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California's Growing Prison Population­
The Current Situation

The California Department of Corrections (CDC) is one of the
largest and fastest-growing departments in state government.
The department spends about 90 percent of its bUdget­
$2.5 billion in 1992-93-on the operation of the state's prison
system. As of December 1992, there were 109,141 inmates in
state prison (almost double the system's design capacity). In
this report, we assess the CDC's recent projections of the
prison inmate population anddiscuss their fiscal implications.

Projections Foresee
Steady Growth In Prison Population

Every fall the CDC projects the prison inmate and parolee popula­
tions for the current year, the budget year, and the four following
years. The recently released fall 1992 population prOjections show
the inmate population reaching about 113,000 inmates by June 30,
1993, and increasing to about 119,000 by June 30, 1994-an
increase of 8.4 percent in the current year and 5.4 percent in the
budget year. The department also projects that the number of
inmates in state prison will grow at an average annual rate of
5.2 percent through 1997-98, reaching 'a total of 141,000 inmates
by the end ofthat period. Although a substantial increase, this is less
than half of the annual growth rate of about 11 percent observed
over the last six years.

Projections Show
Significant Increase Over Previous Estimate

The fall 1992 inmate population projections show a significant
increase over the spring 1992 projections. Figure 1 compares the
two most recent projections. In the spring 1992 projection, the CDC
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" There has been a
significant increase
recently in the number
of felons committed
to prison.9J

estimated that the prison popu­
lation wouJdtotal approximately
111,000 inmates by June 30,
1994. The fall projection now
shows 119,000 inmates by the
same date, an increase of 7 per­
cent over the earlier projection.

Why Have the Projections
Changed? The CDC attributes
this increase in its projections
primarily to two recent changes
in the inmate ·population that
occurred during the first half
of 1992-93:

I New Admissions to
Prison Are Up. The num­
ber of felons admitted to
prison is primarily deter­
mined by actions of local
law enforcement and pros-

ecution agencies and the
courts. There has been a
significant increase recently
in the number of felons
committed to prison. In fact,
the number offelons admit­
tedduringjustthefirstthree
months of 1992-93 was
equivalent to about half of
the felons admitted during
all of 1991-92. The recent
increase in felon admis­
sions has come from the
BayArea and southern Cali­
fornia counties (excluding
Los Angeles County). The
specific reasons for the in­
crease are currently unclear.

I Time Served by Parolees
Returned to Custody Is
Up. Recently the CDC has
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aAs of June 30 of eacb year.
bActual population for fall 1992.
C No spring 1992 estimate.
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seen a decline in the num­
ber of parolees returned to
custody for violating their
parole. However, the amount
oftime served by parole vio­
lators has increased. As a
result, the fall projection as­
sumes that these inmates
will serve an average of 4.2
months, instead of 3.6
months as assumed in the
spring projection.

PotentialRisks to Accuracyof
Projections. The projections are
based on current law. Thus, to
the extent that the Le"gislature
and Governor enact policy
changes that affect the inmate
population (such as lengthening
sentences), the projections
would change.

Several other factors could af­
fect the accuracy of the
department's fall projections. For
example, budget reductions re­
sulting from the state's poor fis­
cal condition could reduce the
number of work or educational
opportunities for inmates, thereby
increasing the prison population
above the department's current
projections. (Inmates who work
orparticipate in work oreducation
programs earn credits, thereby
reducing the time that they spend
in prison.)

In addition, the poor fiscal condition
of local govemments could result in
a shift of persons from probation
or county jail to state prison. On
the otherhand, reductions in fund­
ing for street-level law enforce-
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ment in cities and counties could
result in fewerfelonyarrests, lead­
ing to a leveling off or a drop in
new admissions to state prison.

Finally, we note that the CDC
has developed a new methodol­
ogy to improve the accuracy of
its long-term projections. This
methodology shows the prison
population reaching 148,000 in­
mates by 1997-98, or7,OOO more
than the official projection. Based
on our review, we believe that
the new methodology should
be adopted.

Implications of the
Projections

The new projections carry with
them significant implications for
the current year and beyond.
First, they mean thatprison over­
crowding will continue. Given the
current estimate ofprison popula­
tion growth and the scheduled
completion of new prison beds,
the level of prison overcrowding
will remain essentially the same
in 1997-98 as it is currently, as
shown in Figure 2 (next page).

The projections also have the
following fiscal implications:

I Current-Year General
FundDeficiency. Because
the CDC current-year bud­
get is based on the lower
spring 1992 inmate popUla­
tion estimate, it is likely that
the department will incur a
General Fund deficiency in
the current year of at least
$50 million to accommodate

" .•• the poorfiscal .
condition oflocal gov·
ernments could result in
ashift ofpersons from
probation or countyjail
to state prison."
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Prison Population Exceeds Design Capacity
1983 Through 19988

(Inmates in Thousands)

, "

a
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"The new (prison inmate)
projections suggest that
the CDC's General Fund
costs in the budget year
and beyond will be
significantly higher than
earlier eslimates.~
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the greater number of in­
mates in state prisons.

I Significant Increase in
General Fund Costs in
Budget YearandBeyond.
The new projections sug­
gest that the CDC's Gen­
eral Fund costs will con­
tinue to increase signifi­
cantly in the budget year
and beyond. Given current
policies, these additional
costs would likely be in the
tens to hundreds of millions
of dollars in 1993-94 and
annually thereafter.

I Significant Future Capi­
tal OutlayCosts. Given the
current level of inmate over­
crowding of approximately

180 percent and the pro­
jected growth of the inmate
population, the state should
assess whether to autho M

rize additional prison con­
struction, expand alterna­
tive inmate housing pro­
grams, or reduce prison
population.

Controlling the Costs of
Corrections

Without action to control inmate
population growth, it will not be
possible to significantly reduce
expendituresfortheCDC. WewHl
discuss options for controlling
population growth and expendi­
tures in our Analysis of the
1993-94 BudgetBill, which will be
published in late February1993.
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