
 

 

 

Sponsored by  

Drug Policy Alliance  |  16 West Front Street, Suite 101A, Trenton, NJ 08608 

nj@drugpolicy.org  |  609.396.8613 voice  |  609.396.9478 fax  |  @DrugPolicy_NJ 

 

Our Current System Punishes Taxpayers 

Over the last three decades, New Jersey’s annual corrections budget has grown from $77 
million to more than $1 billion.  The state spends more than $300 million annually just to 
incarcerate individuals for nonviolent drug offenses.  Additionally, these costs do not take into 
account lost wages, lost lifetime earnings and lost child support, all of which result in indirect 
costs to the state and drive up the financial price tag of imprisonment. 
 
This out-of-control prison spending has not yielded a benefit for taxpayers equal to its cost.  
Instead, the current system punishes taxpayers by wasting money on ineffective policies that do 
little to accomplish their stated goals.  New Jersey should stop relying on expensive prison 
sentences for low-risk individuals, and instead focus on alternatives that save money as well as 
enhance public safety. 
  
Long Prison Sentences Do Not Reduce Recidivism  

New Jersey inmates “max out,” that is, serve their full prison sentence without a period of parole 
supervision in the community, at twice the national rate.i  Those who “max out” have an almost 
40 percent chance of returning to prison for a new crime verses only a 25 percent chance for 
those who receive some parole supervision in the community.ii  Increasing the number of low-
risk individuals who are released after serving their basic sentence will reduce “max outs,” 
reduce recidivism and improve public safety. 
 
Lengthy Prison Sentences Do Not Increase Public Safety 

There is no evidence that longer terms of incarceration result in safer communities.  Research, 
including a major study conducted by the Department of Justice (DOJ), shows that there is little 
– if any – connection between fluctuations in crime and incarceration rates.iii  The DOJ study 
concluded that modest changes in length of stay have no impact on recidivism or crime rates 
within a state.iv  Some research shows that longer prison sentences for low-risk offenders 
actually increases the chance of recidivism.v 
 
Additionally, the Bureau of Justice statistics show that between 1998 and 2007, states which 
increased their incarceration rates most substantially did not see a corresponding drop in crime, 
while states that decreased their levels of incarceration did experience lower levels of criminal 
activity.vi     
 
Conclusion 

Over the last 15 years, New Jersey has reduced its prison population by more than 20 percent, 
reduced its crime rate by more than 30 percent and reduced prison recidivism by more than 10 
percent.  New Jersey should build on this success by fixing its broken parole system.  Senate 
Bill 761/Assembly Bill 1986 allows for the release of low-risk individuals from prison after they 
have served their basic sentence based on good behavior and participation in rehabilitation 
programs.  This reform will facilitate rehabilitation, promote public safety and save money. 
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