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The Real Cost of Prisons Project brings together prison/justice policy activists with political
economists to create workshops and materials which explore both the immediate and long-term
costs of mass incarceration on the individual, her/his family, community and the nation.

Two additional comic books are part of this series: Prison Town: Paying the Price and Prisoners of
the War On Drugs. If you would like copies of our comic books to assist your group in its organizing
work, contact Lois Ahrens. Or you can download the entire series for free from our website:
www.realcostofprisons.org.
Any reproduction requires written permission of the Real Cost of Prisons Project, except for small excerpts for
review or publicity purposes. Please credit the Real Cost of Prisons Project.

The Real Cost of Prisons Project is an activity of The Sentencing Project, a Washington, DC based non-profit
dedicated to reducing over-reliance on incarceration. The Real Cost of Prisons Project is supported by a grant
from the Community Advocacy Project of the Open Society Institute.
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PRISONS AND JAILS
Stop building new prisons and jails and close others down. Re-direct the $57 billion 1

spent on jails and prisons to quality education, housing, job training, daycare and
health care. 

ALTERNATIVES TO JAIL 2

Citation Programs – Give tickets to those committing misdemeanor or low-level
crimes without booking them through the arrest process.  

Improve Release Procedures for the Pretrial and Sentenced Populations – These
improvements decrease jail populations by ensuring that people are moving through
the system in a timely fashion. 

Pre-Trial Diversion – Pretrial services programs
can help alleviate jail crowding by releasing people
who are incarcerated before trial.

Bail Reform – National studies show most people
being held pretrial cannot post a money bond or
bail. 

Specialty Courts – Drug courts, domestic violence
courts and mental health courts and other
specialty courts were developed to provide
individuals involved with the criminal justice
system with treatment.

Alternatives to Incarceration in Jail – In response
to increased jail populations, probation agencies
need to work with other criminal justice agencies
to develop alternative programs. 

Probation and Parole – Missed appointments
with a parole officer, breaking curfew or a failed
drug test should not be the reason to send
someone back to prison. Instead, treatment
should be offered through diversion programs.
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FAMILIES 3

States should:
Actively encourage kinship care placements
Ensure that child welfare authorities remain in touch with incarcerated
parents.
Facilitate visitation between children and incarcerated parents.
Make reunification services available to parents.
Explore alternatives to incarceration that could make child welfare
intervention and child removal unnecessary in many cases.
Ensure that incarcerated parents have the opportunity to attend all
hearing in their cases.
Provide incarcerated parents with legal services.

DRUG POLICY 4

Repeal mandatory sentencing laws. See the Glossary for a definition
and learn more about the injustices of mandatory sentences by contacting
Families against Mandatory Minimums.

WOMEN BACK HOME 5

Modify restrictive public housing and Section 8 guidelines to allow
formerly incarcerated women access to affordable housing.
Lift the ban on welfare (TANF and food stamps) for people with drug
felony convictions.
Repeal the ban on student financial aid which was passed as part of the
1998 reauthorization of Higher Education Act of 1965. It keeps anyone
convicted of a drug felony from getting college loans.
Make work more possible for people coming out of jails and prisons.
Examples include: expunging offenses, sealing records, offering certificates
of rehabilitation. Eliminate discrimination by prospective employers.

DISENFRANCHISEMENT
All citizens should have the right to vote including those who are incarcerated,
on probation and on parole. 

WORK TO DESTIGMATIZE AND DECRIMINALIZE “SEX WORK.”
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1. Bureau of Justice Statistics Bulletin, Justice Expenditure and Employment in the U.S., May 2004; 2. Thanks to Dana Kaplan, National
Resource Center on Prisons and Communities, Cincinnati, OH 2/04; 3. Barriers Facing Parents with Criminal Records/ Center for Law
and Policy CLASP, 2003. www.clasp.org; 4. Families Against Mandatory Minimums, www.famm.org; 5. Women’s Prison Association:
Dina Rose, WPA Focus on Women and Justice October 2003, wpaonline.org; 6. Bureau of Justice Statistics Bulletin, Justice
Expenditure and Employment in the U.S., May 2004; 7. WPA Focus on Women and Justice 12/03; 8. “Justice Reinvestment” by Susan
B. Tucker and Eric Cadora, Ideas for an Open Society, 11/03. www.soros.org.

FOR MORE DETAILED INFORMATION ABOUT THE ORGANIZATIONS WORKING ON EACH OF THESE AND OTHER ISSUES, VISIT THE REAL
COST OF PRISONS WEBSITE AT WWW.REALCOSTOFPRISONS.ORG.

DRUG AND ALCOHOL TREATMENT
Shift funding priorities from the $167 billion for law enforcement, courts, prisons and
jails to comprehensive women-focused drug and alcohol treatment.  From 1997 to 2001
State and local spending for corrections rose 1101%. Spending for education rose
470%. Spending for healthcare and hospitals rose 482%. 6

NEEDLE EXCHANGE
Encourage and fund needle exchange programs to help stop the spread of Hepatitis C
and HIV.

PREVENTING AND TREATMENT FOR SEXUAL AND PHYSICAL ABUSE 7

Untreated physical and sexual abuse contributes to mental illness and drug abuse.
According to the WPA 12/03 report, “Women with a history of sexual abuse are twice as
likely as non-abused women to have injected drugs.” Early identification, treatment and
prevention of sexual and physical abuse would significantly make the lives of girls and
women more productive and positive. 

INVEST IN QUALITY EDUCATION, JOB TRAINING FOR WORK THAT PAYS A LIVING WAGE,
AFFORDABLE SAFE HOUSING, RELIABLE PUBLICLY FUNDED DAY CARE FOR EVERYONE
WHO NEEDS IT.

JUSTICE REINVESTMENT/COMMUNITY REINVESTMENT 8

Justice reinvestment is the creation of safer and viable communities by communities
taking control of justice dollars and reallocating them to finance education, housing,
healthcare and jobs.
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“Crack Baby”
There is no such thing as a “crack baby.” Stories
on TV and the news about the effects of crack on
fetuses were unsupported, misleading and inaccurate.
Dozens of studies now show that other factors are
responsible for many of the problems that women
who use crack are blamed for, such as poverty and
lack of pre-natal care. 1

Crack vs. Cocaine Sentencing
Crack is produced from powder cocaine. The
penalties for possession or sale of crack are far
more severe than for powder cocaine. A person
who sells or possesses five grams of crack get the
same five year federal mandatory sentence as
someone who sells or possesses five hundred
grams of powder cocaine. Drug policy reform
advocates see these laws as racist, since 85% of
people arrested for crack sale or use are Black.

Harm Reduction 2

Harm reduction is a set of practical strategies that
reduce negative consequences of drug use. It
seeks to minimize the harmful effects of drug use
rather than ignoring or condemning drug users. It
calls for the non-judgmental, non-coercive provision
of services and resources to drug users, families
and communities. Needle-exchange is an example
of a harm reduction strategy. Harm reduction sees
drug use as a public health issue.

Mandatory Minimums
In the 1970s and 1980s, the U.S. Congress and
many state legislatures passed laws that required
judges to give fixed prison terms to those convicted
of specific crimes, most often drug offenses.
Lawmakers believed these harsh, inflexible 
sentencing laws would catch those at the top of
the drug trade and deter others from entering it.
Instead, this heavy-handed response to the
nation's drug problem filled prisons with men and
women found guilty low-level offences resulting
prisons being filled with people serving long 
sentences at tremendous cost to taxpayers.
Mandatory sentencing laws disproportionately
affect people of color and, because of their severity,
destroy families. 3

Neoliberalism
Neoliberalism has been the dominant ideology
behind economic policy for more than 20 years.
Neoliberalism calls for free markets and a smaller
role for the government.  According to neoliberal
thinking, government policies and regulations—
including taxes on the wealthy—create conditions
that slow down economic growth. Neoliberalism
calls for free trade between the U.S. and developing
countries; the reduction of protections for workers
and families; the private ownership of hospitals,
water, transportation and education; drastic cuts in
public spending for welfare, housing and job
development; and no voice for workers and
unions. Neoliberalism claims its approach will
generate economic growth and prosperity for all.
In the neoliberal view, poverty is the result of
government interference and lack of motivation on
the part of poor families. However, neoliberal policies
make it harder and harder for most people to survive.
One way those in government and business
enforce these polices is by making poor people
believe they are poor because of their shortcomings
rather than the effects of negative effects of neoliberal
policies on their daily life.

Racialized Patriarchy
Women of color face many forms of discrimination
which are deeply rooted in our society. Racialized
patriarchy is what happens when racism AND
sexism are combined. The effect is that the 
combination makes the negative effects not just
two times more powerful but many more times
more powerful since racism strengthens sexism
and sexism strengthen racism. This powerful
combination can lead women of color to face
even greater vulnerability than white women to
poverty, lack of access to quality education and
discrimination in jobs and housing. While individual
women experience its effects and individuals
perpetuate it, racialized patriarchy is a complex set
of harmful beliefs, attitudes, economic practices,
and laws which restrict and/or prevent the full
development of girls and women of color in the
U.S. and around the world.

Transactional Sex
Transactional sex is the exchange of sex for
money, drugs, a place to live, rent money, or what
ever it is that the person performing sex needs.
Many people engage in transactional sex without
even realizing it. Women who engage in transactional
sex by working the streets are exposed to tremendous
risk of abuse and violence and exposure to sexually
transmitted infections including HIV. They are also
at risk of police harassment and arrest in most
cities in the U.S.

GLOSSARY

1. National Advocates for Pregnant Women website: 
www.advocatesforpregnantwomen.org

2. Harm Reduction Coalition website:
www.harmreduction.org

3. Families Against Mandatory Minimums website:
www.famm.org 




