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Prison populations have swollen as 
government tries to arrest its way out of 
our national drug problem, and criteria 
to grant parole have become more 
restrictive. In the past two decades, 
New york and other states spent large 
sums of taxpayer dollars building new 
prisons, hiring staff, and incarcerating 
prisoners. Building ever more prison 
cells is a zero sum game: every dollar the 
state spends on incarceration is one less 
dollar available to spend on educational 
and social programs, and treatment for 
those suffering from drug addiction or 
mental health problems which afflict 
the majority of prisoners.

skyrocketing prison costs have 
spurred elected officials across the 
country to entertain new methods to 
trim the incarceration budget. The 
obvious solutions are not employed. 
These include incarcerating only 
dangerous offenders; paroling addicts 
to drug rehabilitation facilities or 
programs; paroling mentally ill prisoners 
to hospitals or other monitored treat-
ment programs; and paroling offenders 
who can safely be released, such as 
those who, by reason of advanced age 

Prison Privatization: A Bad Idea

and/or debilitated medical condition, 
are no longer a threat to society. This 
would dramatically reduce the prison 
population and make it possible to close 
unneeded prisons, saving taxpayers 
millions.

Parole should be reformed. Today, 
the de facto practice is to deny parole 
to fully rehabilitated prisoners due to 
the “nature of the crime.” This makes 
no sense. The crime is known on day 
one when the prisoner is incarcerated. 
That fact will not change. If prisoners 
sentenced to long stretches for serious 
crimes believe they have little prospect 
of ever being paroled, then they have 
no incentive to undertake educational, 
vocational, and therapeutic programs 
to improve themselves while they are 
locked up. Why work hard to become 
a better man if you are never going to 
be released anyway? Parole should be 
unhinged from penal politics, and pris-
oners who clearly demonstrate they can 
remain at liberty without breaking the 
law should be released on parole.

although all these solutions make 
good sense, they are rarely implemented 
for fear of public backlash. In other 

words, politics trumps sound policy. as 
a result, some states turned to the quick 
fix of prison privatization: hiring private 
companies to build and operate prisons. 
It is a bad idea.

First, there is the moral problem. 
Making money off prisons and prisoners 
is unseemly. It is beneath the dignity 
of a state. Incarceration is a necessary 
evil to punish lawbreakers and protect 
society; it is not a business. It should 
not be done for profit. Prisoners suffer 
from dehumanization. In a privately-
run prison system, they become debased 
completely, turned into objects, mere 
commodities to be used to make money.

second, privatization creates a 
conflict of interest. To turn a profit, 
businesses seek to control costs and 
maximize revenues. hence, it is not 
difficult to envision that prison managers 
will trim the costs of running prisons 
at the expense of the inmates. Medical 
care and rehabilitation programs will 
be limited; food quality will be poor; 
prisons overcrowded. These things are 
already a problem in many prisons. 
adding the profit motive to the mix 
only makes these conditions worse.

Third, unless restricted by new laws, 
private prison guards can go on strike 
or even walk out of a prison. This is not 
permitted for correctional officers who 
are pubic employees. strikes and walk-
outs could lead to dangerous situations. 
This has happened in a few privately-
run prisons already.

Fourth, the quality of staff cannot 
be assured. Private companies will seek 
cheap labor and hire guards and other 
staff who could not make the cut in a 
state-run facility. unfortunately, abusive 
guards are not uncommon in public 
prisons. Imagine how much worse the 
problem would be in the private prisons 
where guards are not restrained by the 
disciplinary mechanisms that govern 
and restrict public employees.

Fifth, the frequency of escapes is 
much higher at private prisons than 
state-run facilities. This poses a direct 
threat to society.

sixth, oversight has proven vital in 
the management of state-run facilities. 
It serves as a check on prison officials, 
and provides policy makers and legisla-
tors critical information they need about
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Incarcerating prisoners is  
expensive. In New York, the  

average cost to feed and  
house a prisoner is $40,000 per  

year. In other states the figures vary  
slightly, but hover around a similar amount.
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research council to commence research 
in 2009, including the feasibility of 
producing and implementing use of 
mycoherbicides on a wide scale.

Why the delay? had the study been 
completed in 2006, and the mycoher-
bicide eradication program put into 
action, heroin production would have 
plummeted, strangling the financial life-
line of the Taliban.

If mycoherbicide use is imple-
mented, the u.s. also should invest 
approximately $150 billion to $200 
billion in decade-long development 
programs in afghanistan, colombia and 
other locations to encourage farmers to 
grow non-poppy and non-coca crops 
and develop new industries.

a comprehensive subsidy program 
makes good economic sense. according 
to official u.s. data, the societal cost of 
heroin and cocaine abuse in the u.s. 
topped $160.7 billion in 2000, including 
investments in drug prevention, treat-
ment and law enforcement efforts. 
This total includes workplace accidents 
and lost productivity, rising health care 
costs, and maintenance of a prison 
system packed with people imprisoned 
for a drug-related offense or a crime 
committed under the influence of drugs.

Investing $15 billion to $20 billion 
annually in development programs 
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soon, american citizens will be 

gone because we are all headed to the 
nanny state, hook, line and sinker, by 
paying for illegals who, by-and- large, 
caused the economic downfall of our 
country in the first place. But hey, at 
least we have always had a President on 
hand to see it through.

It is time the media started 
“thinking” and “reporting” the truth 
about illegal immigration and how it 
affects our economy, our ability to feed 
our families, our right not to pay for ille-
gals’ subsidies when we can’t even feed 

our own, our right, as legal citizens of 
the united states, to earn a living wage, 
and our american right to protect our 
citizens through strong defense, rule of 
law and controlled borders. 

Tricia Erickson is President of Crisis 
Management, Inc., a public relations and 
communications company, and President 
of Angel Pictures, LLC, a motion picture, 
television and publicity development 
company. She is a frequent on-air contrib-
utor on FOX, CNN, MSNBC and all 
major TV networks.

would cut costs devoted to mitigating 
the consequences of drug abuse domes-
tically. at the same time, poppy and 
coca growers would suffer no economic 
loss by switching to legal crops and new 
industries.

The dual mycoherbicide-alter-
native development approach would 
reduce the world’s supply of heroin and 
cocaine, severing the financial lifelines 
of terrorist organizations. 

The sooner the mycoherbicide-
alternative development is put into 
action, the sooner the battle against the 
Taliban and other terrorist and criminal 
organizations can be won.

Dr. Rachel Ehrenfeld is Director of the 
New York-based American Center for 
Democracy (www.acdemocracy.org), 
and a leading counterterrorism scholar. 
She is author of: Narcoterrorism: How 
Governments Around the World Have 
Used the Drug Trade to Finance and 
Further Terrorist Activities; Evil Money; 
and Funding Evil; How Terrorism is 
Financed – and How to Stop It which 
exposed Saudi terror paymaster, Khalid bin 
Mahfouz, banker to the Saudi royal family. 
Her legal fight against bin Mahfouz led to 
passage of New York’s trailblazing Libel 
Terrorism Protection Act. Her articles 
appear regularly in major national media.
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prison conditions. effective oversight 
of private industry is harder to achieve 
than oversight of state-run entities. 
The ability of state inspectors to do 
site inspections is more limited in the 
private sector.

seven, private companies elevate 
their profits by insuring the maximum 
possible number of beds are occupied, 
and conversely, lose money if too many 
beds lie fallow and unused. Thus, private 
prisons, like hotels, have an incentive to 
make deals with other private prisons 
around the country to keep their occu-
pancy rates high and transfer prisoners 
to maximize the marginal value of each 
prison bed. Overcrowded prisons will 
“sell” their inventory of prisoners to 
underused facilities.

I know from experience -- being 
incarcerated is hell itself. Ties to the 
outside world are critical to maintaining 
one’s sanity. Moving prisoners to distant 
and unfamiliar states is terribly disori-
enting. It greatly reduces visits from 

family and friends, or eliminates such 
visits altogether. Ties to loved ones 
have great rehabilitative value. society 
has a stake in maintaining prisoners’ 
ties to those close to them. society is 
negatively impacted when less reha-
bilitated prisoners are released. Lower 
rehabilitation increases the likelihood of 
recidivism – in blunt terms, it increases 
the likelihood the prisoner cut off from 
family and friends will commit more 
crimes once he is freed.

Finally, new laws should be passed to 
prevent wrongful convictions so public 
funds are not wasted incarcerating inno-
cent people.

For all these reasons, prison priva-
tization is a bad idea. I am glad it never 
gained traction in New york. It should be 
rolled back in states which resorted to it.

Jeff Deskovic spent sixteen years in prison 
for a murder and rape he did not commit.  
He writes about wrongful convictions and 
criminal justice issues.
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