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as fiscally responsible. As Madden put it, 
“One thing we have in prison: they get free 
room, free board and free healthcare, at 
the public’s expense. And if we put them 
out there as a person who has a job and 
working and living with their family, they 
may end up paying taxes.”25

The change in approach has already 
saved Texans millions of dollars at a time 
when the legislature is looking for places to 
cut money. It costs Texas roughly $18,000 
a year to imprison someone, not including 
medical expenses. While housing a felon 
costs about $47 a day, probation costs only 
$1.24 a day, supervised probation costs 
$3.74 a day, and treatment facilities range 
from $5.56 to $47 a day.26 The trend in 
Texas is consistent with national statistics, 
which show that twenty-six states saw 

their prison populations decline in 2009.27 Texas has made other changes to decrease 
its spending on criminal justice during the severe budget shortfalls in recent years. In 
2011, Texas prisons stopped serving lunch on the weekends, estimating that serving 
two meals a day instead of three would help save the state $2.8 million. That same 
year, Texas ended the tradition of granting last meal requests to individuals about to be 
executed. The state legislature also voted to close a state prison for the first time in the 
state’s history. From 2011 through 2015, the state experienced declines in the number 
of individuals in Texas prisons, a drop of over 7,500 prisoners or a 1.3 percent decline.28

Prison Conditions

The political culture in Texas tends to be largely unsympathetic to the conditions 
inside the state’s prisons. Texas has long had the reputation as having one of the 
toughest prison systems in the country. A 1972 case filed on behalf of Texas prisoners 
represented a second change that enlarged the prison system. In Ruiz v. Estelle, Texas 
prisoner David Ruiz filed a handwritten suit against the director of the Department of 
Corrections, William Estelle, claiming that conditions in the Texas prison constituted 
cruel and unusual punishment. Ruiz alleged harsh conditions that included lack of 
adequate medical care, overcrowded conditions, and insufficient security. At that time, 
Texas prisons were undermanned and prison staff often relied on prisoners to keep 
other prisoners in line. Judge William Wayne Justice eventually ruled that conditions 
in Texas prisons were unconstitutional and ordered federal oversight of Texas prisons 
for the next two decades. The Ruiz decision ushered in the most broad sweeping prison 
reforms to date. One of the state’s responses to this federal intervention was to spend 
the 1980s building prisons. At the time Ruiz was filed, Texas had eighteen prisons. 
Today there are over 110 prisons in the state, including parole facilities and medical 
facilities dedicated just to inmates. The prison population ballooned, however, and 
Texas could not build prisons fast enough.

As the state with the most populous prison population, Texas grapples with the 
problem of overcrowding and has sought to address the issue through various 
means, including prison privatization. Texas has more private prisons than any 
other state.
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