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An Analysis of the New York State Department of
Corrections and Community Supervision's Budget

Even as New York State's prison population has plummeted, state correctional spending has
stayed relatively constant, depleting critical funds that could be reinvested in our communities.

Over the last decade, New York State’s prison population has plummeted. In 2011, there were nearly 56,000
people in New York State prisons. By 2021, that population had dropped to 30,746.! The Department of
Corrections and Community Supervision (DOCCS), however, has maintained a relatively steady budget. Despite a
45 percent decrease in the prison population from 2011 to 2021, the agency’s operating budget decreased by a
mere 5 percent, adjusting for inflation. And while uniformed headcount decreased by only 11 percent, the budget
for uniformed officers increased during that time frame, suggesting increases to salaries and benefits. Spending on
staffing remains a clear obstacle to reducing the DOCCS budget: 47 percent of DOCCS's $3.5 billion budget in
Fiscal Year 2022 was allocated to uniformed corrections officers.?

Change in DOCCS budget and staffing, 2011-2021 (indexed at 2011 =100%)

Corrections officer budget
State operations budget

Uniformed officers

Prison population

2012 2014 2016 2018 2020
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Supervision

Prison closures have not delivered meaningful savings

Since 2011, New York has closed 24 correctional facilities due to the state's steeply declining prison population.®
When announcing these closures, state leaders repeatedly promised millions of dollars in savings. For example, in
2011, Governor Cuomo predicted $184 million in savings from closing seven prisons.* More recently, in 2021,
Governor Hochul predicted $142 million in savings from closing six prisons.®

The DOCCS budget, however, tells a different story. Over the past decade, New York State's total correctional
spending per incarcerated person has increased by more than 79 percent, from $63,926 in 2011 to $114,831 in
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2021.% Although it is possible that New York's correctional spending would have been even higher had it not closed
24 prisons, it merits further investigation that the budget continues to increase even as facilities close.

Rather than simply forecast savings, state leaders should proactively reinvest expected savings from prison
closures into programs and services that deliver safety by supporting communities, like housing, education, and
jobs. These investments would also help generate future savings by helping to further reduce the prison
population, allowing the state to close more facilities.

Overinvesting in incarceration does not make us safer

Every taxpayer dollar spent on New York’s prisons is a dollar that could be spent on evidence-based programs that
keep communities safe more effectively than incarceration. Research shows, for example, that young adults with
access to mental health services are 15 percent less likely to be incarcerated than those with no access to mental
health treatment.” Another study found that a 10 percent increase in substance treatment was correlated with a 4
to 9 percent decrease in aggravated assaults.? These programs achieve impressive results at a fraction of the cost
of incarceration. For example, supportive housing for one person in New York City costs roughly $41,833 per year,
or one-third the statewide average cost of incarceration, and has been shown to reduce jail admissions, shelter
admissions, and days in psychiatric facilities by providing people with stability and support.®

In contrast, prison is more than ineffective—it is actively harmful. Economic instability, mental iliness, and
substance use disorders all are associated with crime; but these problems are exacerbated, not alleviated, by
contact with the criminal legal system.° Numerous studies show that the relationship between incarceration and
crime rates is weak; in fact, some research concludes that the use of incarceration actually increases crime by
destabilizing neighborhoods and traumatizing incarcerated people before releasing them back to their
communities.” These harms fall disproportionately on the shoulders of Black communities and other communities
of color.’2

New York State needs to rightsize its correctional spending with thought and care

Though more work remains, New York has already begun the important work of decarceration. Now, the state
must adjust its budget priorities to invest in evidence-based solutions that deliver safety by supporting
communities rather than tearing them apart.

Given that nearly half of the DOCCS budget goes toward corrections officer salaries and other associated costs,
this means revisiting the number of uniformed officers on staff. Currently, there are fewer than two people in
prison for every corrections officer, a ratio that points to severe overstaffing.®* This is largely because when a
facility closes, uniformed staff are generally relocated rather than downsized.**

Mass incarceration should not be a large-scale jobs program for New York State. Nevertheless, for many New
Yorkers, working as a corrections officer is one of too few well-paid career opportunities available. To ensure that
shrinking DOCCS's fiscal footprint does not cause economic harm, the state should invest some of the savings
from a rightsized correctional budget into career transition services for current corrections officers.

All New Yorkers have a right to feel safe in their homes and communities. For the sake of safety and justice, New
York must stop overfunding its prisons and start investing in community-based services that keep all New Yorkers
safe.
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The Vera Institute of Justice is powered by hundreds of advocates, researchers, and policy experts working
to transform the criminal legal and immigration systems until they’re fair for all. Founded in 1961 to advocate
for alternatives to money bail in New York City, Vera is now a national organization that partners with
impacted communities and government leaders for change. We develop just, antiracist solutions so that
money doesn’t determine freedom; fewer people are in jails, prisons, and immigration detention; and
everyone is treated with dignity. Vera’'s headquarters is in Brooklyn, New York, with offices in Washington,
DC, New Orleans, and Los Angeles. For more information, visit vera.org.
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