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A Prison Nation in the Spotlight
Money woes 
ease destructive 
policies
bv W illiam A.
C ollins

The United States has 
m ore c itizen s beh ind  
bars per capita than any 
o ther nation. No, this
quirk doesn 't reflect an espe­
cially felonious gene in our na­
tional DNA. It exposes em bar­
rassing shortfalls in our public 
policy.

T ake  m ental health , fo r e x ­
am ple. M any sta tes once fea ­
tu red  large "hosp itals" to w are ­
house the m en tally  ill. W ith  an 
ava lanche  o f  new  d rugs and 
e lev a ted  levels o f  pub lic  p a rs i­
m ony , th o se  fa c ili t ie s  have  
la r g e ly  c lo s e d .  C o u n t le s s  
heav ily  m ed ica ted  fo rm er p a ­
tien ts  pe rm anen tly  im pose  on 
th e ir w eary  re la tiv es  in stead , 
w hile  m yriad  o thers inhab it ill-

p repared  nursing  hom es o r are 
hom eless.

Plenty more o f the m entally ill 
— for the m ost part inadequately
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treated —  fill our pris­
ons. It's a m ajor hum an 
rights problem .

There are more than 
seven million imprisoned 
Americans. Along with 
people who might have 
been held in a mental insti­

tution in years past, they include 
large numbers of low-level, non­
violent offenders, commonly con­
victed of simple drug possession.

In other countries such crim es 
typically  lead to fines, super­
vised hom e confinem ent, half­
way houses, restitution payments, 
or o ther non-incarceration pen­
alties. In m any places, sim ple 
drug possession isn't a crim e at 
all, o r at least not one that the 
police pursue.

But in the U nited States, law 
enforcem ent has som ew hat d if­
ferent goals from  those o f other 
countries: profits and jobs.

Private com panies now house 
m any o f our prisoners, and such 
firm s are understandably eager 
to m aintain a large inventory. 
Softer penalties aren 't on their 
agenda, nor do all police, p ros­
ecutors, or ja ile rs ' associations 
pine for reform s to reduce ar­
rests or prison populations. Those

We have entered a particularly tax- 
resistant era, and governors are scrambling 
for budget items to cut. Thus, prisons have 
suffered the well-deserved misfortune of 
being caught in the spotlight.

folks have good jo b s and gener­
ally prefer not to lose them , es­
pecially in this econom y.

Local governm ents also get 
into the act. If  your tow n is 
econom ically  dependent on a 
nearby prison, you m ight rea­
sonably lobby your legislature to 
keep it open. Scores do.

F o rtu n a te ly , aspec ts  o f  th is

so c ia lly  d estru c tiv e  scenario  
m ay now  be ch an g in g , though  
not due to  any  p angs o f  c o n ­
sc ience  or in te rn a tio n a l social 
p ressu re . It's abou t m oney . W e 
have en tered  a p a rticu la rly  tax- 
re s is tan t e ra , and  g o v e rn o rs  
are scram bling  for budget item s 
to cu t. T hus, p risons have su f­

fered  the w ell-d ese rv ed  m is­
fo rtune  o f  being  caugh t in the 
spotlight.

That could m ean that at last 
there will be som e progress to­
ward fixing C alifornia 's prison 
system , which has long attracted 
attention for its dram atic over­
crow ding and abuse o f  inm ates.

P e rh a p s  th e  b e s t-k n o w n

am ong private prison supporters 
is Texas Gov. Rick Perry. His 
presidential cam paign coffers 
brim  with their donations, in part 
because  T exas is a na tional 
leader in turning convicts over to 
shady entrepreneurs.

Prison corruption is another 
big problem . In Pennsylvania, a 
couple o f judges were caught 
after m any years in a kickback 
schem e to sentence m inor ju v e ­
nile offenders to private prisons 
to beef up their enrollm ent.

C onservative ideologues are 
torn. Those w ho lobby hardest 
for low er taxes are often the 
sam e folks who fancy the costly 
w ar on drugs. They don't m ind 
that expensive ja ils  keep a d is­
proportionate num ber o f  A fri­
can A m ericans and Latinos away 
from  the polls.

To spend or not to spend? 
T hat's their dilem m a.

OtherWords columnist Will­
iam A. Collins is a former state 
lawmaker and mayor o f  
Norwalk, Conn.

Income
It’s not about 
taking money 
from the rich
by J udge G reg M athis

U nder our current tax 
system , the rich are get­
ting richer while the middle 
class slides into poverty.
Those who were poor before 
the recession are still poor and 
have little hope o f changing their 
situations. •

W e’re not talking about an 
incom e gap here. W e’re talking 
about incom e inequality. In fact, 
the distribution of household in­
com e in the U.S. is m ore un­
equal today than in was three

decades ago.
A ccording to a report released 

by the C ongressional Budget 
Q lf ice, a fte r-tax  incom e for 

A m erica’s highest-in- 
com e households, the 
r ich est one percen t 
saw  a 275 p e rc en t 
grow th from  1979 to 
2007, w hile the poor­
est 20 percent experi­

enced only 18 percent growth. 
Those w ho sit in the m iddle ex ­
perienced ju st under 40 percent 
growth.

H isto ry  show s us that the 
w ider the incom e gap, the more 
u n e q u a l the  d is tr ib u tio n  o f  
w ealth, the closer a society gets 
to political unrest. W e are seeing 
evidence o f this in the grow ing

O ccupy W all Street m ovem ent, 
which began in Septem ber in 
M anhattan.

Since those first groups o f 
dem onstrators met to protest the 
unhealthy alliance betw een gov­
ernm ent, big business and the 
extrem ely w ealthy, the m ove­
m ent has spread to over 100 
cities. M archers are w orking to 
expose -  and hopefully spur a 
governm ent response to change 
-  the unequal distribution o f  the 
na tion ’s wealth. They are frus­
trated that ju s t one percent o f 
the nation’s population controls 
over 50 percent o f  the w ealth 
and w ant to see that change.

President O bam a proposed a 
plan to increase taxes on those 
m aking m ore than $ 1 m illion per

year. The revenue from  the in­
crease w ould help balance the 
national budget over tim e, and 
pay for a com prehensive jo b s 
program .

O f course, the President has 
his R epublican detractors who 
have put forth their ow n tax 
proposals. Republican presiden­
tial candidate H erm an Cain has 
his 9-9-9 plan, w hich proposes a 
flat 9-percent business, individual 
incom e and national sales tax. 
R epublican Rick Perry, another 
presidential hopeful, has pro­
posed a flat 20 percent incom e 
tax.

The plans proposed by Cain 
and Perry are regressive and, if 
ever adopted, will negatively af­
fect the poor. U nder both o f

these plans, a m ajority o f A m eri­
can households w ould end up 
paying m ore in taxes, w hile a 
great m ajority o f m illionaires 
w ould end up paying less.

W e need a tax plan that is fair, 
but also takes into account class 
and taxes accordingly. This isn ’t 
about taking m oney from  the 
rich -  i t ’s about fairly d istribu t­
ing and taxing incom e in a fairer 
m anner.

No tax plan will be perfect but 
we m ust work to develop one 
that closes the incom e gap, not 
w iden it further.

Judge Mathis is a longtime 
advocate for equal justice. His 
life story’ o f a street youth who 
rose from ja il to judge has 
provided hope to millions.
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