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lacked training.41 Likewise, an investigation into the private Santa Fe Detention Center in 
New Mexico was launched as the U.S. government filed suit against the facility for violating 
the constitutional rights of inmates housed there. Findings revealed more than 20 cases in 
which negligence, indifference, poor training, and irresponsible cost cutting had resulted 
in inmate deaths.42 In almost every state, private institutions are not under the scrutiny of 
each state’s department of corrections, meaning much less accountability when compared 
with public prisons. Consequently, in contrast to the examples described above, routine 
instances of discrimination and abusive treatment are more likely to go unreported and 
undetected in private compared with public prisons. An exception is New Mexico, which 
ensures that private prisons meet the same standards as public facilities.

The purported benefits of private prisons are that these facilities are run more efficiently 
and at less cost than public prisons and that they can reduce recidivism. Research fails to 
offer support for either the lower cost or lower recidivism claim. There is little evidence 
that public prisons have been run inefficiently and little evidence that private prisons do 
any better. As noted above, given the per diem nature of charging the government, private 
prisons are not necessarily less expensive. In addition, private companies have been caught 
billing the government for ghost employees. The lower cost claim is difficult to reconcile 
with the fact that private prison executives are paid 10 to 20 times the salary of those head-
ing state departments of corrections. Finally, there is no evidence that recidivism in private 
prisons differs from that in public prisons.

In August 2016, the U.S. Department of Justice announced that it would end its use 
of private prisons. Research has demonstrated that private federal prisons are less safe, are 
less effective, offer fewer services and programs, and are not cost effective compared with 
prisons run by the federal government. Importantly, they fail to provide equivalent levels 
of safety for inmates and prison staff members. The end of private federal facilities will take 
some time, as contracts with the private companies will not be renewed or will be greatly 
reduced in scope.

The federal government is not the first to stop using private prisons. Some states 
banned the privatization of facilities years ago. Both Illinois (in 1990) and New York (in 
2000) made illegal the privatization of correctional facilities. Since 2001, Louisiana has 
had a moratorium on private prisons. An early adopter of private prisons was Kentucky, 
which initially established a 300-bed minimum-security prison in Marion. As of 2013, 
for the first time in three decades, Kentucky completely abandoned the private prison 
model. However, in 2016, with unanticipated growth in its inmate population, Kentucky 
is again considering private prisons for approximately 1,600 inmates, on a temporary 
basis only. Among its reasons for severing ties with the private prison world is that state 
officials estimate that they could save the state $1.5 million to $2.5 million annually by 
using only public facilities.

Figure 11.5  n  �Percentage of Men in State and Federal Prisons by Race and Hispanic  
Origin, 2014
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There was a larger percentage of non-Hispanic African Americans among male prisoners than any	 other group as of 2012. What could possibly account for this discrepancy? Is it greater levels of 
poverty? A lack of educational opportunities? Less opportunity overall? A racist criminal	 justice system? If you were a policymaker, would better understanding why this discrepancy exists be 
a priority for you? Why or why not?

Source: Carson, E. A. (2015). Prisoners in 2014, September, 2014. Bureau of Justice Statistics, Office of Justice Programs,	 U.S. Department of Justice.
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