
1/21/13 4:33 PMBeing smart on crime is being tough on crime | www.statesman.com

Page 1 of 5http://www.statesman.com/news/news/opinion/being-smart-on-crime-is-being-tough-on-crime/nTz6p/

Follow us on

  
  

Print/Digital Subscriptions | Customer Care

Sign In | Register

Hi, (not you?) | Member Center | Sign Out

Sign In | Register

Real Austin. Real News.

Search

Site Web
Web Search by YAHOO!

Posted: 12:00 a.m. Saturday, Jan. 19, 2013

Being smart on crime is being tough on crime
By Editorial Board

Among things that you wouldn’t expect a conservative Texas political leader to say is: “We’re sending too many people to the
slammer.” Yet that’s exactly what Bill Hammond, president of the Texas Association of Business said last week.

Prisons are expensive and “the taxpayers and the business community are both being harmed,” Hammond said in unveiling a series
of proposals to fix problems association research has identified. As the American-Statesman’s Mike Ward reported last week,
Hammond said he will push to change the state’s drug laws to divert low-level offenders into local treatment programs and reduce
penalties for small amounts of drugs. Hammond, a former legislator turned director of the state’s most influential business lobby,
said he would work to give some ex-convicts access to state-issued licenses now denied convicted felons.

It’s a welcome message, but it’s not original with Hammond. Former District Attorney Ronnie Earle was delivering that sermon
throughout a law enforcement career that spanned three decades.

Asked for his reaction to Hammond’s pronouncement, Earle’s comment was typically pithy: “TAB just affirmed that the world is
round.”

Alternatives to incarceration have been a cause célèbre with liberals for years, arguments about the high cost of staffing and
operating prisons gained traction with even the most conservative members of the Texas Legislature.

State Sen. John Whitmire, D-Houston, and retired State Rep. Jerry Madden, R-Richardson, have championed rehabilitation
programs and presided over the shuttering of Texas prison facilities.

It has been quite a turnaround for a state with a no-nonsense reputation on law enforcement. As critics of the “lock ’em up” approach
have long noted, being tough on crime means you’ve got to be smart on crime. For years, efficiency demands weren’t imposed on
the corrections system, but declining economies have forced policy makers to take a hard look at government efficiency – including
prisons.

“While the daily cost of probation is $2.92 per person, only $1.40 of which comes from taxpayers’ dollars, it takes $50.79 per day for
taxpayers to hold a single inmate in prison. That comes to a total of $18,000 per inmate, per year, with Texas currently housing over
150,000 prisoners,” the business association noted in its legislative platform.
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After analyzing the return on that $50.79 daily investment in incarceration, Hammond and his association pronounced the prison
approach unproductive. “It doesn’t work,” Hammond said.

Earle underscored those comments by reiterating his long-standing characterization of prisons as “colleges of crime.” Not only do
inmates have the time to teach one another the tricks of the trade, limited employment opportunities that await them once they get
out — and most of them do get out — tempts them to return to crime. Each ex-con returning to prison represents money inefficiently
spent if not wasted.

“Every dollar spent on prisons that doesn’t need to be spent there can’t be spent on roads, infrastructure, schools and all the other
priorities that the state needs to have, to have a successful business environment. … An inefficient corrections system hurts
business with higher taxes,” said Marc Levin, director of the Center for Effective Justice at the Texas Public Policy Foundation, a
conservative think tank. Levin, who is a leader in the national Right on Crime campaign, is working with the business group on the
proposed changes.

The business association wants to reduce recidivism rates and reduce prison costs. “Such reforms include, but are not limited to,
finding cost-effective alternatives to incarceration through the implementation of enhanced probation programs.”

The group also wants to enhance employment opportunities for ex-offenders by removing legal impediments to obtaining certain
occupational licenses.

Violent offenders should be locked up, but tossing nonviolent convicts in with them doesn’t solve problems, it creates them.

The business association’s entry into the policy discussion provides cover for legislators afraid of being squishy on criminal justice
issues. You can’t be tough on crime unless you’re smart on crime and throwing money at an inefficient prison system isn’t smart.
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Bill Hammond is seeing the light? It is hurting him in his pocket book, that is bound to wake him up. Even a holy spirit could not
enlighten him, but having to pay for something would. Really, no surprise there.

Posted by Dave_at_Collinda at 9:35 a.m. Jan. 19, 2013
Report Abuse

The Editorial Board wrote: "Violent offenders should be locked up, but tossing nonviolent convicts in with them doesn’t solve
problems, it creates them."

As a former corrections official, I wholeheartedly concur. Texas singer/writer who was once one of those non-violent offenders
captured it perfectly in his song "The Truth."

"For every wall you build around your fear,
A thousand darker things are born in here."

Posted by buddha2xx at 10:08 a.m. Jan. 19, 2013
Report Abuse

It would be well to remember that the reason Anne Richards instigated the program of locking up criminals and keeping them behind
bars was to make the state a safe place to live. It worked wonderfully and continues to do so to this day. If training programs can
work to reduce recidivism, or better yet, we could offer training before people turn to crime that would be great. However, vocational
training is only for established criminals today, not high school students. As for locking up only violent criminals, there are many
crimes, such as fraud and embezzlement which destroy the lives of innocents, leaving only emotional scars. Those cannot heal with
a few stitches and should be punished accordingly. Why don't we look at this in a long term approach, not this short term one that
we are pursuing, thinking that we can change things only for the better.

Posted by User3399657 at 10:53 a.m. Jan. 19, 2013
Report Abuse

When the prisons became a prison industry things changed, the private prison industry is motivated by profits. Lots of fraud and
waste came along with that.

Posted by Antonious at 1:49 p.m. Jan. 19, 2013
Report Abuse

Keep 'em locked up. As long as they are in prison they won't be committing crimes on the rest of us. Most of the time it is money well
spent....though I'm mainly talking about the violent offenders or those with a life of crime. I would rather pay for their stay in prison
than some ladies free contraceptives...but then I don't get to make those decisions, the politicians makes them for me.

Posted by tomintexas at 4:40 p.m. Jan. 19, 2013
Report Abuse
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More than 20 years ago an assistant warden at Gatesville told me that 70 percent of the inmates there were incarcerated for drug
related crimes such as possession, theft, etc. For almost 30 years I have encouraged law enforcement and legislators to modify drug
laws to alleviate this situation. Generally they are afraid to bring the subject up, or they are making too much money off of the current
way things are handled. If you take the money out of drug sales, the violence and theft will go away - just as it did with alcohol.
Identify users, don't prosecute them, help them detox, check for other diseases, train them, The fact is that there are just as many
addicts out there taking their legally prescribed drugs, and no one is putting them or their doctors in jail.

Posted by ColleenMcCool at 7:59 a.m. Jan. 20, 2013
Report Abuse

We have better use for our taxes than to spend them having probationers pee in a cup, imprisoning them if they fail. Prisons
propagate crime, violence and sexual deviance. Putting nonviolent offenders in this breeding ground is madness.

I am afraid! Violent predators roam free, rape kits go unprocessed, schools go under funded, roads need repair while our precious
resources are depleted chasing nonviolent drug users.

The tobacco, alcohol and prescription drug gangs cause more death annually than all illicit drugs! It is morally bankrupt to punish
nonviolent adults for making a safer health choice, cannabis or marijuana, compared to other medicinal/social drugs. Less than 1%
of US are actually addicted to anything illegal. Treatment is seven times cheaper than prison. Show fiscal responsibility, demand
morally correct policy!

Restore Justice, the guardian of liberty! Incarcerate more of those morally bankrupt, selling drugs to children or driving intoxicated.
Drug warriors can get their adrenaline rush chasing murderers and sexual predators.

Save lives instead of ruining them. Get tough on violent crime!

Posted by 2cents at 2:14 p.m. Jan. 20, 2013
Report Abuse

There are a whole lot of people who fall somewhere in between the "harmless pothead" and the serial murderer. And, I think prison
still has it's place. What about the serial burglars who prey on the poor just as often as the rich? And what about the drunk drivers
from all walks of life who continue to endanger everyone on the road, despite the wide availability of alcohol treatment programs? 
Characterizing all criminals as either non-violent drug offenders or hardened murderers is a bit short sighted. 
The recidivism rate for prison is probably very high, but I'm guessing the recidivism for these drug diversion and probation programs
is pretty high as well. Ultimately, what do you do when someone refuses to get and keep a job, refuses to get off drugs, and
continues to violate laws?

Posted by Pat_Johnson at 5:03 p.m. Jan. 20, 2013
Report Abuse

Bill Hammond is misinformed, convicts continue to be issued state occupation licenses.

http://texasparkingfacilityfraud.blogspot.com/search?q=registered+sex+offenders

Posted by abraut at 5:36 p.m. Jan. 20, 2013
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Pat Johnson- Your supposed proof that "convicts continue to be issued state occupation licenses" is your own, 3 year-old blog that
gives links to occupational license and sex offender searches as references. Is that supposed to be a joke?

Posted by YourPanties at 6:20 p.m. Jan. 20, 2013
Report Abuse

Dukey Ray Hisey is a perfect example of a criminal who should be in prison. Dukey beat the flock out of me in His MAMA's front
yard.
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