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The Conservative Case for the Justice
Reinvestment Task Force Package
Louisiana has the highest imprisonment rate in the country, let alone the world, higher than
the totalitarian states of China and Iran. This exorbitant incarceration rate costs taxpayers
$700 million per year. And yet, despite all this government spending, one in three people
released from prison still ends up back behind bars. Taxpayer dollars are not being spent
wisely—and Louisiana cannot continue its formula of high costs and poor outcomes.
The evidence-based reforms proposed by the Louisiana Justice Reinvestment Task Force
are designed to fix this unacceptable status quo. Thirty-four other states have passed similar
reforms since 2007—including conservative southern states like Texas, Georgia, and South
Carolina. Now it is Louisiana’s turn to shrink government, give taxpayers a break, and demand
better outcomes.
The pages that follow provide easy-to-read briefings from state business leaders and our
coalition members which detail the case for conservative criminal justice reform, provide
an overview of the task force recommendations, and dismiss common myths about these
common sense, Red State proven reforms.

What these reforms are NOT:
*These reforms will not eliminate the death penalty, and they do not legalize marijuana.
(See page 4, 6.)
*These reforms will not cause the release of dangerous criminals. (See pages 9, 10.)
*These reforms will not make Louisiana less safe. (See pages 2, 5, 9.)
*These reforms are not “the Governor’s package”—the Legislature created the task force
that endorsed these reforms. (See page 2.)

What these reforms ARE:
*These reforms have broad support from the Louisiana business and well-established
conservative organizations. (See pages 2, 15.)
*These reforms are data-driven, the product of 9 months of study, and were crafted in
partnership with law enforcement. (See page 5.)
*These reforms have already worked in other states, including many conservative Southern
states. (See pages 3, 12.)
*These reforms will save Louisiana taxpayers hundreds of millions of dollars over the next
decade. (See page 7.)
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High Imprisonment Rate:
A Problem We Can’t Ignore
Business Groups Outline Four Principles for
Criminal Justice Reform in Louisiana

Louisiana has the highest imprisonment rate in the country, not exactly
a “first in the nation” distinction we should aspire to hold. Currently,
816 out of every 100,000 Louisianans are behind bars. That’s nearly
double the national average and a more than four-fold increase since
the late 1970’s.
Perhaps surprisingly, we aren’t locking up more people because of higher crime
rates. In fact, Louisiana’s crime rate has fallen since the mid 1990’s and is
comparable to peer states in the Southeast who incarcerate significantly fewer
people per capita.
The state spends nearly $20,000 annually for each person behind bars – more
than $700 million per year in total on corrections – but isn’t getting a good return
on investment. One of every three people released from prison ends up back
behind bars within three years. The state’s highest-in-the-nation imprisonment rate,
hefty price tag, and poor outcomes add up to a problem which business leaders
can’t afford to ignore.
Given Louisiana’s budget pressures and workforce needs, continuing along the
same path is unsustainable. It’s time to take a hard look at the criminal justice
system and make smarter choices about who we lock up and for how long. That’s
why business community leaders from across the state applaud the formation of
the Justice Reinvestment Task Force.
As the bipartisan, inter-branch Justice Reinvestment Task Force digs deeper
into the causes of our prison population growth and begins identifying policy
recommendations, we, the leaders of chambers of commerce, business
organizations and economic development groups from across Louisiana, hope
they will keep four key principles front of mind:
1.

Strengthen Public Safety: Businesses thrive in safe communities. The primary
goals of the criminal justice system are to reduce crime, hold offenders
accountable and keep citizens safe. Reforms to the system must keep those
goals at the forefront and increase public safety.

2. Only Evidence-Based Solutions: Anecdotes aren’t good enough. Policy
decisions must be driven by data and carefully weigh risk and rehabilitation.
We should consider safe alternatives to prison and implement programs proven
to reduce the likelihood of committing new crimes and increase the likelihood
of future employment.
3. Link Spending with Outcomes: Corrections is a necessary part of the state
budget, but prison populations and costs can’t continue on autopilot. Instead
we must seek ways to reduce the overall prison population, decrease costs and
invest savings in programs proven to change criminal behavior and thinking.
4. Invest in Employability to Address Workforce Needs: For many companies
in the state, finding qualified workers is a major challenge. With the right
treatment and training, former offenders can find well-paying jobs. Corrections
reforms should include career training and programs to address critical
employability skills to increase opportunities for those supervised in the
community and those coming out of prison and increase available workforce
for Louisiana businesses.
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Executive Summary
Louisiana’s Justice Reinvestment Task Force was created to study the state’s criminal
justice system and recommend strategic changes to get more public safety for each
dollar spent. The inter-branch, bipartisan panel of experts found that, with the
highest imprisonment rate in the United States, annual corrections spending at twothirds of a billion dollars, and high recidivism rates, Louisiana’s taxpayers are not
getting a good public safety return on investment.

TASK FORCE
RECOMMENDATIONS

Ensure consistency
in sentencing

Focus prison beds
on those who pose
a serious threat to
public safety

Strengthen
community
supervision

Clear away barriers
to successful
reentry

Reinvest a
substantial portion
of savings

A chief reason Louisiana leads the nation in imprisonment is that it locks up people
for nonviolent offenses far more than other states do. The Task Force found that the
state sent people to prison for drug, property, and other nonviolent offenses at twice
the rate of South Carolina and three times the rate of Florida, even though the states
had nearly identical crime rates. More than half of those sent to prison in 2015 had
failed on community supervision. Among the rest—those sentenced directly to
prison rather than probation—the top 10 crimes were all nonviolent, the most
common by far being drug possession.
Courts sent one in three people convicted of felonies to prison in 2015, a substantial
increase from 10 years prior. The Task Force found that prison alternatives like
probation and drug courts were limited by funding and restrictions in state law.
Lengthy prison terms also drove up the number of people behind bars. By the end of
2015, nearly 20 percent of those in Louisiana’s prisons had been there longer than 10
years. Prison sentences for common nonviolent offenses had gotten longer, and the
Parole Board was hearing fewer cases, partly due to dozens of new parole
restrictions passed by the Legislature.
Referencing the best research in the field, the Task Force found that successful
probationers and parolees were supervised in the community well past the point
when they were most likely to reoffend. Average probation officer caseloads were
too large to manage. Rewards for those who comply with supervision rules and
programming were un-motivating, and sanctions for violating conditions were
inconsistently applied and often more disruptive than necessary to job and family
responsibilities.
State budgetary decisions are disconnected from the research. Spending on prisons
dwarfs investments in effective prison alternatives, programs that reduce recidivism,
and services that support crime victims. The Task Force also found that the justice
system is often inaccessible for victims and creates too many barriers for those
convicted of crimes, undermining both public safety and trust in the system.
Examining practices in states like Texas, Georgia, Alabama, and others that have
adopted data-driven policy changes, the Task Force now recommends that Louisiana
lawmakers adopt a comprehensive set of reforms to improve the performance of its
criminal justice system. The reforms would ensure consistency in sentencing, focus
prison beds on those who pose a serious threat to public safety, strengthen
community supervision, clear away barriers to successful reentry, and reinvest a
substantial portion of the savings into evidence-backed programs and prison
alternatives, and services that support victims of crime.
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Overview of Task Force Recommendations
Ensure Clarity and Consistency in Sentencing
x

Implement a felony class system to reduce uncertainty in sentencing and release.

x

Simplify the criminal code to create transparency for prosecutors, defense counsel, judges, and victims.

x

Increase equity by making back-end release mechanisms retroactive for those convicted of nonviolent
offenses.

x

Improve the victim registration and notification process.

Focus Prison Beds on Those Who Pose a Serious Threat to Public Safety
x

Expand alternatives to incarceration.

x

Revise drug penalties to target higher-level drug offenses.

x

Consolidate laws on property crimes and raise the value threshold for felony charges.

x

Distinguish penalties for illegal possession of a weapon based on the type of underlying felony.

x

Reduce the window of time for which certain prior crimes count toward habitual offender penalty
enhancements.

x

Establish a temporary furlough policy for inmates with serious medical needs.

x

Change parole eligibility laws for life sentences imposed for crimes committed as juveniles.

x

Streamline parole release for those who are compliant with case plans and institutional rules. nit

Strengthen Community Supervision
x

Focus community supervision on the highest-risk period by reducing maximum probation terms and
establishing an earned compliance credit incentive.

x

Improve the process for responding to violations of probation and parole conditions with swift, certain,
and proportional sanctions.

Clear Away Barriers to Successful Reentry
x

Eliminate certain collateral consequences of felony convictions that create barriers to reentry.

x

Tailor criminal justice financial obligations to a person’s ability to pay.

x

Modify penalties for failure to pay criminal justice financial obligations.

x

Suspend child support payments during incarceration.

x

Expand incentives for inmates to participate in high-skilled workforce development and recidivism
reduction programming.

x

Expand eligibility period for Transitional Work Programs and increase take-home pay.

Reinvest a Substantial Portion of the Savings
x

Reinvest over $154 million dollars saved from lowering the prison population into research-based
programs that reduce recidivism and services that support victims of crime.
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Impacts of the Task Force’s
Consensus Recommendations
The Task Force’s consensus recommendations would avert the projected growth in the number of
prisoners in Louisiana and bend the prison population downward, for an overall reduction in the prison
population of 13 percent (4,817 prison beds) by 2027. This decline in the number of prisoners would
save Louisiana taxpayers $305 million over the next ten years. Savings in FY2018 alone would exceed
$9 million. The recommendations would reinvest over half of the savings — $154 million—into
research-based programs that reduce recidivism and services that support victims of crime.
The recommendations would also reduce the community supervision population by 16 percent (11,421
people) by 2027, compared to the projected population absent reform. Assuming Division of Probation
& Parole staffing levels remain constant, this drop in the community supervision population would
reduce average caseload sizes from 139 to 113 cases per officer.

13%

16%

Drop in Prison Population

Drop in Community
Supervision Population

$305 million

Average Caseload Size
Reduced

Cost Savings

139 Æ 113

$154 Million

Reinvested into Research-Based
Programs and Services that Support
Victims
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Louisiana Prison Population
With and Without Reform

45,000
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40,000
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Savings
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Louisiana Community Supervision Population
With and Without Reform

80,000

71,002

70,000
60,000
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73,832
69,250

59,265
57,829

50,000
40,000

Historical

Projected

30,000
20,000

Historical Community Supervision Population
Baseline Community Supervision Population
Community Supervision Population With JRTF Recommendations
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Justice Reinvestment Myths & Facts
The Louisiana Justice Reinvestment reform package is a comprehensive
re-engineering of the state’s sentencing and corrections practices,
developed by an expert bipartisan task force over the last year. It is
based on the best research in the field about what works to change
criminal behavior and protect the public.
Myth: The Task Force
recommendations go beyond
the scope of its mission.

Fact: The Legislature directed the Task Force to chart a datadriven course for comprehensive criminal justice reforms.






Myth: The reforms are too
complicated. They’ll lead to
unintended consequences, and
need to be studied longer.

Fact: Louisiana’s current sentencing laws are very
complicated. These changes make them simpler.








Myth: The reforms will
release a bunch of
dangerous prisoners.

The goals of the Task Force were to address the drivers of
Louisiana’s highest-in-the-nation imprisonment rate in a way
proven to protect public safety.
The drivers included high admissions for probation failures and
nonviolent crimes, and growth in the number of prisoners serving
the longest prison terms.
All of the recommendations, including those affecting the longest
prison terms, are based on the best research in the field and
generally accepted practices in other Southern states.

Under the current sentencing system, judges, attorneys, victims,
and defendants often have no idea how long a person will spend
behind bars.
The proposed reforms categorize felonies into classes and
streamline rules on probation and release eligibility to make them
easier to understand.
Other states have adopted comprehensive reform packages without
increases in the number of trials, and have addressed any minor
issues with clean-up legislation in the years following reforms.
The Task Force recommendations are the result of a year-long
comprehensive study with extensive input from stakeholders and
members of the public.

Fact: The reforms give judges and the parole board more
discretion to determine who goes to prison and for how
long, based on the best research in the field.



The current sentencing and corrections system is inefficient and
ineffective at changing criminal behavior.
Other states have reduced crime and imprisonment with targeted
reforms that shift some state spending from prisons to alternatives.
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Myth: Most people who go to
prison for nonviolent crimes
are actually violent and
dangerous.

Fact: This claim is not supported by data. More than twothirds of prison admissions were convicted of nonviolent
crimes and have no violent priors on record with the
Department of Corrections.1






Myth: The reforms cannot be
implemented safely without
upfront investment in prison
alternatives.

Expanding discretion allows judges and the parole board to
determine and manage risk in individual cases instead of using long
prison sentences as a one-size-fits-all solution.

More people are sent to prison in Louisiana for drug possession
than any other crime.
All of the ten most common crimes for which people are admitted
to prison are nonviolent.
Louisiana sends nonviolent offenders to prison at twice the rate of
South Carolina and three times the rate of Florida, despite nearly
identical crime rates.
Some defendants plead down from a violent charge to a
nonviolent one. This also happens in other states and does not
explain Louisiana’s high prison admissions for nonviolent crimes.

Fact: All of the reforms—even without new investments—
are based on the best research in the field on what works to
reduce recidivism.







Smart sentencing reforms have helped states get more public
safety for each tax dollar spent.
Strengthening community supervision reduces reoffending by
encoding into the law the best research on incentives, sanctions,
and risk and needs assessments.
While new investments will help further expand programs that
reduce recidivism and support victims of crime, the sentencing
and community supervision reforms on their own will improve
public safety.
For example, South Carolina adopted reforms without investing
money into programming, but still saw declines in both crime and
incarceration.

Bottom Line: The current sentencing and corrections system is not working. There’s no defense
for maintaining the status quo or delaying reforms another year. There is strong bipartisan and
public support for spending less money on prisons and more on alternatives. The recommended
changes were extensively vetted by stakeholders in Louisiana, and have worked to reduce
spending on incarceration in other states, while crime has continued to fall.
1

“Priors” here refers to the primary conviction (the conviction that results in the longest sentence) for previous
felonies on record with the Department of Corrections.
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What’s driving Louisiana’s highest-in-the-nation
imprisonment rate?
Louisiana Sends People to Prison for
Nonviolent Crimes at a Far Higher Rate Than
Other States With Similar Crime Rates.
307

(2014 rate per 100,000 residents)

Most 2015 Prison Admissions Were
People Who Failed on Probation and
Parole

149

48

Louisiana

40

South Carolina

109
50

Revocation
from
Supervision
59%

Florida

Nonviolent Prison Admission Rate
Violent Prison Admission Rate

Newly
Sentenced
Prisoner
41%

A Growing Number of Prisoners Have
Served More Than 10 Years in Prison
6,974
4,539

2006

+54%

2015
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More than 30 states have adopted comprehensive

sentencing and corrections reforms to focus their prison beds
on those who pose a serious threat to public safety, strengthen
community supervision, and reinvest savings to reduce
recidivism.
These smart justice reforms have helped states save
billions of tax dollars and reduce imprisonment rates,
while crime has continued to fall.

Crime and Imprisonment Rates Have Fallen Post-Reform

Texas, 2007

-16%

South Carolina, North Carolina,
Georgia, 2012
2010
2011
-3%

-16% -16%

-7%

-10%

-19%

-30%

Change in imprisonment rate since reform
Change in crime rate since reform
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Are Louisiana’s longest prison terms out of
step with other Southern states?
APRIL 2017
Lengthy prison terms are a primary driver of Louisiana’s highest-in-the-nation imprisonment rate. Roughly 7,000
prisoners in Louisiana have already spent more than 10 years behind bars, an increase of more than 50% in the last
decade.
To address these longest-serving inmates, the Justice Reinvestment Task Force recommended changes to bring Louisiana’s laws in line with general practices across the South.

How soon is release possiblei for
less serious violent crimes?

General practice in the South:

Current law in Louisiana: 75%

≤50% of time served
Georgia: 33%ii
Mississippi: 50%iii
South Carolina: 33% or mandatory miniv
Texas: 50%v

Task Force recommendation: 55%

How soon is release possiblevi
for 2nd degree or
non-capital murder?

General practice in the South:

Current law in Louisiana:
No opportunity for release—
mandatory life without parole

30 years

Georgia: 30 yearsvii
Mississippi: 20 yearsviii
South Carolina: 30 yearsix
Texas: 1/2 of sentence (5-99 yrs) or
30 years, whichever is lessx
Task Force recommendation: Parole consideration at 30 years

How do habitual offender
penalties work in other states?

General practice in the South:
Less punitive than LA

Louisiana: mandatory prison | Georgia: prison not required for less-serious crimesxi
Louisiana: max penalty increased 2–3x | Mississippi: max penalty stays the samexii
Louisiana: no felonies excluded | South Carolina: non-serious felonies excludedxiii
Louisiana: life for anyone with 3 priors | Texas: life only for violent or serious crimesxiv
Task Force recommendation: Exclude less-serious felonies
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CITATIONS
Earliest release possible for violent felonies, excluding the most serious crimes, when taking into account parole or good time eligibility.
Georgia Code § 42-9-45(b). An inmate serving a felony sentence is eligible for parole consideration after the expiration of one-third of the sentence. Exceptions for the most serious violent crimes. See also Georgia State Board of Pardons and Paroles, Pardon/Parole Consideration and Guidelines.
iii
Mississippi Code § 47-7-3.2. No person convicted of a crime of violence shall be released by the department until he or she has served no less than fifty
percent of a sentence.
iv
South Carolina Code Ann. §§ 16-1-10, 24-13-150, 24-21-610. The Parole Board may parole a prisoner sentenced for a Class D, E, or F violent felony if they
have served one-third of the sentence or the mandatory minimum term, whichever is longer.
v
Texas Government Code § 508.145. Inmates serving a sentence for certain violent crimes not eligible for parole until the inmate’s actual calendar time
served, without consideration of good conduct time, equals one-half of the sentence or 30 calendar years, whichever is less. Inmates serving a sentence
for other crimes eligible for release on parole when the inmate’s actual calendar time served plus good conduct time equals one-fourth of the sentence or
15 years, whichever is less.
vi
Earliest release possible for 2nd degree or non-capital murder when taking into account available sentencing range and parole eligibility.
vii
Georgia Code §§ 16-5-1, 17-10-6.1. Inmates sentenced to life for murder or felony murder are eligible for parole after serving 30 years.
viii
Mississippi Code § 97-3-21. Second degree murder punishable by life or 20-40 years.
ix
South Carolina Code Ann. §16-3-20. A person convicted of murder can be punished by death, life imprisonment, or a term of imprisonment from 30 years
to life without eligibility for parole.
x
Texas Penal Code §§ 19.02, 12.32; Texas Government Code § 508.145. Murder is a first degree felony that can be sentenced to life imprisonment or a term
of 5-99 years. A life sentence or fixed term sentence for murder is eligible for release after serving 30 years or one-half of the sentence.
xi
Georgia Code § 17-10-7. Repeat offenders shall be sentenced to the longest period of time prescribed for the punishment of the subsequent offense, but
the judge may probate or suspend the maximum sentence.
xii
Mississippi Code § 99-19-81. Habitual criminals shall be sentenced to the maximum term of imprisonment prescribed for such felony.
xiii
South Carolina Code Ann. § 17-25-45. Habitual offender penalty enhancements restricted to those with one or more prior convictions for a “most serious
offense” or two or more prior convictions for a “serious offense”. Less serious felonies are excluded.
xiv
Tex. Penal Code §§ 12.42, 12.425. Penalty enhancements for repeat and habitual felony offenders are scaled based on the degree of the most recent felony. Life sentences are only available for habitual offenders who have been convicted of a first degree felony or other specified serious crime.
i

ii
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Louisiana
Justice Reinvestment
Task Force

Smart On Crime is a coalition of Louisiana business leaders
and conservative organizations, including Right On Crime
Louisiana, advocating for data-driven and fiscally sound
criminal justice policies in Louisiana.

Key Findings:

What is Justice Reinvestment?

Exceptionally high levels of
incarceration. Louisiana locks up
a larger share of its citizens than
any other state, and the number
two state isn’t even close.

Louisiana should pass measures to focus prison beds on the
most serious offenders, and reinvest a portion of the
incarceration savings into evidence-backed alternatives for
nonviolent offenders that increase public safety. Other states
like Texas, Georgia, and South Carolina that passed Justice
Reinvestment reform packages have reduced imprisonment
and saved billions, while crime continues to decline.

Out of step with neighboring
states. Louisiana has similar
crime rates to other states in the
South, but sends people to prison
for nonviolent offenses at a far
higher rate.

Massive budget drain.
Louisiana’s highest-in-the-nation
imprisonment rate costs taxpayers
nearly $700 million per year.
Reducing the state’s imprisonment
rate – even just to match the #2
state – would save the state nearly
$50 million a year.

Poor outcomes. One in three
people who leave Louisiana’s
prisons returns within three years.
The state is not getting a good
public safety return-on-investment
from its corrections spending.

Louisiana Justice Reinvestment Task Force
Recommendations Will:

Reflect the research on what works to protect the public and
reduce re-offending

Cut out wasteful spending and make smarter investments with
taxpayer money to achieve the most public safety for the dollars
we spend
Reserve long prison sentences for the most serious offenders
who pose the greatest risk to the public

Strengthen probation and other prison alternatives to better
protect the public
Hold offenders accountable with victim restitution, fines, and
fees, without creating barriers to successful reentry

Recommendations to be released March 16, 2017
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Drivers of Louisiana Prison Population

Smart On Crime Solutions

Growing portion of felony cases result in
costly prison sentences

Options to strengthen prison alternatives
and expand eligibility for those alternatives

59% of prison admissions are failures
of people supervised in the community
on probation or parole

Options to reduce caseloads, better utilize
sanctions and incentives, and drive down
the number of revocations to prison

Increase in laws restricting parole eligibility

Options to streamline parole and expand
eligibility

Prison admission rates for nonviolent
offenses 1.5 – 3 times higher than other
Southern states with similar crime rates

Sentence lengths for common nonviolent
crimes have increased
Growing number of people serving prison
terms longer than 10 years

High fines and fees that average offenders
are unable to pay
Inadequate funding for victims’ services,
prison alternatives, addiction treatment,
re-entry, and other programs that reduce
re-offending

Options to bring sentences in line with
other states, and expand or improve good
time and earned time programs
Release options for geriatric inmates
and others serving long prison terms

Options for incentivizing payments and
tailoring fines and fees to ability to pay

Options to reinvest a portion of the savings
into evidence-backed prison alternatives
and services for victims of crime

William Booher, WBooher@PelicanInstitute.org
SmartOnCrimeLA.com
Elain Ellerbe, EEllerbe@TexasPolicy.com
RightOnCrime.com/_Louisiana
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What Conservatives Are Saying
About Justice Reinvestment
“We shouldn’t be incarcerating people
just because they’re poor. Or just
because they’re addicted. Or just
because they don’t have a home.”
–CRAIG WEBRE, SHERIFF,
LAFOURCHE PARISH

“Louisiana is the incarceration leader in the
country...A lot of these nonviolent offenders
end up in a bed next to someone who is
a much more hardened criminal, and they
learn criminal skills they take back to their
community. That’s where the cycle of
incarceration starts. Instead, let’s get them into
a drug program, let’s get them into a training
program, let’s teach them skills to help them
improve their lives and get a job.”

“Lawmakers should boldly support this data-driven
criminal justice reform package, knowing that
enlightened business leaders throughout the state
will stand with you every step of the way, confident
that similar reforms are already proven in numerous
other Southern states. Why not Louisiana?”

—STEPHEN WAGUESPACK, PRESIDENT,
LOUISIANA ASSOCIATION OF BUSINESS
AND INDUSTRY

–JAY LAPEYRE, PRESIDENT, LAITRAM
JOHN FINAN, PAST CHAIRMAN, LOUISIANA
ASSOCIATION OF BUSINESS AND INDUSTRY

“For too long Louisiana has been the
nation’s incarceration leader, locking
up residents at a rate nearly twice the
national average.... Over the past 10
years, more than half the states have
adopted bipartisan criminal justice
reforms to control costs and provide
taxpayers with a better return on their
public safety dollar.”
–GROVER NORQUIST, PRESIDENT,
AMERICANS FOR TAX REFORM

“When we put nonviolent offenders in
prison with no access to programs that
change their heart or their mind, we end
up creating career criminals, separating
families, and simply wasting taxpayer
money. What if prison time could turn a
life around? What if instead of returning
criminals, we returned a contributor to
society?”
–GENE MILLS, PRESIDENT,
LOUISIANA FAMILY FORUM

“Criminal justice reform has the potential to
open opportunity to hundreds of thousands
of individuals. It will make your communities
safer, especially for law enforcement. It is
good for business. It will save Louisiana
taxpayers millions and millions of dollars. My
question is: why wouldn’t you pass this as
soon as possible?”
–MARK HOLDEN, SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT,
KOCH INDUSTRIES

“The first duty of government is to keep
our citizens safe. In order to do so,
conservatives must hold those implementing
criminal justice policy accountable, not just
for the spending of taxpayer dollars, but
for the results (or lack thereof) that they
generate. The recommendations of the
Louisiana Justice Reinvestment Task Force
offer a pathway to a criminal justice system
that delivers more efficient justice and
improved public safety at a lower cost.”
–DAVID SAFAVIAN, DEPUTY DIRECTOR,
AMERICAN CONSERVATIVE UNION
FOUNDATION
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March 20, 2017

Justice reforms would save state money
BY: JAMES M. LAPEYRE JR. AND JOHN FINAN
Louisiana has long been the nation’s incarceration leader,
imprisoning more of its citizens per capita than any other state,
and at a rate nearly twice the national average. Our policies
come at a substantial cost to our taxpayers - $700 million
annually and with poor outcomes.
One in three people who comes out of the prison system
return in three years, and our crime rate is no better than in
states that incarcerate less. In fact, our state sends people to
prison for non-violent offenses at twice the rate of South
Carolina and three times the rate of Florida - states with almost
identical crime rates. Louisiana cannot continue investing in
its unique formula of high incarceration, high costs, and high
recidivism when we know reform laws with proven results
have been implemented in 33 states since 2007. In fact, Texas,
Georgia, Mississippi, and South Carolina have adopted similar
reforms and have all simultaneously cut costs and improved
public safety. Smart on Crime Louisiana’s statewide, businessled coalition supports the newly released recommendations
from the Louisiana Justice Reinvestment Task Force and urges
our legislature to pass this comprehensive criminal justice
system reform. These recommendations are the result of a nine
month, data-driven process revealing that Louisiana is an outlier
in our criminal justice policies and best-practice standards. The
recommendations are not pioneering - they simply modify
Louisiana’s laws to be more in line with other states. The results
in those states have been remarkable.
Since its reforms in 2010, South Carolina’s prison population

and crime are both down 16 percent and at lower costs. Since
passing a criminal justice reform package in 2007, Texas has seen
its incarceration rate drop 16 percent while the crime rate has
plummeted by 30 percent - its lowest since 1961. In Georgia,
similar reforms in 2012 led to a 7 percent decline in incarceration,
and crime is down 11 percent. States like Alabama, Mississippi,
and Oklahoma have also experienced similar results.
Any argument that the Task Force’s recommendations are
soft on crime is belied by these facts. Texas is not soft on crime.
The Task Force report estimates that our state will experience
$305 million in cost savings over the next decade as we
implement smart reforms that reduce the prison population
and reduce crime. Louisiana simply cannot afford to ignore
the relevant lessons from our sister states.
The path will not be easy. Old mindsets and habits, strong
emotions, and entrenched interests make this a difficult
challenge. But we should use data, not anecdotal information,
as our roadmap for legislation. Lawmakers should boldly
support this data-driven criminal justice reform package,
knowing that enlightened business leaders throughout the
state will stand with you every step of the way, confident that
similar reforms are already proven in numerous other Southern
states. Why not Louisiana?
James M. Lapeyre is the president of Laitram, LLC. John Finan
is the immediate past chairman of the Louisiana Association of
Business and Industry.

LEGISLATOR BRIEFING BOOK | 18

Louisiana Needs Comprehensive
Criminal Justice Reform

April 13, 2017

Dear members of the Louisiana legislature,
We write you today in support of the Louisiana Justice Reinvestment Task Force’s policy recommendations reflected in a bill package
including SB16, SB139, SB220, SB221, HB116, HB177, HB249, HB426, HB489, and HB519.
If adopted, Louisiana’s reform package will safely reduce the prison population by 13% and save the state $305 million over the
next decade. Since Texas embraced reform in 2007, the imprisonment rate has dropped 16% and crime has fallen 30%. Along the way,
Texas has saved more $2 billion and closed numerous prisons. South Carolina has a similar story. Since passing its reform package in
2010, the state has closed six prisons and saved half a billion dollars while experiencing a crime drop of 16% . These recommendations
will focus prison beds on people who pose a serious public safety risk while strengthening community supervision and reducing
barriers that prevent former offenders from finding work and housing upon release.
Now Louisiana is poised to join this group. For too long Louisiana has been the nation’s incarceration leader, locking up residents
at a rate nearly twice the national average. Louisiana’s punitive sentences and parole policies are out of line with neighboring states –
and they aren’t working. One in three people leaving a Louisiana prison returns within three years, despite a corrections budget that
tops $600 million a year.
Reforms that lower excessive penalties for drug, property, and nonviolent crimes are especially necessary. Louisiana incarcerates
such people at twice the rate of South Carolina and three times the rate of Florida, even though crime levels are nearly identical
in these states. Louisiana also has made felonies out of behavior that other states treat as misdemeanors. Stealing an $800 bike in
Louisiana is a felony, but in Texas theft is not a felony unless the property is worth $2,500. The bottom line? Louisiana locks up people
for behaviors that would not lead to incarceration in other states, and it’s not making Louisiana any safer.
Over the past 10 years, more than half the states have adopted bipartisan criminal justice reforms to control costs and provide
taxpayers with a better return on their public safety dollar. Anchored in data and research about what works to change criminal
behavior, these reforms are reducing incarceration and crime, allowing states to safely close prisons and invest the savings in victim
services and other public needs. The Justice Reinvestment Task Force has produced a strong package of recommendations that can
produce the positive results similar to states such as Texas, Georgia, South Carolina, and others.
These outcomes are not a fluke. They are the result of smart, evidence-based policies and practices adopted by legislators who grew
weary of watching their correctional systems produce the same disappointing results year after year. This is why I encourage you to
support this package of bills. Thank you for your leadership.
Regards,
Grover G. Norquist
President
Americans for Tax Reform
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Criminal justice reforms can make
Louisiana safer and save money

BY: PRES KABACOFF

I’ve spent most of my career working to build up the city of
New Orleans. Unfortunately, Louisiana’s criminal justice
system has been tearing its residents down.
Today, our state Legislature has a once-in-a-generation
opportunity to right what’s wrong about our prison system,
by passing in full a set of recommendations approved by the
Louisiana Justice Reinvestment Task Force.
I’m more than a disinterested observer. I have helped build
or rebuild large portions of New Orleans, including thousands
of affordable housing units in racially- and economicallydiverse neighborhoods, where market-rate tenants live in
community with tenants in subsidized housing.
Our criminal justice status quo isn’t just bad for New
Orleans -- it’s also bankrupting the state. Louisiana is expected
to have a budget deficit north of $300 million this year, and
our spending on the prison system shares no small part of
the blame. Taxpayers shell out $700 million a year to earn
Louisiana the dubious distinction of incarcerating more
people per capita than any other state.
The proposed task force reforms are predicted to save the
state more than $300 million over the next 10 years, in part by
changing the way we deal with long-time incarcerated inmates.
Here’s an example: Today, the crime of armed robbery can carry
a sentence of up to 99 years without parole. As a consequence,
many of our prisons are essentially geriatric units, where we
pay millions of dollars to support the housing and medical
costs of inmates who are no longer a threat to society.
It wasn’t always this way: Before 1997, these inmates were
eligible for “old age” parole after 20 years. Research from
Louisiana State University found that former armed robbers
were some of the safest parolees in the state. (Specifically,
they recidivate, or break the law again, at a rate of less than

6 percent.) Today, there is no parole eligibility until after 34
years, which means Louisiana is paying for nearly a decade and
a half of prison time that might not be needed.
Based on this evidence, as well as the evidence from other
states, the Justice Reinvestment Task Force has recommended
a similar set of “old age” parole recommendations.
I recognize that the state’s treatment of once-violent
criminals is a sensitive subject. But few things make me angrier
than when critics of criminal justice reform suggest it’s a
stalking horse for liberal “soft on crime” policies. Decades of
my life have been devoted to improving New Orleans and
civic efforts to support its law enforcement agencies. The last
thing I want to see is the city regress to an era of unsafe streets
and high crime rates.
Fortunately, we don’t have to. Our Southern neighbors
-- Texas, South Carolina and Georgia, to name a few -- have
pursued a similar set of reforms, and it’s made their states more
rather than less safe. In Texas, which led the way with criminal
justice reform in 2007, the imprisonment rate is down 16
percent and crime is down 30 percent. In South Carolina,
both the imprisonment rate and the crime rate are down 16
percent; in Georgia, the imprisonment rate is down 7 percent
and crime is down 10 percent.
In 2014, I partnered with other business leaders to start an
organization called Smart on Crime Louisiana. We did this
because we saw how the state’s reactionary criminal justice
policies were bad for business, bad for residents and bad for
the state budget.
If Louisiana’s legislators can’t find the courage in 2017 to correct
the state’s incarceration policies, justice will not be served.
Pres Kabacoff resides in New Orleans.
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A New Beginning
BY: STEPHEN WAGUESPACK, PRESIDENT, LABI
This weekend, Christians all over the world will be celebrating
the most important holiday of the church calendar. It marks the
resurrection of Jesus, who died for our sins and rose on the third day,
in fulfillment of the scriptures. It follows Lent, the 40-day time of
fasting and penance when Christians prepare for this occasion.
In Louisiana, we also place a heavy emphasis on the days leading
up to Lent. Each year at Mardi Gras, we pass a good time with friends
and family, knowing that 40 days of sacrifice await us.
This cycle repeats itself each year. As we begin another
legislative session this week, there are some seasonal parallels to the
debate we are preparing to have on the somber and sobering cycle of
incarceration.
People are human, and humans commit sins big and small. In
Louisiana, we lock people up that commit crimes big and small at
a rate higher than any other state in the nation. However, this jailheavy approach has unfortunately not led to a safer state.
Louisiana’s prison system makes up roughly 8% of the state
budget, costing over $800 million per year using 2014 numbers.
Over the years and throughout each individual’s incarceration cycle,
Louisiana has put little emphasis on training offenders in ways that
will allow them to leave the life of crime and become productive
members of society. We release roughly 17,000 people each year
from prison, but 40% of them end up back behind bars for one
reason or another. This cycle results in wasted resources, high crime
rates and broken communities.
While Louisiana seems trapped in this endless go-round, Texas,
Georgia, Mississippi, Alabama and South Carolina, have tackled this
issue and have seen positive outcomes. Our peer states are seeking
to identify and place low-level offenders who can excel in skills
training or drug treatment programs, instead of in a jail cell next to
more hardened criminals. They have created pathways to reentry for
those convicted citizens deserving of a second chance. Offenders are
instead trained for the workforce, reserving jail cells for those that
cannot be trusted to return to society. The result is lower costs to
taxpayers while maintaining public safety as the top priority.
As I travel the state to listen to our member companies and

visit with law enforcement, I hear a consensus that these types of
researched reentry ideas are timely and worth pursuing in Louisiana.
But that is not where the reform discussion ends. Chatter has become
increasingly louder about whether Louisiana should also reform our
sentencing laws to make them more consistent with other states.
With positive results clearly documented from our peer states, both
re-entry and sentencing appear ripe for balanced reform and to do
this responsibly requires trust, collaboration and open dialogue.
Thankfully, that open dialogue is beginning to take place this
legislative session.
Over the past year, various groups, experts and advocates have
been working diligently to develop a better understanding of the
issue and to recommend specific options to improve the system.
Reform in Louisiana begins by shifting to smarter assessments,
targeted training and focusing Louisiana’s jail cells for those that are
a threat to society. At LABI, our member companies have decided
to support several bills to improve the re-entry of offenders into the
workplace with training, treatment and job placement options for
those inmates shown to be worthy of a second chance.
While some disagreements are arising on sentencing changes,
LABI maintains that protecting the public from crime must be the
top priority. I am optimistic that the current dialogue will lead to a
consensus among stakeholders that will put Louisiana down the best
path forward.
The closing of Lent and the celebration of Easter is a good
reminder of the mission at hand. We are all human. Humans make
mistakes and sometimes break the law. When they do, sacrifice and
penance must be prescribed. At the end of that period, the goal
should be a new life.
It is time for Louisiana to better identify those that are capable
of new beginnings and give them the path to a new life. We need to
help them get there if possible because it is proven in other states to
not only save money, but improve the workforce and protect public
safety. Forgiveness in the criminal justice system is not available for
everyone. But for those that deserve another chance, we must do
better to show them the way.
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smart
on CRIME

Smart On Crime is a coalition of Louisiana business leaders and conservative
organizations, including Right On Crime Louisiana, advocating for datadriven and fiscally sound criminal justice policies in Louisiana.

