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Our 
Research 
Question

What does the pandemic 
tell us about prison 
economics and how to 
improve prison policy 
moving forward?
1. Pre-Pandemic Prison Inequities
2. Cost/Benefit Prison Economics
3. Policy Potential of COVID-19



Now

CO legislators and law 
enforcement taking in 
activist policy 

● House Bill for jail 
depopulation

● Study on prison 
depopulation

● Continued prison 
pandemic equity

BLM 2020

“National reckoning” on 
law enforcement and 
incarceration 

The abolition movement 
(Abolish all Prisons) 
received serious 
mainstream attention 

During the Pandemic

Serious risk posed to 
prisons and those inside 
during the pandemic

Led to emergency policy 
changes that allowed 
for inmate depopulation 
and prison closure

Pre-Pandemic

Equity concerns with 
hyper-incarceration

● Overincarceration 
in general

● Race and class 
inequities 

● Prison pipelines

Our research cuts here



Pre-Pandemic

Overview of Prisons and 
Incarceration



Era of Hyper-Incarceration



Era of Hyper-Incarceration



Racial 
Disparities in 
Incarceration

Mass imprisonment disproportionately 
impacts communities of color.

Colorado 2019 Statewide Summary

● Black and Hispanic people are 
more likely to receive a prison 
sentencing



Prison Boom

More prisoners = More demand 
for a place to put them

Nationwide

● 1970s → 511 prisons
● 2000s → 1663 prisons
● 2020 → 1833 prisons



Colorado has…
● 18 state prisons
● 2 private prisons
● 4 federal prisons
● 50+ county jails



DOC budget within the state budget (General Fund)







Evaluation of Prison Costs



Pandemic

Prison Economics & 
Calculating the Cost of 
Pandemic



"Increased incarceration... 
fail[s] a cost-benefit test." 
White House Council of Economic Advisors: 2016 Report



Economics of Prisons

Benefits

● Crime-prevention Effect
○ Deterrence
○ Incapacitation
○ Elasticity of crime

Benefits of incarcerating the marginal 
prisoner: $11,462 to $301,903

Costs

● Government Expenditures
● Difficult to quantify costs

○ Cost of productivity
○ Cost of human freedom
○ Collateral costs

● Cost of Prison Crime 



Prisons During 
the Pandemic: 
Adding in the 
Cost of COVID

1. Rate of Infection in CO
a. In prisons: 58% as of April 2021
b. In CO overall: 8%

2. Infected in CO Prisons
a. 8,571 people as of March 2021

3. Cost of Treating Covid-19
a. Median overall: $3,045
b. Hospitalized: $14,366

4. Chance of Hospitalization
a. est. 20% as of April 2020

Equation

● 8,571 - ((8,571/58) * 8) = 7,389
● (7,389 * 0.8) * $3,045 = $18 million
● (7,389 * 0.2) * $14,366 = $21.2 million



$39.2 
million

— estimated cost of Covid-19’s impact on prison populations 



Correlation Matrix

● TestCapacityRatio: number of total tests issued 
per total capacity of the state prison facility; will 
always be between 0 and 1 

● CaseCapacityRatio: number of total coronavirus 
cases recorded per total capacity of the state 
prison facility; will always be between 0 and 1 

● CostGrowth: percent growth in costs per prisoner 
per day for each facility (2008 to 2020)

● CapacityChange: percent change in facility 
inmate population from Jan. 2020 to March 2020

● OverallCapacity: maximum capacity of each 
facility



Post-Pandemic

Policy Potential of 
COVID-19 for Colorado 
Prisons



Closing Prisons 
to Save on 
Budget

● 252-bed Skyline Correctional 
Center (Colorado Springs)

● Cost-saving measure resulting 
from COVID

● Save $1.9 million in 2020, $5 
million the following year

● Smallest of four 
minimum-security prisons

● Closure had little economic 
impact on community



Prison Capacity 
Reduction

● La Vista women’s prison also had 
their capacity reduced during the 
summer by 20% (140 beds)

● Projected to save over $1,600,000 
over the next two years



Evaluation of 
Prison and Jail 
Populations

Gov. Jared Polis Executive Orders 
(Lasted April-May 2020) 

1. Prisoners with special medical 
needs or have health risks

2. Only those imprisoned for 
“victimless” crimes

3. Close to parole eligibility or have 
scheduled release dates before 
August 2021





Public Safety 
with Early 
Releases

2020 saw...

● Flat rate of violent crime
● Sharp increase in motor vehicle 

theft driving an increase in 
property crime

● Sharp decrease in societal crimes 
(ex. drugs)



Colorado’s Early 
Release Policy 
(House Bill 1209)

“Clearly there are people who should 
never be released from prison; But we are 
asking this state to recognize that when 
someone is sent to prison at these young 
ages, there are some people who can 
change and become productive members 
of society”  — state Rep. Lindsey 
Daugherty

● Have served 20-30 years of sentence
● 3 year program
● Receive approval from Colorado 

State Parole Board and governor



Discussion & Conclusions



Limitations
of our Research

● Racial disparities of prisoners 
being released: no data available 
on that at any level

● In-depth allocation of budget as 
well as 2021 budget data

● Limited Covid-19 breakdowns 
(age, race, hospitalizations, etc.)

● Unable to get into contact with 
experts: policymakers, those 
running the prisons, advocates...



Our 
Conclusions

Mass incarceration is not a good 
status quo.

Covid-19 showed the adverse 
cost/benefit impact prison operations 
have on public health.

Decarceration and closing prisons is 
economically sound, and logistically 
feasible.



End.
Questions? Comments? Standing ovations?


