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and prisons, in particular, has been the prosecution of the drug war since the 1980s 
and 1990s. The “get-tough” policies, which have led to longer periods of incarcer-
ation in prisons, have also led to a greater propensity to catch and keep low-level 
drug offenders in jails (Irwin, 2005; Owen, 2005; Welch, 2005; Whitman, 2003). The 
focus of arrests in the drug war has often been on the low-level sellers, rather than the 
buyers or the drug kingpins, and that has netted more minorities and women into the 
system. Mandatory sentences, juvenile waivers, and sentence enhancements for cer-

tain offenses have collectively led to longer 
sentences for most offenders and backed up 
the numbers of offenders in some jails either 
awaiting transfer to state or federal prisons 
or doing their time in the jails, rather than 
in the overcrowded prisons.

It is not clear why there have been recent 
declines in the numbers of minorities (partic-
ularly African Americans and Hispanics), vis-
à-vis whites and women, incarcerated in jails, 
a particularly notable phenomenon in large-
city jails (Minton, 2010; Minton & Golinelli, 
2014; Minton & Zeng, 2015). It could just be 
a minor shift that will not become a trend, or 
it could signal a longer-term change in the use 
of jails due to the recession of 2007 to 2010, a 
rethinking in the prosecution of the drug war, 
or some other variable not yet identified by 

PHOTO 6.4: A female jail inmate awaits her cell assignment. Women 
comprised over 12.2% of jail inmates in 2009 (Minton & Golinelli, 2014, p. 7).
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FIGURE 6.2      Composition of Local Jails, 2014

Source: Minton & Zeng (2015, p. 3).
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