
Justice Reinvestment 
in Pennsylvania
Overview

Background

In 2011, Governor Tom Corbett, Chief Justice Ronald Castille, the chairs 
of the House and Senate Judiciary Committees, and other state leaders 
requested technical assistance from the Pew Center on the States and the 

U.S. Department of Justice Bureau of Justice Assistance to employ a data-
driven “justice reinvestment” approach to reduce corrections spending and 
reinvest a portion of the savings generated in strategies that can increase 
public safety. 

To guide the effort,  these state leaders established a bipartisan, inter-
branch working group (“Justice Reinvestment Working Group”) under the 
Pennsylvania Commission on Crime and Delinquency that includes state 
cabinet secretaries, Republican and Democratic lawmakers, court officials, 
and other stakeholders in the criminal justice system. State officials compiled 
extensive data from various agencies and provided it to the Council of State 
Governments (CSG) Justice Center. With help from the Pew Center on the 
States, CSG Justice Center staff will conduct a comprehensive analysis of 
these data and present findings to the working group. Based on comments 
and advice from members, a comprehensive set of policy options based 
on findings and input from criminal justice system stakeholders will be 
developed that both increase public safety and reduce corrections spending. 

This overview highlights recent trends in Pennsylvania that the CSG Justice 
Center will be exploring in more detail as it undertakes its analyses. 
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Consistent with national trends over the past decade, Pennsylvania’s overall 
reported property and violent crime rates decreased. 

•	 In 2010, Pennsylvania had the sixth lowest property crime rate in the U.S. That same year, the 
commonwealth’s violent crime rate ranked 24th among the 50 states.1,2

•	 Between 2000 and 2010, Pennsylvania’s rates for reported violent crime dropped 13 percent, 
from 420 to 366 per 100,000 state residents, and reported property crime fell 15 percent, from 
2,575 to 2,199 per 100,000 state residents.3

Arrest rates for property and violent offenses also decreased in Pennsylvania 
over the past decade. 

•	 Between 2000 and 2010, arrest rates for violent crime declined 10 percent, from 532 to to 478 
per 100,000 state residents, and property crime fell 23 percent, from 257 to 197 per 100,000 
state residents.4

Over the last five years, the number of people in Pennsylvania supervised 
under probation, which is administered primarily by local government, 
increased. At the same time, a larger share of the costs of providing 
community supervision shifted from the state to counties. 

•	 Between 2004 and 2010, the number of people on probation (including felony and 
misdemeanor cases) increased seven percent, from 167,180 to 179,297 people.5,6

•	 Over the same period, the percent of county probation and parole operations funded by the 
state decreased from 27 to 16 percent, leaving local governments to shoulder a larger share of 
the costs of community supervision.7,8

•	 Although the Pennsylvania Board of Probation and Parole’s (PBPP) County Adult Probation 
and Parole (CAPP) annual reports include various statistics on probation, these materials, as 
well as reports generated by the Pennsylvania Department of Corrections (PA DOC), do not 
include comprehensive information about probation revocations, such as data describing the 
number of admissions to prison that are people who did not successfully complete their terms 
of probation.

Criminal Justice Trends in Pennsylvania
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The number of people incarcerated in local jails in Pennsylvania has increased 
significantly over the past decade. 

•	 Between 2000 and 2009, the average daily population in jails increased 25 percent, from 28,280 
to 35,459 people.9

•	 Over this same period, the number of new court commitments to jails inched down from 
34,607,2000 to 34,061 people. Accordingly, other factors that will be explored further must 
account for the increase in the jail population, such as the average length of stay of people 
booked into jails, the number of people revoked from probation to jail, the number of contract 
beds used for state inmates and federal detainees, and trends in the pretrial population.10

Admissions to state prison have increased significantly over the past decade, 
particularly for people convicted of certain drug offenses.

•	 Between 2000 and 2010, the number of people admitted to prison increased 41 percent, from 
11,551 to 16,404. 

•	 Of these admissions, the number of people sentenced for new criminal offenses increased 50 
percent (7,203 to 10,781 people), and the number admitted who did not successfully complete 
their terms of parole increased 29 percent, from 4,348 to 5,623 people.11

•	 Between 2000 and 2010 the number of people admitted to prison for minimum prison 
sentences of one year or less increased 64 percent, from 1,641 to 2,699 people.12

•	 Over this same period, the number of people admitted to prison for narcotic drug offenses 
increased 40 percent, from 2,311 to 3,225.13

Over the past six years, the percentage of people discharged to parole 
supervision by the time they had served 100 percent of their minimum 
sentence decreased.

•	 Between 2004 and 2010, the percentage of people paroled by the time they had reached their 
minimum sentence dropped from 43 to 26 percent.14

•	 Over the same period, the percentage of people paroled between six months and a year after 
their minimum sentence climbed from 16 to 23 percent.15
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Over the last decade, Pennsylvania’s prison population grew considerably 
faster than the national average, and, despite the construction of several 
new prisons during this period, the population in 2011 exceeds operational 
capacity.

•	 Between 2000 and 2011, the number of people in prison on any given day increased 40 
percent, from 36,602 to 51,312 people.16

•	 Pennsylvania’s incarceration rate is lower than the national incarceration rate. Between 2000 
and 2010, however, the state’s incarceration rate increased seven times faster, from 307 to 403 
people per 100,000 residents (a 31 percent increase), than the incarceration rate nationally, 
which climbed slightly, from 478 to 497 (a 4 percent increase).17,18

•	 Over this period, to absorb the growth in the prison population and to ease crowding in the 
prisons somewhat, Pennsylvania spent tens of millions of dollars to add thousands of beds to 
its capacity, expanding existing institutions through the construction of new modules, sending 
inmates out of state to facilities in Michigan and Virginia, and entering into contracts with 
county jails.19

•	 Pennsylvania’s current prison population, 51,312 people, is 13 percent above its operational 
prison capacity, which is 45,280 people.20

State spending on prisons has increased significantly over the past 10 years. 
Even though no additional growth in the prison population is projected 
through 2016, corrections costs are anticipated to continue increasing 
because of additional capacity needed for the existing population. 

•	 Between 2000 and 2011, General Fund spending on corrections increased 76 percent, from 
$1.1 to $1.9 billion.21

•	 A state prison population projection estimates that the number of people in prison will remain 
relatively flat through 2016, decreasing nominally from 51,312 to 51,151 people.22,23

•	 $685 million in state funds have been bonded for the construction, through 2014, of three new 
prisons and additions to existing facilities units, generating 4,700 net new beds.24

The number of people who complete their sentence in prison and return to the 
community without any post-release supervision has increased considerably 
in the past 10 years.

•	 Between 2000 and 2010, the number of people released from prison increased 55 percent, from 
11,654 to 18,077.25

•	 Over this period, the number of people completing their maximum sentences in prison and 
thus being released to the community without supervision increased 46 percent, from 2,777 to 
4,050 people.26,27
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Between 2002 and 2010 Pennsylvania increased its investments in 
community-based residential programs that provide services and supervision 
at the front and back ends of the criminal justice system. 

•	 State policymakers created a number of residential, community-based programs to provide 
options to judges and other criminal justice officials sentencing people convicted of less 
serious crimes. These options include: the State Intermediate Sanction Punishment (SIP) 
program, which was established in 2004; the County Intermediate Punishment (CIP) program 
(1990); and the Recidivism Risk Reduction Incentive (RRRI) (2008). 

•	 State policymakers also designed programs and services targeting people released from 
prison or under parole supervision: a network of residential programs, including 14 state-
run community correction centers (CCCs) and 38 not-for-profit community contract facilities 
(CCFs) that, together, house more than 4,000 adults on any given day. These programs 
target people transitioning from prison to parole supervision and people already on parole 
supervision who have committed violations of their conditions of supervision.28,29

•	 Between FY 2002 and FY 2010, spending on these residential programs increased 37 percent, 
from $65 million to $89 million.30

The percentage of people released from prison who are returned to state 
prison within three years has declined over the previous seven years for which 
data are available. During this same time period, however, re-arrest rates for 
people released from prison have not declined similarly. 

•	 Between 2000 and 2007, the percentage of people released from prison whose parole was 
revoked and who were returned to prison within three years declined from 46 percent to 44 
percent.31

•	 Over the same period in which this particular measure of reoffending declined, however, re-
arrest rates increased slightly, from 47 percent in 2000 to 50 percent in 2007.32



6 Justice Reinvestment in Pennsylvania

The Justice Reinvestment Approach

The CSG Justice Center will comprehensively analyze crime, arrest, conviction, sentencing, 
diversion program, jail, prison, behavioral health, probation and parole, and community 
corrections data. The analyses will complete an examination of movements through 
Pennsylvania’s criminal justice system, producing findings regarding capacity, pressures, and 
effectiveness. Outcomes will be evaluated concerning effectiveness at preventing future crime, 
lowering recidivism, and meaningfully holding offenders accountable. 

To incorporate perspectives and recommendations from across Pennsylvania, the CSG Justice 
Center will collect input and recommendations from criminal justice system stakeholders, 
including: district attorneys; the defense bar; judges; state and local corrections; law enforcement 
executives; service providers and community leaders; victims, survivors, and their advocates; 
local officials; state and county probation and parole; and more.

In collaboration with the Justice Reinvestment Working Group, which will review analysis 
and share recommendations, the CSG Justice Center will develop data-driven policy options that 
increase public safety and reduce spending on corrections.

step

1
Analyze data and 
develop policy options

Once the policy options have been enacted, Pennsylvania policymakers will need to verify 
that the policies are adopted effectively. The CSG Justice Center will assist Pennsylvania with 
translating the new policies into practice and ensuring related programs and system investments 
achieve projected outcomes. This assistance includes developing implementation plans with 
state and local officials and keeping policymakers apprised through frequent progress reports 
and testimony to relevant legislative committees.

step

2
Adopt new policies and  
put reinvestment strategies into place

Finally, the CSG Justice Center will ensure that Pennsylvania officials receive brief, user-
friendly, and up-to-date information that explains the impact of enacted policies on jail and 
prison populations, and on rates of re-incarceration and criminal activity. Typically, this includes 
a “dashboard” of multiple indicators that make it easy for policymakers to track—in real time—
the changes in various components of the criminal justice system.

step

3 Measure Performance
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To learn more about the justice reinvestment strategy
in Pennsylvania and other states, please visit:

justicereinvestment.org
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