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CALIFORNIA IS PURSUING HISTORIC CHANGES TO ITS ADULT CORRECTIONS SYSTEM 
The past 30 years have seen dramatic changes in California’s prison system. Between 1980 and 2006, the adult prison 
population grew over sevenfold, aided in part by strict sentencing laws. The number of prisons also increased, from 12 
to 33 in the 1980s, but crowding worsened, and cost became an issue. Spending on prisons rose from 21 percent of the 
state operations budget in the 1999 fiscal year to a high of nearly 27 percent in fiscal year 2008. Felony crime rates have 
dropped by 52 percent since 1980, fueling debate about whether mass incarceration had been an effective remedy or 
a costly response to a now-diminished problem.

A lawsuit filed in 2001 citing the state’s “grossly inadequate” provision of prisoner health care concluded in a May 2011 
U.S. Supreme Court decision that gave the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) two years 
to reduce its institutional population to 137.5 percent of infrastructural capacity. This amounts to a reduction by some 
30,000 prisoners. Assembly Bill (AB) 109, signed that spring by Governor Brown, detailed the state’s plan. As of October 1, 
2011, many lower-level felons who would have gone to state prison are now sent to local jurisdictions for incarceration 
or alternative sanctions. And many parolees from the state system will now be supervised by the counties. This unprec-
edented policy shift—known as “realignment”—will have a substantial impact at the state, county, and community level.

SOURCE: CDCR data from year-end 1980–2011. 
NOTE: Institutional populations for 1985 and 1986 are imputed.

CALIFORNIA’S INSTITUTIONAL POPULATION INCREASED DRAMATICALLY BETWEEN 1980 AND 2006
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THE STATE PRISON POPULATION WILL DECREASE—AND CHANGE

	 •	 Realignment is already reducing the state prison population. 
By the end of March 2012, the institutional population had declined from 144,500 to 124,800—a 14 percent decrease 
in the first six months of realignment. But the institutional population stood at 153 percent of capacity, with each of 
the 33 adult facilities still over 100 percent of capacity.  

	 •	 Violent offenders are a growing majority of the prison population. 
The number of violent offenders in state prisons has been climbing steadily for the past 20 years. Their proportion of 
the whole has increased as the numbers of other types of offenders have stagnated or dropped off. In 2000, Proposi-
tion 36 contributed to this trend by mandating that some drug offenders receive treatment instead of incarceration. 
More recently, as realignment began to send other nonviolent felony offenders to county jurisdiction instead of state 
prison, the year-end share of violent criminals rose from 58 percent in 2010 to 63 percent in 2011.

COUNTIES FACE NEW RESPONSIBILITIES
How well prepared are the counties—each with a unique set of corrections resources, attitudes toward incarceration, and 
public safety realities—to take on their new tasks?

	 •	 Counties will need to be more economical than the state has been.
The Department of Finance proposes to pay counties $25,000 per full-time prisoner per year, plus another 10 percent 
or so for treatment or alternative custody arrangements, where warranted. This is on par with what some counties 
already receive for housing felons in their local jails and amounts to about half of what the state currently spends on 
the average prisoner. To accommodate the new influx, counties will need to employ a mix of incarceration and other, 
lower-cost sanctions and supervision. They may also need shorter lock-up periods than the state has been employing. 

	 •	 Counties have differing jail capacities …
All counties in California except Alpine County have their own jail facilities. The smallest capacity is in Sierra County, 
which has one jail built to hold 14 inmates, and the largest is in Los Angeles, with multiple facilities for a total of 13,688 
inmates. In all, the state’s 58 counties have a jail capacity of around 76,000.

	 •	 … and differing jail populations.
In 2011, the state’s county jails had an average daily population of about 71,000. In the 12 months before realignment 
was implemented, 14 counties maintained average daily populations in their jails that exceeded their capacities, and 
32 counties released inmates because of a lack of capacity. As of February 2012, 17 counties were operating under 
court orders limiting the number of inmates in their jails. Counties that consistently run their jails under capacity 
often rent out space to state or federal corrections agencies, so the number of available jail beds at the county level 
is difficult to estimate. 

	 •	 Some counties are focusing on alternatives to incarceration …
Since not all counties will be able to simply incarcerate all of their incoming felons, some jurisdictions are putting 
resources into alternative sanctions. These include day reporting centers and home detention with GPS monitoring. 
For parole and probation violators, return to state prison is no longer an option, so counties will rely on alternatives 
such as “flash incarceration” (sending violators to jail for a few days at a time), drug abuse treatment, work release, 
education, and community-based residential programs.
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SOURCE: Dispositions of Adult Felony Arrests, 2009, Office of the Attorney General of California.

	 •	 … while others are augmenting their jail capacity.
AB 900, passed in 2007, provided funding for jail construction and 20 counties have received a total of $1.2 billion. 
Calaveras, Madera, and San Bernardino Counties began adding capacity in 2011; San Diego and Solano Counties 
are slated to begin construction this year. Other counties—including some, like San Francisco and Contra Costa, 
that have been focused on alternatives to incarceration for some time—are addressing anticipated capacity 
needs by reopening closed facilities.

REALIGNMENT’S IMPACT IS UNCERTAIN

	 •	 Recidivism will probably decline, but will this be an improvement?
California’s recidivism rate has long been among the nation’s highest: close to two-thirds of offenders return to 
prison within three years of being released on parole. A minority of those are actually convicted of a new crime; 
typically, 65 to 75 percent are sent back to prison for technical violations of parole rules. Under realignment, 
this latter group will go to county jail or be subject to alternative sanctions. This will lower California’s recidivism 
rate, but it remains to be seen whether the new protocol will produce a smooth-functioning community re-entry 
process or a large body of offenders cycling in and out of county-administered jails and rehabilitative programs.
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	 •	 Will overcrowding worsen at the county level?
State prisons are already seeing rapid decreases in population. However, if overcrowding is simply passed along to 
county jails, which are typically less suited for long-term stays, the average prisoner’s conditions of confinement 
and prospects for rehabilitation will not improve. As noted above, one safety valve available to the counties is the 
use of alternative sanctions or split sentences (in which part of the term is served outside of jail); another is expand-
ing jail capacity. 

	 •	 Will health care delivery improve?
CDCR officials are optimistic about the prospects for improving prison health care once their population is closer to 
capacity levels. At the county level, officials will rely on existing local systems of health care (and other social service) 
delivery. Although these systems frequently experience serious resource constraints, there may be opportunities for 
improvement if counties can leverage their expertise in providing services to an expanded population.

	 •	 Will prosecution and sentencing change?
County officials might respond to the incentives introduced by realignment by altering their approach to prosecution 
and sentencing. In marginal cases, district attorneys may opt for more serious charges (known as “up-charging”) in 
hopes of sending offenders to prison instead of county jail. Similarly, prosecutors may decide to charge rearrested 
parolees with new crimes rather than just technical violations of parole. These tendencies would likely increase prison 
commitment rates over time. Alternatively, judges may opt for lighter sentences or split sentences that keep offenders 
in local custody for less time. 

SOURCE: PPIC Statewide Survey results, January 2012. 

CONFIDENCE IN THE COUNTIES’ ABILITY TO HANDLE CORRECTIONS REALIGNMENT VARIES BY REGION
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CALIFORNIANS ARE AMBIVALENT ABOUT CORRECTIONS

	 •	 Prison overcrowding is recognized as a problem …
In 2007, shortly after the state prison population hit an all-time high, respondents to the PPIC Statewide Survey 
agreed overwhelmingly that prison overcrowding was either a “big problem” (69%) or “somewhat of a problem” 
(21%). Nearly two-thirds agreed that financing a nearly $8 billion prison package to ease overcrowding and 
allow for more prisoner rehabilitation was a “good idea.” The legislature eventually passed AB 900 and then-
governor Schwarzenegger signed it into law. 

	 •	 … but Californians have not traditionally prioritized corrections spending.
PPIC Statewide Survey respondents have consistently ranked corrections spending low on the list of programs 
they would most want to protect from spending cuts. During the last ten years, the proportion of respondents 
ranking it first has never risen above 8 percent and it has always polled behind the other three major budget 
areas: K–12 education, higher education, and health and human services.

LOOKING AHEAD
California’s corrections system has many problems, including overcrowding, poor health care delivery, and record-level 
recidivism rates. Now that the responsibility for adult corrections will be shared between the state and the counties, 
there are several key areas to watch. 

Funding. Governor Brown’s 2012–13 budget proposal established corrections realignment as a top priority, fully 
funding it via the sales tax and vehicle license fee. However, subsequent funding is subject to legislative action, so 
the governor has put a measure on the November 2012 ballot that would amend the state constitution to guarantee 
adequate funding for corrections realignment in the future. County officials, unsurprisingly, are clamoring for just 
such a guarantee before they commit to a long-term restructuring of their public safety programs.

Board of State and Community Corrections. Since 2005 the CDCR’s Corrections Standards Authority (CSA) has set 
standards for state and local correctional facilities, practices, and staffing. Legislation connected to the 2011 Budget 
Act replaced the CSA with a new, independent entity called the Board of State and Community Corrections (BSCC), 
effective July 1, 2012. In its capacity to promote realignment, its mandate is to direct resources to programs that are 
proven to reduce crime and recidivism. The BSCC will report to the governor’s office rather than to the CDCR and is 
required to seek advice from a balanced range of stakeholders and experts in adult and juvenile corrections.

Evaluation. The state has not made funding available for evaluating county practices; nor does it require counties 
to report back to the legislature or even to collect data on their caseloads. Because AB 109 establishes no incentives,  
resources, or standards for counties to measure outcomes, it may be difficult to assess what California’s most signifi-
cant justice reform in decades has achieved. Recently, interested county officials and corrections researchers have 
begun to discuss what a meaningful assessment might entail, and what data would be needed to establish a baseline 
and evaluate the new policies’ accomplishments and shortcomings. However, successful public safety realignment 
will likely require a coordinated evaluative effort, with widespread county-level participation, standard measures, and 
clearly defined goals. 
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We invite you to dig deeper at ppic.org. Related PPIC resources include: 
Rethinking the State-Local Relationship: Corrections
California’s Changing Prison Population
Crime, Corrections, and California: What Does Immigration Have to Do with It? 
Who’s in Prison? The Changing Demographics of Incarceration 

Contact a PPIC expert:
Joseph Hayes 
Magnus Lofstrom 
Dean Misczynski 

This publication is part of PPIC’s Planning for a Better Future project.

The Public Policy Institute of California is dedicated to informing and improving public policy in California through independent, objective, nonpartisan research. 
We are a private operating foundation. We do not take or support positions on any ballot measure or on any local, state, or federal legislation, nor do we endorse, 
support, or oppose any political parties or candidates for public office. Research publications reflect the views of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the 
views of the staff, officers, or Board of Directors of the Public Policy Institute of California. 
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