
 

 

Mass Incarceration: Pennsylvania’s Problem 
 
Pennsylvania’s prison population has increased 850% in the last 40 years.   
Forty years ago, Pennsylvania had 7 prisons.  Today we have 25.  
Mass incarceration in Pennsylvania has brought profound financial and human costs: 
 

• On any given day, more than 80,000 Pennsylvanians are in prison or jail. 

• Today, Pennsylvania spends more than $2.4 billion a year to lock-up its citizens.  

• It costs $42,000 to incarcerate someone in a Pennsylvania prison and $16,000 to pay for a year 
of college at a Pennsylvania state school.  

• Half of the state’s prisoners are Black, even though only 11% of the state’s population is Black.  

• Nearly 25% of Pennsylvania’s prisoners are awaiting trial – they haven’t been convicted of 
anything, they are jailed while waiting to be seen by a judge.   

 
The impact of mass incarceration on safety in Pennsylvania has been modest, at best.  Crime rates 
have gone up and down. They are largely independent of the number of people in prison. Violent crime 
rates in Pennsylvania are now same as in the mid-1970s, before mass incarceration began.i 
 
Why are there so many Pennsylvanian’s in prison? 
New drug laws and increased drug enforcement: 
The number of Pennsylvanians in prison for drug offenses has increased from 311 in 1980 to 5,850 in 
2015.  People convicted solely on drug charges make up 12 percent of Pennsylvania’s prison population.ii  
 
Greater use of prison as punishment for all crimes 
In recent decades, the likelihood that an arrest would lead to prison time has  
more than doubled.iii Much of this is due to more aggressive criminal prosecution.iv 
 
Longer prison sentences 
Sentences of “Life in Prison” illustrate the trend. In 1980 there were 848 people serving Life in 
Pennsylvania.  In 2015 there were 5,400.  Approximately 1 in 10 Pennsylvania prisoners is serving a Life 
sentence.  
 

i The current rate is the same as it was in 1974, and it has decreased by only 4% since 1975. 

https://www.ucrdatatool.gov/Search/Crime/State/RunCrimeStatebyState.cfm  
ii According to DOC’s annual report from 1980, 311 inmates out of 8,243 were incarcerated for “Narcotic Drug Laws”. 

(3.8%) http://www.cor.pa.gov/About%20Us/Statistics/Documents/Old%20Statistical%20Reports/1980-87 
AnnualReport.pdf  According to DOC’s annual report from 2015 (most recent), 5,859 inmates out of 49,914 were 
incarcerated in PA for “Narcotic Drug Laws” (11.7%) 

http://www.cor.pa.gov/About%20Us/Statistics/Documents/Reports/2015%20ASR%20Report.pdf  
iii National Research Council. 
iv Marie Gottschalk, Caught: The Prison State and the Lockdown of American Politics. 
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