
Californians United for a Responsible Budget 
 
 

As a coalition of organizations working to reduce the number of people in prisons, reduce the 

number of prisons, and redirect funding to build the infrastructure of vulnerable communities, 

Californians United for a Responsible Budget (CURB) writes in strong support of Governor 

Newsom’s proposal for prison closure and to offer an initial roadmap for closing five state 

owned prisons within the next five years, including: recommended criteria for prison closure; 

strategies for durable, long-lasting decarceration; and recommendations for budget allocations 

that do not rely on law enforcement and corrections for public safety but instead aim to build 

stronger, healthier communities.  

 

CURB strongly recommends that the Legislature: (1) withhold any prison infrastructure 

spending; (2) further accelerate plans for state owned prison closure to close five state owned 

prisons in the next five years; (3)  divest funding from the Corrections budget and invest in 

strategies for decarceration and alternatives to incarceration; and (4) ensure that closed prisons 

are not repurposed for immigrant incarceration or any other carceral uses. 

Introduction 

In January 2020, Governor Gavin Newsom announced his desire to close a state prison within 

the next five years.  The May Revision of the proposed State Budget on Corrections for 2020-21 
1

furthered these plans, striving to close one state prison in 2021-22 and another in 2022-23.  
2

These plans come on the heels of an extensive report that found that California’s 12 oldest 

prisons require over $11 billion in deferred maintenance and infrastructure repairs. The other 22 

prisons require an additional $8 billion in repairs.   
3

 

Over the last ten years, several policies and ballot initiatives have been passed to reduce the 

prison population, making clear that the answer to failed infrastructure and continued human 

rights violations within state prisons is to dramatically reduce the prison population and reduce 

the number of prisons in the state. Now, in the face of a global pandemic that is ravaging our 

prisons and with another economic recession on the horizon, the need for prison closure - and a 

clear plan for how to do so - is more urgent than ever.  

 

1 Newsom, G. Governor’s Budget Summary 2020-21. January 10, 2020 
http://www.ebudget.ca.gov/2020-21/pdf/BudgetSummary/FullBudgetSummary.pdf (accessed May 19, 
2020), p. 136 
2 Newsom, G. May Revision 2020-21. May 14, 2020. 
http://www.ebudget.ca.gov/2020-21/pdf/Revised/BudgetSummary/FullBudgetSummary.pdf (accessed 
May 19, 2020), p. 82. 
3 O’Neil, C. The 2020-21 Budget: Effectively Managing State Prison Infrastructure. Legislative Analyst’s 
Office, February 28, 2020 https://lao.ca.gov/reports/2020/4186/prison-infrastructure-022820.pdf 
(accessed May 19, 2020), p. 6. 
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California Must Prioritize State Owned Prison Closure Now 

1. Prisons are a Public Health Emergency 

Prisons were public health disasters long before the onset of COVID-19; the recent 

circumstances have only exacerbated this already dire situation. Evidence shows that people 

incarcerated in state prisons have substantially higher rates of asthma, HIV, high blood pressure 

/ hypertension, diabetes / high blood sugar, heart-related problems, mental health issues, 

mental health issues, and more.   
4

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has made this situation even worse and intensified existing health, 

racial, and economic inequities - both inside and outside of prisons. Within the California 

Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation’s (CDCR) 34 existing facilities, all but two are 

over 100% population capacity,  posing massive risks of infection and death for incarcerated 
5

people and CDCR staff. An astounding 37% of the total prison population has at least one health 

factor that the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) identifies as high risk for 

COVID-19 death.  As of June 9, 2020, the CDCR reports that 3,050 incarcerated people have 
6

tested positive for COVID-19 and 12 have died.  This is unconscionable. The California 
7

Legislature and Governor Newsom must urgently reduce the state’s prison capacity and close 

prisons in order to save lives.  

2. Prisons are Racist Institutions that Disproportionately Impact Black, 

Brown, Native, Indigenous, and People of Color  

Prisons as institutions were transformed following the American Civil War. The Exceptions 

Clause of the 13th Amendment, subsequent Jim Crow laws, and similar forms of criminalization, 

4 Wagner, P. and E. Widra. “Five Ways the Criminal Justice System Could Slow the Pandemic.” Prison 
Policy Initiative, March 27, 2020. https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2020/03/27/slowpandemic/ (accessed 
May 19, 2020); James D.J. and E. Glaze. “Mental Health Problems of Prison and Jail Inmates.” Bureau of 
Justice Statistics Special Report, September 2006.https://www.prisonpolicy.org/scans/bjs/mhppji.pdf 
(accessed May 19, 2020) ; James D.J. and E. Glaze. “Mental Health Problems of Prison and Jail 
Inmates.” Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report, September 
2006.https://www.prisonpolicy.org/scans/bjs/mhppji.pdf (accessed May 19, 2020)  
5 California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. Weekly Report of Population As of  Midnight 
May 6, 2020. https://www.cdcr.ca.gov/research/wp-content/uploads/sites/174/2020/05/Tpop1d200506.pdf 
(accessed May 19, 2020). 
6 Clayton, A. “California urged to release older prisoners amid coronavirus, including violent offenders.” 
The Guardian, April 6, 2020. 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/06/california-prisons-older-inmates-coronavirus (accessed 
May 19, 2020). 
7 California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. Population COVID-19 Tracking. 
https://www.cdcr.ca.gov/covid19/population-status-tracking/ (accessed June 9, 2020). 
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transformed prisons to resemble the enslavement-dependent industries of 

the South, with exploitation along similar racial lines.  

 

Today, California disproportionally incarcerates more non-whites than any state of the former 

confederate South, while having one of the highest incarceration rates in the world.  In 2017, the 
8

rate of imprisonment of Black men in California was ten times that of white men, while the rate 

of imprisonment for Latino men was more than twice that of white men.  According to the US 
9

Census Bureau, Black people make up approximately 6.5 percent of California’s population;  
10

However, in December 2018, they made up 28.3 percent of California’s prison population.   
11

 

Drastically reducing the prison population and closing prisons is a step in the right direction 

towards addressing racism in California’s criminal legal system. 

3. Prisons are Environmentally Hazardous 

Incarceration has been shown to shorten life expectancy due to the compounding impacts of 

mentally and physically toxic environmental conditions.  These health conditions are often 
12

caused and/or exacerbated by the conditions inside state prisons. We must include incarcerated 

populations in our definition of environmental justice, recognizing that health crises related to 

water, food, air, and soil make many state prisons environmentally unfit to house human beings. 

 

Since 2000, eight of California's 34 state prisons have been cited for major water pollution 

problems.   AB 685 (Eng-2012) states that “every human being has the right to safe, clean, 
13

affordable, and accessible water adequate for human consumption, cooking, and sanitary 

purposes.”  Despite the universality of California’s human right to water law, water-related 
14

health crises have continued to occur in state prisons. Legionnaires disease and H. pylori have 

8 Wagner, P. and W. Sawyer. “States of Incarceration: The Global Context 2018.” Prison Policy Initiative, 
June 2018. https://www.prisonpolicy.org/global/2018.html (accessed May 19, 2020). 
9 Harris, H. et. al. “California’s Prison Population.” Public Policy Institute of California, July 2019. 
https://www.ppic.org/publication/californias-prison-population/ (accessed May 19, 2020). 
10 US Census Bureau. QuickFacts: California. 
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/CA/RHI125218#RHI125218 (accessed May 19, 2020). 
11 California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. Offender Data Points: Offender Demographics 
for the 24-month Period Ending December 2018. January 2020. 
https://www.cdcr.ca.gov/research/wp-content/uploads/sites/174/2020/01/201812_DataPoints.pdf 
(accessed May 19, 2020), p. 18. 
12 Widra, E. “Incarceration shortens life expectancy.” Prison Policy Initiative, June 26, 2017. 
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2017/06/26/life_expectancy/ (accessed May 19, 2020). 
13 Dannenberg, J.E. “Prison Drinking Water and Wastewater Pollution Threaten Environmental Safety 
Nationwide.” Prison Legal News, November 15, 2007. 
https://www.prisonlegalnews.org/news/2007/nov/15/prison-drinking-water-and-wastewater-pollution-threat
en-environmental-safety-nationwide/ (accessed May 19, 2020). 
14 “Bill Text - AB-685 State Water Policy.” Approved by Governor September 25, 2012. 
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201120120AB685 (accessed May 19, 
2020). 
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caused premature death and lasting health impacts inside California state 

prisons.  These illnesses, along with Valley Fever, are preventable. Incarcerated populations 
15

continue to be exposed to environmental hazards because of institutional disregard for the 

environmental conditions in state prisons. 

 

The state’s prisons not only present environmental injustices to people inside them, but also for 

surrounding ecosystems and communities. For example, in 2000, hundreds of thousands of 

gallons of sewage spilled into the American River from Folsom State Prison.  The systematic 
16

neglect of prison water systems has been toxic for California. Given the environmental hazards 

of the carceral system itself, prison closure presents the only lasting solution to the cumulative 

harms facing incarcerated people. 

4. We Can’t Afford To Keep Prisons Open 

Prior to COVID-19, the California Legislature held ongoing discussions on prison closures and 

the estimated cost of maintenance repairs for existing state prisons. A recent study found that 

the cost of repairing California’s 12 oldest prisons had a price-tag of $11 billion, while the cost of 

repairing the remaining 22 was another $8 billion.  There is no question that many state prison 
17

facilities are in poor condition. However, the ongoing decrease in the prison population coupled 

with the economic contraction brought on by COVID-19 disincentivizes wasting billions of 

dollars into repairing these facilities.  

 

California is unexpectedly facing a $54 billion deficit - the worst since the Great Recession - 

alongside massive needs for state spending on health and human services in the era of 

COVID-19.  With spending cuts on the horizon, closing prisons presents an opportunity to 
18

address the budget shortfall, reducing cuts to life-saving state spending on healthcare, 

education, unemployment support, and other supportive services. CURB and our partner 

coalitions produced A Budget to Save Lives, a proposal that outlines specific ways the 

15 Dannenberg, J.E. “Prison Drinking Water and Wastewater Pollution Threaten Environmental Safety 
Nationwide.” Prison Legal News, November 15, 2007. 
https://www.prisonlegalnews.org/news/2007/nov/15/prison-drinking-water-and-wastewater-pollution-threat
en-environmental-safety-nationwide/ (accessed May 19, 2020). 
16 Dannenberg, J.E. “Prison Drinking Water and Wastewater Pollution Threaten Environmental Safety 
Nationwide.” Prison Legal News, November 15, 2007. 
https://www.prisonlegalnews.org/news/2007/nov/15/prison-drinking-water-and-wastewater-pollution-threat
en-environmental-safety-nationwide/ (accessed May 19, 2020). 
17 O’Neil, C. The 2020-21 Budget: Effectively Managing State Prison Infrastructure. Legislative Analyst’s 
Office, February 28, 2020 https://lao.ca.gov/reports/2020/4186/prison-infrastructure-022820.pdf 
(accessed May 19, 2020), p. 6 
18 Yamamura, K. “California faces $54B budget deficit.” Politico, May 7, 2020. 
https://www.politico.com/states/california/story/2020/05/07/california-faces-54b-budget-deficit-1282926 
(accessed May 19, 2020). 

4 

https://www.prisonlegalnews.org/news/2007/nov/15/prison-drinking-water-and-wastewater-pollution-threaten-environmental-safety-nationwide/
https://www.prisonlegalnews.org/news/2007/nov/15/prison-drinking-water-and-wastewater-pollution-threaten-environmental-safety-nationwide/
https://www.prisonlegalnews.org/news/2007/nov/15/prison-drinking-water-and-wastewater-pollution-threaten-environmental-safety-nationwide/
https://www.prisonlegalnews.org/news/2007/nov/15/prison-drinking-water-and-wastewater-pollution-threaten-environmental-safety-nationwide/
https://lao.ca.gov/reports/2020/4186/prison-infrastructure-022820.pdf
https://www.politico.com/states/california/story/2020/05/07/california-faces-54b-budget-deficit-1282926


Californians United for a Responsible Budget 
 
Legislature can shift spending from incarceration and punishment to care 

and wellness.  We strongly encourage the Legislature to enact the recommendations put forth 
19

in this report and prioritize care over cages. 

5. Californians have Shown their Desire for Decarceration 

California voters have made a clear cultural shift away from prioritizing incarceration over 

community investment, as demonstrated by the passage of Propositions 47, 57, and 64. In 2014, 

Proposition 47 reduced many non-violent felonies to misdemeanors. In 2016, Proposition 64 

decriminalized possession of cannabis and eliminated most felonies for growing or selling 

cannabis. In 2017, voters also passed Proposition 57, which reduced incarceration by increasing 

credit-earning and parole opportunities. 

 

The Legislature has followed this lead by passing several bills in recent years to repeal sentence 

enhancements, amend sections of the penal code, and provide extended avenues for 

incarcerated people to earn time off their sentences. While far from enough, these bills and 

ballot measures - including SB 136 (Wiener-2019) and AB 965 (Stone-2019) - demonstrate a 

unified desire by the majority of the Legislature and the California populace for decarceration.  

Criteria For Closing Prisons 

The California Penal Code outlines several criteria for closing prisons, including: “the cost to 

operate at the capacity; workforce impacts; subpopulation and gender-specific housing needs; 

long-term investment in state-owned and operated correctional facilities, including previous 

investments; public safety and rehabilitation; and the durability of the state’s solution to prison 

overcrowding.”   
20

 

Our coalition strongly recommends the inclusion of the following additional criteria in any plan 

for prison closure: 

● Prioritize the closure of facilities where the most violence and harm is happening. This 

could be achieved by examining rates of solitary confinement, homicides, suicides, and 

reported use-of-force incidents. Kern Valley State Prison, for instance, had the most 

reported use-of-force incidents, the highest number of suicides, and the third highest 

number of homicides in 2018.   
21

19 CURB, Dignity Not Detention, Human Impact Partners, and Justice LA. COVID-19 Public Health & 
Safety Budget: A Budget to Save Lives. May 2020. 
http://www.curbprisonspending.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/CADecarcerationBudget-2.pdf (accessed 
May 19, 2020). 
20 Cal. Pen. Code § 2067(b) 
21 This finding is based on an analysis of 2018 COMSTAT Reports for all CDCR facilities. The report for 
Kern Valley is found at: California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. Statistical Report 
(SB601): Kern Valley State Prison. 
https://www.cdcr.ca.gov/research/wp-content/uploads/sites/174/2019/09/KVSP-SB601-Yearly-Statistical-
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● Prioritize the closure of facilities that are furthest away from large 

population centers. Proximity to loved ones, attorneys, and supportive services is vital to 

the survival and wellness of incarcerated people. San Quentin State Prison’s immediate 

proximity to the Bay Area provides greater access to legal, developmental, and reentry 

resources. By contrast, Pelican Bay State Prison is over 360 miles away from the nearest 

large population center, posing major constraints for supportive service providers as well 

as incarcerated people.  
22

● Prioritize the closure of facilities plagued with environmental harm, such as water 

contamination and soil toxicity. California’s prison expansion overlooked the dangers of 

building on contaminated soils, and has historically neglected to address the forced 

consumption of toxic water. California Rehabilitation Center in Norco, Salinas Valley 

State Prison, Kern Valley State Prison, California Men’s Colony, California Institution for 

Men, California Institution for Women, and California State Prison in Corcoran, are just 

a few examples of state prisons with environmentally hazardous conditions. 

 

CURB agrees with the Legislative Analyst Office’s (LAO) recommendation that a detailed prison 

closure plan be created and that funds for prison infrastructure spending be withheld until such 

a plan is in place.  We also strongly recommend that the Legislature ensure that any closed 
23

prison not be repurposed for immigrant incarceration or any other carceral purposes.  

 

In Fall 2020 CURB will be releasing a full prison closure plan for California, including details on 

our recommended criteria, case studies of the prisons we believe should be closed first, 

decarceration strategies, and additional considerations to support the administration's efforts.  

Policy Recommendations for Lasting Decarceration 

The closure of multiple prisons requires continuous, long-lasting strategies to dramatically 

reduce the number of people incarcerated in California state prisons. Unlike during 

Realignment, these strategies must be enacted without relocating incarcerated people to county 

facilities or expanding the capacity of probation departments. Instead, we offer the following 

recommendations as a safe and financially responsible roadmap for long-term decarceration. 

Report-2018.pdf?label=2018%20Yearly%20Report&from=https://www.cdcr.ca.gov/research/reports-and-s
tatistics-kvsp/ (accessed May 19, 2020). 
22 This determination was made by examining the driving distance between all state facilities and 
California’s ten most populous cities, all of which have populations over 350,000. 
23 O’Neil, C. The 2020-21 Budget: Effectively Managing State Prison Infrastructure. Legislative Analyst’s 
Office, February 28, 2020 https://lao.ca.gov/reports/2020/4186/prison-infrastructure-022820.pdf 
(accessed May 19, 2020).  
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1. End Extreme Sentencing 

Nationwide, there are currently more people serving life sentences than made up the entire 

prison population in the early 1970s.  One quarter of those serving life sentences in the US are 
24

here in California.  This reality has been made possible because of extreme sentencing, 
25

including the Death Penalty, Life Without the Possibility of Parole (LWOP), sentence 

enhancements like the Three Strikes Law, and more.  

 

These extreme sentences are torturous, expensive, ineffective, and disproportionately applied to 

Black, Brown, Native, Indigenous, and people of color. Studies of the impact of California’s 

Three-Strikes Law show that the law did not decrease serious crime more than expected levels 

and that the impact on crime rates was inconsequential.  Additional studies have found no 
26

correlation between time spent in prisons and recidivism rates, nor have they found correlation 

between extreme sentences and improved public safety.  Racial disparities are especially 
27

evident in the application of extreme sentencing. Data from 2014 shows that nationally, Black 

youth are serving Life Without the Possibility of Parole (LWOP) sentences at a rate that is 18 

times higher than the rate for white youth, and Latino youth are sentenced to LWOP five times 

more than white youth.  
28

 

Any serious attempt to address the incarceration crisis and prison spending in California must 

focus on ending extreme sentencing. CURB recommends that the Legislature move to repeal the 

draconian Three Strikes Law, which as of September 2016 was responsible for incarcerating 

nearly 40,000 individuals for “second” and “third” strikes.  We also urge the Legislature to 
29

24 “Bill Text - ACR 186 Criminal sentencing.” March 10, 2020. 
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200ACR186 (accessed May 19, 
2020). 
25 Ghandnoosh, N. “Minimizing the Maximum: The Case for Shortening All Prison Sentences.” In Smart 
Decarceration: Achieving Criminal Justice Transformation in the 21st century. Eds. M. Epperson and C. 
Pettus-Davis. Oxford University Press, 2017.  
26 Stolzenberg, L., and S.J. D’Alessio. “‘Three Strikes and You’re Out’: The Impact of California’s New 
Mandatory Sentencing Law on Serious Crime Rates.” Crime & Delinquency 43, no. 4 (October 1, 1997): 
457–69. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011128797043004004. 
27 Justice Policy Institute. Finding Direction: Expanding Criminal Justice Options by Considering Policies 
of Other Nations. April 2011. http://www.justicepolicy.org/uploads/justicepolicy/documents/sentencing.pdf 
(accessed May 19, 2020).; Ghandnoosh, N. “Minimizing the Maximum: The Case for Shortening All 
Prison Sentences.” In Smart Decarceration: Achieving Criminal Justice Transformation in the 21st 
century. M. Epperson and C. Pettus-Davis, eds. Oxford University Press, 2017.  
28 American Civil Liberties Union. Written Submission of the American Civil Liberties Union on Racial 
Disparities in Sentencing. Submitted to the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. October 27, 
2014. 
https://www.aclu.org/sites/default/files/assets/141027_iachr_racial_disparities_aclu_submission_0.pdf 
(accessed May 19, 2020). 
29 California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. Second and Third Striker Felons in the Adult 
Institution Population. September 30, 2016. 
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repeal the death penalty and Life Without the Possibility of Parole 

sentences, the latter of which affects over 5200 individuals.  

 

Several sentence enhancements have been repealed by the Legislature in recent years, however 

very few of these repeals were made retroactive and many of them include exemptions for 

certain types of convictions. While we understand that the cost of making these legislative 

changes retroactive is high, that cost pales in comparison to the tens of billions of dollars 

required for prison infrastructural repairs and the annual operating costs of prisons in our state. 

Sentencing reform must be extended to people who have been convicted of serious and violent 

offenses, recognizing the legacy of racism and in criminal legal processes and sentencing. The 

vast population reduction required in order to reduce the prison population will only be possible 

if people who are serving time for more serious offenses are released.  

2. Expand Eligibility for Elder Parole 

On average, older and aging prisoners cost more to keep incarcerated than any other population. 

Elderly people in prison have spent decades transforming their lives, and once released are the 

least likely to come into contact with law enforcement ever again. Despite these realities, CDCR 

has failed to implement its current elder parole program to its full potential, keeping older 

people behind bars. As of December 31, 2018, nearly 24 percent of those incarcerated in state 

prison in California were over the age of 50.   
30

 

The state’s current court-mandated Elder Parole Program is open to only a segment of the elder 

prison population – people over the age of 60 who have been imprisoned for at least 25 years, 

with various exclusions based on the type of conviction for which a person is incarcerated.  
31

These criteria are extremely stringent compared to Elder Parole Programs operating elsewhere 

in the country.   
32

 

https://web.archive.org/web/20171219121442/http:/www.cdcr.ca.gov/Reports_Research/Offender_Inform
ation_Services_Branch/Quarterly/Strike1/STRIKE1d1609.pdf (accessed May 19, 2020). 
30 California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. “Offender Data Points: Offender 
Demographics for the 24-month period ending December 2018.” January 2020. 
cdcr.ca.gov/research/wp-content/uploads/sites/174/2020/01/201812_DataPoints.pdf (accessed May 19, 
2020), p. 20. 
31 California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. “Elderly Parole Hearings.” 
www.cdcr.ca.gov/bph/elderly-parole-hearings-overview/ (accessed May 19, 2020). 
32 Californians United for a Responsible Budget. Memo: Recommendations Regarding Expanding the 
Elderly Prisoner Parole Program. March 2020 
http://www.curbprisonspending.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/ElderPrisonerParole2020.pdf (accessed 
May 19, 2020. 
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CURB strongly recommends expanding the eligibility criteria for 

California’s Elder Parole Program, in alignment with recommendations made by the LAO.  We 
33

recommend that the program be available to those 50 years of age and older and who have 

served at least 15 years of their sentence, regardless of their conviction type. Moreover, we 

recommend that the Board of Parole Hearing schedule the next parole consideration within one 

or two years after any hearing at which parole was denied.   
34

3. Expanding Investment in Community-based Supportive Services 

With a drastic decrease in state prison populations, Californians will need increased supportive 

services to meet the needs of people returning from prison. Supportive services must be 

managed outside of corrections and probation departments that fundamentally operate from a 

punitive lens, and instead be handed over to community-based organizations that center care. In 

addition, investments in community-strengthening programs and services — including early 

childhood education, living wage jobs, poverty reduction measures, stable and affordable 

housing, and quality mental and physical health care — would support people who are otherwise 

targeted for incarceration. Dedicating significant funding for life-affirming community-based 

programs and alternatives to incarceration will ensure a decrease in recidivism rates, sustaining 

a reduced prison population in California.  

4. Drastically Increase Commutations 

The Governor of California must use his vast executive authority to grant clemencies in the form 

of reprieves, commutations, and pardons to reduce prison populations.  Commutations are an 
35

effective tool to address the injustices of extreme sentencing through the reduction of excessive 

prison terms. For the 5,200 people serving the racist, arbitrary, and inhumane sentence of Life 

Without Parole (LWOP), commutations remain one of the only levers of release. During the 

eight years of his most recent term, Governor Jerry Brown granted 1,189 pardons and 152 

commutations.  Sadly, this is a record for the state. These numbers fall drastically short of 
36

what’s required to decarcerate meaningfully. CURB recommends a reduction of the state prison 

population via multiple “waves” of mass clemencies for incarcerated people in California, the 

33 O’Neil, C. The 2020-21 Budget: Effectively Managing State Prison Infrastructure. Legislative Analyst’s 
Office, February 28, 2020 https://lao.ca.gov/reports/2020/4186/prison-infrastructure-022820.pdf 
(accessed May 19, 2020), p. 12. 
34 Californians United for a Responsible Budget. Memo: Recommendations Regarding Expanding the 
Elderly Prisoner Parole Program. March 2020 
http://www.curbprisonspending.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/ElderPrisonerParole2020.pdf (accessed 
May 19, 2020. 
35 Office of Governor Gavin Newsom. “Clemency - Commutations & Pardons.” 
https://www.gov.ca.gov/clemency/ (accessed June 1, 2020). 
36 Egelko, B. “Gov. Jerry Brown Sets Record for Pardons, Commutations in California.” San Francisco 
Chronicle, December 24, 2014. 
https://www.sfchronicle.com/politics/article/Gov-Jerry-Brown-sets-record-for-pardons-13487741.php 
(accessed June 1, 2020). 
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first of which must strategically include and prioritize for consideration the 

release of medically vulnerable people; elderly people; those within one year of release; people 

who have served at least 15 years of their original sentence, regardless of conviction type; and 

any demographic at risk for severe illness and death from COVID-19. Mass clemencies have a 

historical precedent  and would be an effective strategy to release the number of people 
37

necessary to reduce the bloated corrections budget and facilitate prison closure.  

Conclusion 

The California Penal Code states that “criminal justice policies that rely on building and 

operating more prisons to address community safety concerns are not sustainable, and will not 

result in improved public safety.”  We agree 100%!  
38

 

As COVID-19 continues to devastate our communities here in California, particularly our 

communities who are incarcerated and their loved ones, closing a prison has never been more 

urgent for public safety and public health. Next year’s budget must reflect Governor Newsom’s 

priority to close prisons. Californians need a life-affirming budget that saves lives, something 

that is not possible if we continue to maintain our current prison system and continue to exclude 

people with serious and/or violent convictions from opportunities for expedited release.  

 

Maintaining the status quo - including the operation of 34 state-owned prisons and dedicating 

over $13 billion annually to state-level incarceration - without considering alternatives is 

reckless and inhumane. The Administration and CDCR have many tools at their disposal to 

substantially reduce incarceration if fully implemented, including good time credits, elder 

parole, youth parole, compassionate release, medical parole, and the alternative custody 

programs. With the implementation of the policy recommendations we have outlined in this 

report, long-term, continuous decarceration is possible. 

 

California has carried out the largest prison-building project in history. Today, our state is 

nationally behind in prison closure and decarceration, as states like New York have closed over 

twenty prisons in recent years.  We have seen that prison closures are more than possible, and 
39

are a necessary part of reshaping our budget priorities from ones that cage and punish to one 

that builds systems of care. Now, more than ever, we need leaders who will realize that funding 

public safety means prioritizing prison closure. 

37 Wagner, P. “Large scale releases and public safety.” Prison Policy Initiative, Apr. 9, 2020. 
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2020/04/09/large-scale-releases/ (accessed June 1, 2020). 
38 Cal. Pen. Code § 17.5. 
39 Governor Andrew M. Cuomo. “Governor Cuomo Announces Closure of Additional Prisons Following 
Record Declines in Incarceration and Crime Rates.” February 15, 2019. 
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-announces-closure-additional-prisons-following-recor
d-declines-incarceration-and (accessed June 1, 2020). 
 

10 

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2020/04/09/large-scale-releases/
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-announces-closure-additional-prisons-following-record-declines-incarceration-and
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-announces-closure-additional-prisons-following-record-declines-incarceration-and
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-announces-closure-additional-prisons-following-record-declines-incarceration-and

