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DRC DIRECTOR URGES SENATE TO REINSTATE SENTENCING REFORM IN BUDGET DOCUMENT

Declaring that Ohio is at the crossroads with its growing prison population, Department of Rehabilitation and Correction Director Terry Collins urged the Senate Finance Committee to reinstate “common sense” sentencing reforms to stabilize and eventually reduce prison populations.

Director Collins, presenting the department’s FY 2010 and 2011 budget recommendations to the panel, said it was becoming more difficult each day to keep prisons safe and it is time to institute reasonable sentencing reforms or it will become necessary to build more facilities. “Failure to act now is not an option,” he said.

Sentencing changes include decriminalizing of non payment of child support, increasing from one to seven days of earned credit each month for active participation in approved programs, redefining parole violators who abscond parole supervision and raising the theft threshold form $500 to $750. Mr. Collins said he believes such sentencing changes will give more alternatives to judges leading to a reduction of low-level offenders entering prison.

Responding to a question of whether more local parole officers would be needed, Mr. Collins said many of those qualifying for release are not in need of high level supervision but parole officers would continue to be necessary and there is currently no plan to cut the number in the field. 

He added, however, this would rely on a number of other budgetary “X factors” that were out of his control. He assured committee members that sentencing reform would not create a mass exodus from state prisons with population reductions being realized on the entry side giving the system stabilization and eventually population reductions.

Sen. Jason Wilson (D-Columbiana) asked about the possibility of housing prisoners in tent compounds as alternative housing to permanent facilities. Director Collins responded saying that prison is not just about housing people but about changing people’s lives and giving them new opportunities to return to society. “People who go to prison also get released. We need to do more than just house them. Prison is more than just putting people in housing units.” He again repeated that sentencing reform was the answer, not tents and not more prison beds.

Asked by Sen. Tom Patton (R-Strongsville) about increasing health care costs for inmates, Mr. Collins said health care has increased over 80% since 2002 however department had performed well for the past four years under a federal consent decree with the hiring of more than 350 medical staff of doctors and nurses. He said medical costs increase the same both inside and outside prison walls and health care, over which he has no control, is an expensive part of the budget.

He noted that one prisoner has cost the system more than $5 million to date for treatment during his incarceration. He added the department continues to look for more efficient options such as nursing homes. He recounted transferring one prisoner in a vegetative state, “who doesn’t know whether he is in prison or in outer space” to a less expensive nursing home environment.

In general testimony, Director Collins said that not only does the state’s prison population continue to increase reaching a record level of 51,273 in November, 2008, but it also continues to gray, leading to increased health care costs. If current trends continue, he said research indicates the population will reach 60,000 by 2018 and to build beds just to get the state to 100% capacity, there would be a cost of some $1 billion plus operational funding.

The director pointed to the importance of increased funding for community corrections programs that provides for punishment in local communities while being held accountable for continuing or seeking employment, paying taxes and child support and maintaining family ties and responsibilities. He said the additional $4.3 million for such critical prison and jail diversion programs and an additional $3.7 million to fund another 220 community-based correctional facility beds will ultimately save a total of 2,674 prison beds.

