1.6 billion per biennium. Prisons have proved to be the least effective tool 

for public safety, and, at the same time, the most expensive. While violent crime has decreased, the number 
of people in prison for drug and property crimes has dramatically grown, in large part due to mandatory and 
often excessive sentencing laws. At the same time, the number of violent crimes has gone down. 

Ballot measures 11 (1994) and 57 (2008) both established mandatory minimum sentences for certain crimes, 
reducing the ability of judges to exercise discretion and dramatically increasing the number of people 
incarcerated in Oregon. Since 1994, Oregon’s prison population has grown 145 percent, from 6,000 to its 
current population today of 14,700.  

Undoubtedly, this growth has disproportionately impacted communities of color. Oregon ranks seventh in 
the nation for disproportionately incarcerated African Americans, who are six times more likely to be 
incarcerated than their white counterparts.  

Now Oregon is on the brink of prison expansion, with the potential of immediately opening a new women’s 
prison at the cost of over $27 million dollars. If we do not correct course, we will continue to spend more 
General Fund dollars on corrections in Oregon than we do on support for public universities. We need to get 
our priorities straight and use our tax dollars more effectively to build safe, thriving communities. 

Recommendations: 

1. Stop immediate prison expansion. Opening a women’s prison would cost about $9 million in capital 
costs and $17.5 million in operating costs per biennium.  

In addition, in order to stop prison expansion and the ballooning of Oregon’s prison budget we need to:  

2. Untie the hands of judges. Give judges adequate sentencing discretion in nonviolent drug and property 
crimes to hold people accountable with a sentence that matches the crime, not a sentence that is 
mandatory, excessive, and costly. When some mandatory minimum prison sentences for drug and 
property crimes were suspended by the legislature from 2009 to 2012, the state projected a savings of 
over $50 million dollars. 

3. Expand smart re-entry. Short-term transition is a proven program that allows the Department of 
Corrections to work with eligible prisoners to develop a plan to transition back into their communities. 
Currently at 90 days, short-term transition leave can create longer periods of intensive supervision and 
decrease prison beds. Since January 2014, it has saved 182,642 prison bed days, representing a cost 
savings of at least $16.6 million. If expanded to 180 days, the program would show additional cost 
savings and alleviate pressure on prison expansion.   

4. Strengthen families. The Family Sentencing Alternative (FSA) keeps families together by diverting eligible 
custodial parents from prison into intensive community-based supervision and services for the family. 
The program has proved effective in Washington in reducing repeat offenses and eliminating costs 
associated with prison and child welfare. FSA is working now in five pilot sites in Oregon. It should be 
expanded to include those who are eligible as well as additional counties. 

5. Provide law enforcement with effective tools. Law Enforcement Assisted Diversion (LEAD) is a program 
that allows law enforcement to send people with mental health, addictions, and prostitution related 
offenses directly to treatment. Participants get services they need to turn their lives around and work to 
avoid getting a conviction, which helps them avoid the lifelong repercussions of conviction, including 
poor job and housing prospects and the increased need for government assistance. Multnomah County is 
developing a LEAD program, but efforts should be expanded to other areas of the state. 
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