Cell Blocks or Classrooms? Up for grabs in Sacramento  

by Vicki Legion and Robert Lane
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Is the California Legislature cannibalizing our system of higher education to feed our vast state prison system? The Sacramento Bee summed it up: “Prisons are sucking the life out of higher education in this state.”  

Since 1984, state spending for higher education has declined while prison spending has exploded 126%. Today, prisons consume 10% of the entire state budget. 

As a result of this explosive growth, California has the seventh largest prison system in the world holding some 170,000 people in its prisons and jails. Overwhelmingly the prisoners are impoverished African Americans and Latinos from communities that suffer very high unemployment.

By the late 1990s, more people of color were entering prisons than four-year universities. From 1990 to 1997, three Latino males were added to the prison population for every one added to California’s four-year public universities. Among African-American men, the ratio of prisoners to students stands at a shocking five to one (and rising).  

The prison system has mushroomed not because of some monstrous crime wave but because of decades of “tough on crime” laws and the harshest parole rules in the country, giving California the number one recidivism rate nationwide.  Nearly 70% of those released are returned to prison each year.

Last summer, near the culmination of this year’s budget stand-off, Republican legislators threatened to derail the imminent budget vote to protest—not massive education cutbacks—but the Governor’s proposal to trim prison costs.

The Governor had proposed early releases, community placements, and changes in parole policies for up to 37,000 elderly and infirm prisoners and those close to release. 

In a July 27 opinion article, the CSU Chancellor scathingly wrote: “How could the message to California students have been any clearer? You can cut higher education to the bone and you won’t hear a single statement of remorse from the Legislature, but start cutting into the prison budget and you’ll hear howls of protest from the Capitol.” 

While the state’s contribution per student at the CSU is just $4600, the cost of keeping a prisoner behind bars is $49,000 per year. 

Even if the proposed reduction in the prison population is implemented, it will be undone if the Legislature continues the massive prison construction program it adopted in 2007 in AB 900.  

Rushed through with zero public hearings, AB 900 is a huge budget-buster. In what the New York Times called “the largest prison expansion in world history,” it calls for spending  $12.4 billion to build 53,000 more prison and jail cells. Once built, these new cells will cost taxpayers an additional $1.5 billion every year to operate. 

Let’s be clear: this law means denying our young people the opportunity for a college education in order to build cells for their imprisonment.

California is at a crossroads. Our decisions on these three issues will have profound consequences for many years:

1. Will we implement the Governor’s plan for community placement of up to 37,000 elderly, infirm, and short-term inmates?

2.  Will California comply with the August 5th Federal Court Order to reduce California’s prison population by 43,000?  

A panel of three federal judges ruled that conditions in the prisons are “appalling” and that the severely overcrowded prison system is unable to provide constitutionally adequate medical care to prisoners. This ruling offers an opportunity to reset our priorities.  But California’s attorney general, determined to prop up our failed prison system, has appealed this ruling.

3.  Will California proceed with AB 900, trying to build our way out of our prison crisis?   

To weigh in on these choices, sign the open letter circulated by Californians United for a Responsible Budget, www.curbprisonspending.org. We must stop spending limited resources on a prison system that does not make us safer.  We must reduce our prison population and put some of the resulting savings into community-based programs to help those released succeed in reintegrating back home.  

And we must re-direct our resources into investing in the education of our young people. Those of us who believe in public education must act collectively to reverse our state’s twisted priorities.    
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