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Executive Summary 

 Dear Governor Wolf, in this white paper I will provide an overview of the private prison 

industry and present the pro and con arguments for it.  The pro side argues that private prisons 

are more efficient than the government.  The con side argues that the profit motive leads to 

poorer services for inmates, wastes taxpayer money and leads to a broken cycle of sentencing 

legislation.  You will find that I while I seek to present a balanced viewpoint, I strongly agree 

with the con arguments. 

 The current private prison industry grew with stricter sentencing due to the War on 

Drugs.  Local, state and federal government increasingly turned to private prison firms as a way 

to decrease overhead costs of building prisons to house the surging inmate populations.  The 

industry has many players but is largely dominated by Corrections Centers of America (CCA) 

and GEO Group Inc.  Many examples key in on these two companies.  Inherent in the structure 

of private prisons is the aim to generate a profit.  This conflict of interest has been demonstrated 

to lead to cutting costs on things such as prison guards, medical services and prisoner 

rehabilitation services.  Inmates in private prisons are more likely to experience violence, get 

sick and return to prison after being released.  In some cases the lack of oversight in private 

prisons has led to direct inmate abuse. 

 I then show how the private prison industry remains afloat through detaining illegal 

immigrants and how the industry has used lobbying, campaign contributions and even bribery to 

further their interests.  Then, I present data that refutes the claim that private prisons are more 

cost effective than their public counterparts, but then allow for a rebuttal by highlighting how 

private firms claim to reform their broken business practices.  I wrap up by proposing specific 

legislative measures to limit the negative impact of private prisons in Pennsylvania. 
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Overview of Industry & Key Arguments 

 In the past four decades the inmate populations in the US has increased nearly ten times 

from less than 200,000 in the early 1970’s to over 2 million in 2008.  This has led to 

overcrowded prisons and a strain on budgets at both the state and federal level.  A primary way 

to address this issue has been contracting private firms for the incarceration and rehabilitation of 

inmates.  Private prisons were intended as solutions to address prison overcrowding without the 

government taking on the capital expenditures of building new facilities.  Instead, experience has 

shown that “the number of jailed criminals typically rises to fill whatever space is available 

(Anderson 2009).”  So as the consistent demand for jails and prisons has increased, it has also 

increased the need for greater government and corrections expenditures.  Throughout this white 

paper I will delve into the history and both sides of the argument on private prisons.  However, I 

will ultimately demonstrate that private prisons compared to their government run counterparts 

are more expensive, offer poorer quality services and are inherently opposed to the effective 

rehabilitation of inmates.  See Appendix A. 

 In the US approximately 8.4% of all jails are operated by private firms accounting for 

some 133,000 inmates as of 2013 (Department of Justice 2013).  The top two grossing 

companies in the industry are Corrections Corporation of America and GEO Group Inc. 

(formerly the Wackenhut Corrections Corporation) with revenues of $1.7 and $1.6 billion 

respectively.  The industry is relatively new and grew in the 1980’s fueled by the War or Drugs 

which led to increased incarceration.  Both CCA and GEO Group were founded in 1984.  They 

also have ties to big banks.  Wells Fargo has approximately $100 million invested in GEO Group 

and $6 million in CCA.  Other major investors include Bank of America, Fidelity Investments, 

General Electric and the Vanguard Group (Taibbi 2014).  Also, Columbia University alone holds 

$8 million worth of CCA stock.  
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The primary argument for privatization is that market-based competition provides a 

benefit to the government and taxpayers through efficiency, higher performance and the 

introduction of more innovative practices.  Proponents argue that by introducing competition and 

reducing bureaucracy, private firms will deliver higher quality corrections at a lower price.  

Supporters assert that allegations of poor safety records, increased inmate violence, inmate 

abuse, poor medical services and limited rehabilitation programs are baseless or exaggerated 

(Anderson 2009).  Such innovation and development of new best practices is beneficial for both 

private and public prisons. 

 Critics argue that the profit-based model is inherently opposed to the goals of effective 

inmate corrections.  The model encourages operators to cut expenses on necessary functions such 

as prison staffing, medical services and rehabilitation programs.  Also, because private prison 

companies generate revenue on a per-prisoner, per-day rate there is incentive to have high 

recidivism rates and long prison sentences.  This misaligned incentive is demonstrated through 

lobbying for harsher criminal sentencing, financial support of socially conservative lawmakers 

and offering limited rehabilitation programs (Anderson 2009).  It is in the interest of these 

companies to have their jails full and have them full for a long time. 

 

Problems of Structure 

 There is an inherent conflict of interest in the private prison industry.  In the quest for 

profits, quality of care decreases through cost cutting measure and the companies advocate for 

harsher criminal sentencing.  Both of these measures have a negative impact on the inmates and 

society as a whole.  To increase profit margins many companies cut the two most expensive line 

items: guards and inmate healthcare.  Compared to their public counterparts, guards at private 
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prisons receive lower wages, less benefits and less training.  Also, there are significantly less of 

them.   

The average private prison has 15% less guards then public prisons, putting guards and 

inmates at those facilities at higher risks of violence.  For example in Youngstown, Ohio a 

medium-security prison operated by CCA reclassified maximum-security prisoners as medium 

security in order to forgo the high costs of having to hire additional guards.  Within the next year 

and half, two inmates were stabbed to death and forty four subsequent assaults were recorded 

(Anderson 2009).   In 2010 a federal lawsuit was filed against GEO Group for abuse and 

negligence at the Youth Correctional Facility in Walnut Grove, Mississippi.  A subsequent state 

audit found the guard to inmate ratio was 1 to 60.  That is a full 5 times higher than the national 

average.  It therefore comes as no surprise that the facility has the highest inmate on inmate 

violence of any in the state (Burnett 2011).  See Appendix B. 

The same cost cutting occurs with healthcare.  In 2008 civil liberty attorneys in 

Washington, DC sued GEO Group for failing to provide adequate medical attention to federal 

inmates that had been outsourced to prisons in Rivers Correctional Institute in North Carolina.  

One inmate claims he was denied medical treatment for a cavity until the tooth became infected 

where an ulcer formed and burst requiring surgery and hospitalization.  A lawyer on the suit and 

an attorney with DC Prisoners Project, Deborah Golden commented, “Pretty immediately when 

people started going to Rivers we started getting letters about how bad the health care was, and 

how people were really scared of dying there...  The more we looked into the situation the more 

we realized it was a systematic problem.  I suspect that it’s a pattern all over.  When you try to 

run prisons as money makers what you do is cut back on the most expensive thing you can, 

which is medication and medical care (Fischer 2013).” 
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 CCA has also demonstrated the same pattern of cost cutting on medical services.  In one 

notable case Jeffery Buller in Colorado died because the CCA staff at Kit Carson Correctional 

Center failed to provide him with the Winstrol medication, valued at $35, he needed to breathe.  

Medication was ordered on a monthly basis and since his sentence ran over by ten days the 

prison failed to provide him more.  Buller tried to signal staff for help but it took 45 minutes 

before help arrived since allegedly the “unit had the practice of running the intercom in an empty 

cell in order to cut off calls from inmates in occupied cells, thereby preventing inmates in 

occupied cells from ‘bothering’ unit staff with calls (2003).” The case was later settled out of 

court. 

 

Beyond Cost Cutting: Inmate Abuse 

 Some privately run prisons have been cited not just for cost cutting at the expense of 

inmates, but also blatant abuse, neglect and corruption.  As previously mentioned, in 2010 a 

federal lawsuit was filed against GEO Group for abuse and negligence at Walnut Grove YCF.  

An investigation found that prison guards engaged in sex with prisoners, smuggled drugs into the 

facilities and some even had gang affiliation. Also, inmate on inmate violence was rampant and 

prison authorities often denied inmates basic rehabilitation programs and medical care.  Former 

inmate Justin Bowling who was incarcerated for 17 months for marijuana possession 

commented, “A lot of time the guards are in the same gang.  If the inmates wanted something 

done, they got it.  If they wanted a cell popped open to handle some business about fighting or 

something like that, it just pretty much happened (Burnett 2013).”  Subsequent investigations 

also found that former Walnut Grove YCF warden and Walnut Grove town mayor William Sims 

had moved a female inmate to a motel for sex and then pressured her to lie about it.  Sims also 
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owned 18 vending machines inside the facility and was previously quoted with saying, “I 

wouldn’t interfere with the way they’re operating it.  They’ve done an excellent job (Burnett 

2013).” 

 Recently Idaho took over operation of its largest prison the Idaho Correctional Center, a 

2,080 bed and $29 million a year contract for a facility located outside Boise.  CCA had 

previously run the facility that had been plagued with rampant violence, gang activity, 

understaffing, lawsuits and allegations of contract fraud.  Governor C.L. “Butch” Otter, a 

longtime proponent of privatization, commented, “In recognition of what’s happened, what’s 

happening, it’s necessary.  It’s the right thing to do (Boone 2014).”  Instead of looking for a new 

contractor the state has decided to assume control of the facility.  CCA officials noted that at the 

Boise facility about 4,800 hours of guards posts were left unstaffed and falsified on records.  

CCA has promised to help with investigation and repay taxpayers for unworked hours (Boone 

2014).  Unfortunately it is not just criminals who are suffering at privately run prisons.  Nearly 

half of all detained by private prison firms were imprisoned merely for illegal immigration. 

 

Dependence on Illegal Immigration 

 Private prisons have also played a large behind the scenes role in the illegal immigration 

situation in the US.  In the early 2000’s both CCA and GEO Group had overestimated demand 

for their prisons and built too much infrastructure.  As a result the companies turned toward 

detaining illegal immigrants.  The Columbia Law Review reports that in 1994 there were about 

6000 illegal immigrants detained per day.  After Congress passed the Illegal Reform and 

Immigrant Responsibility Act (IRRIRA) in 1996 which mandated detention of noncitizens with 

criminal convictions, the numbers swelled to 20,000 a day by 2001 (Khalek 2011).   
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Then, after 9/11 this number was again doubled to 39,000 as immigration enforcement 

was transferred to the Department of Homeland Security in 2003.  This surge created a huge 

opportunity for private prison firms which house nearly half of all federally detained illegal 

immigrants.  Since 2001 CCA revenues picked up by 88% and today the company makes 40% of 

its revenues from the Immigration and Customs Enforcement and the Federal Bureau of Prisons 

branches.  In the period from 2002 to 2010 GEO Group likewise experienced a 121% growth in 

revenue (Khalek 2011).  Also, given the industry’s reliance on illegal immigrants it comes as 

little surprise that the firms helped shape the SB 1070 law in Arizona.  This law gives police the 

right to arrest and detain anyone they suspect are undocumented immigrants if they cannot 

provide proper paperwork (Khalek 2011).  This law essentially permits racial profiling. 

 

Government, Prison Firms & Society 

CCA and GEO Group have long tried to influence lawmakers through legal and less than 

legal means.  It has been called by some the prison-industrial complex.  Both companies are 

members of the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) which has developed model 

bills for state legislators that more severely punish criminals.  Some initiatives include “Truth in 

Sentencing” which seeks to abolish or at least curb parole and the “Three Strikes Law” requiring 

stricter punishment for repeat offenders.  The flawed logic of the Three Strikes Law is that it will 

counter criminal recidivism of repeat offenders by locking them up.  Alan Greenblatt notes in 

Governing magazine, “ALEC has been a major force behind both privatizing state prison space 

and keeping prisons filled.  It put forward bills providing mandatory minimum sentences and 

three-strikes sentencing requirements (Greenblatt 2003).”  See Appendix C. 
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In a high profile case, where legally questionable tactics were used, Florida Senator 

Marco Rubio was investigated by the FBI in connection to $120 million subsidies to develop the 

Blackwater River Correctional Facility by GEO Group.  GEO Group reportedly donated $85,000 

to the Republican Party of Florida through a political action committee (PAC) which had the 

primary goal of electing Rubio to the Senate.  Several top GEO executives and subcontractors 

also donated an additional $33,500 of their own money.  Investigations into members of the 

Florida Republican Party, as well into individual donors led to multiple indictments (Hodai 

2011).  Rubio was eventually fined by the Federal Election Commission for receiving improper 

campaign contributions. 

Other times, firms have used bribery to win contracts and increase revenue by housing 

more inmates.  In one blatant case a private firm paid judges to send youth to their facility.  In 

nearby Wilkes-Barre Pennsylvania, Luzerne County Judges Mark Ciavarella and Michael 

Conhan pleaded guilty to receiving $2.6 million in kickbacks from the Mid-Atlantic Youth 

Services Corp; a private detention center holding 10 to 17 year olds.  Teenagers and pre-teens 

were sent to juvenile detention for minor crimes such as stealing food items, slapping a friend in 

school and creating a mock Myspace page of a school principal.  Half the children who came 

before the judges received no legal representation, clearly violating their right to due process 

(Pilkington 2009).  Ciavarella claims, “I wanted these children to avoid becoming statistics in an 

adult world.  That’s all it was, trying to help these kids straighten out their lives (Pilkingon 

2009).”  He is currently serving a twenty eight year prison sentence.  

Unfortunately, these examples are not isolated cases.  The Justice Policy Institute (JPI) 

published a report entitled “Gaming the System” that lays out the tactics private prison firms use 

to push for tougher sentencing policies that increase prison populations.  It’s accomplished 
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primarily through campaign contributions and lobbying.  In the period from 1999 to 2009 CCA 

spent $18 million on lobbying the federal government.  The ACLU reports that during that 

period CCA hired 199 lobbyists in 32 states and that GEO Group hired 72 lobbyists in 17 states.  

There is also the practice of cultivating “special relationships” with elected officials who serve as 

advocates for those firms (Khalek 2011). 

 

Financial Tests 

 The primary argument for privatized prisons is that the market will be more efficient than 

the government therefore leading to savings for local, state and federal governments.  A 

comprehensive study by the Arizona Department of Corrections, however, has called this 

assertion into question.  Their findings suggest that privately run prisons can be more expensive 

to run per inmate than state run institutions.  Arizona has a law requiring private prisons to create 

cost savings.  The recent study has shown that inmates in private prisons cost up to $1600 a year 

more, with most just breaking even with state-run prisons (Arizona 2010).  Russ Van Vleet 

formerly of the University of Utah Criminal Justice Center notes, “There’s a perception that the 

private sector is always going to do it more efficiently and less costly.  But there really isn’t 

much out there that says that’s correct (Oppel 2011).”  Vleet and his team conducted their own 

investigation and found that the cost savings from privatization of prisons are minimal. 

This is also taking into account that many for profit prisons eschew the maximum 

security inmates who tend to be the most expensive.  Arizona State Representative Chad 

Campbell notes, “It’s cherry-picking.  They leave the most expensive prisoners with taxpayers 

and take the easy prisoners (Oppel 2011).”  Private prisons collect income on a daily rate per 

inmate and some additional expenses that are carried by the states were not taken into account.  
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Richard Oppel of the New York Times writes, “Five of eight private prisons in Arizona did not 

accept inmates with limited physical capacity and stamina or severe physical illness or chronic 

conditions, according to the state’s analysis…  None took inmates with high need mental health 

conditions.  Some inmates who became sick were ‘returned to state prisons due to an increase of 

their medical scores that exceeds contractual exclusions (Oppel 2011).”  Private prisons reject 

the most expensive inmates; this creates an additional burden on states that was not accounted 

for in the Arizona repot.  

 Proponents argue that the Arizona study may have lacked in including all costs and that 

the study only looked at the limited slice of medium-security prisons.  Steve Owen speaking on 

behalf of CCA said, “There is a mixed bag of research out there.  It’s not as black and white and 

cut and dried as we would like (Oppel 2011).” 

 Other studies have had relatively similar findings to those of Arizona, although some 

were less conclusive.  A comparison by the Florida Department of Corrections compared three 

facilities two of which are privately run; Bay Correctional Facility and Moore Haven 

Correctional Facility and one that is publicly operated called Lawtey Correctional Institution.  

Compared to Lawtey, Bay was found to be 0.7% cheaper and Moore haven to be 2.1% more 

expensive.  Another study by Andrew Spivak and Susan Sharp found that private prisons were 

statistically worse, in regards to recidivism rates.  They likewise note that private prisons also 

engage in “cream skimming” so they take the more desirable prisoners and leave the higher risk 

ones to public jails (Volokh 2014). 

 These studies have demonstrated that private prisons are at best as economically efficient 

as public prisons and in many cases more expensive.  So how is the private sector operating these 

prisons at the same level of efficiency and still generating millions of dollars in profits?  And the 
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profits are substantial.  For example GEO Group had donated $6 million for the naming rights of 

the football stadium at Florida Atlantic University.  Only after significant protesting, was the bid 

withdrawn by GEO Group (Kirkham 2013).  See Appendix D.  The financial analysis makes it 

once again clear that “savings” are really benefiting the firms and are coming from cutting 

rehabilitation and medical services for inmates.  The numbers also show that private firms are 

not delivering the same quality of care as their public counterparts. 

 

Possible Reform 

 The Arizona example substantially refutes the claim that private prisons are more 

economically efficient.  However, there is evidence that for profit prisons could reform and be 

part of the solution.  At least that is how they would like to be perceived by the public.  

Corrections Corporation of America (CCA) is shifting its focus toward helping to keep inmates 

out of prison.  This is in response to changing policies throughout the country in regards to the 

severity of criminal punishment.  For the last four years the total incarcerated population in the 

US has been slowly declining.  However, repeat offenders are a costly task on the system with 

the Justice Department finding that 3 out of 4 will be rearrested within five years of being 

released.  However, rehabilitation programs can greatly decrease the risk of recidivism.  A 2013 

study by the think tank Rand Corp. found that for every $140,000 to $174,000 spent on 

education programs for a hypothetical 100 inmates that up to $1 million in savings would be 

recognized through lower recidivism rates over a three-year period (Barrett 2014).  See 

Appendix E. 

 It appears that CCA, which has been criticized for exacerbating the problem of over 

incarceration, seeks to present itself as the solution.  CEO Damon Hininger said that the 
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company plans to expand its rehabilitation programs, drug counseling, GED program, and 

prisoner re-entry work throughout the country.  He commented, “This is a watershed moment for 

our company and we hope it will be for our entire industry.  We are determined to prove that we 

can play a leadership role in reducing recidivism and that we have every incentive to do so.  The 

interests of government, taxpayers, shareholders and communities are aligned.  We all just need 

to recognize that and commit to that (Barrett 2014).”  The company has recently acquired a 

rehabilitation program provider in San Diego and hopes to expand its offerings by providing 

additional expertise and consistency. 

 Critics of the company, however, are skeptical and say that at best the company is doing 

what it is contracted to do.  Heidy Weinberg of the American Civil Liberties Union of Tennessee 

has doubts and comments, “It must be a challenge for CCA to implement programs that could 

reduce recidivism when that runs counter to the private prison model itself.  We can only hope 

that CCA’s interest in such programs indicate a shift away from its previous stance that 

‘reduction in crime rates’ are a ‘risk factor’ for business and toward a completely new business 

model that does not rely on ever-growing mass incarceration (Barrett 2014).”  Weinberg’s doubts 

are legitimate because the company still remains a for-profit business.  Even with rehabilitation 

there is the risk of poorly informed cost cutting.  So, by no means does this infer I am advocating 

additional contracting with private prison firms.  However, it does raise hope that the existing 

for-profit prisons with contracts can become partners instead of inhibitors to decreasing 

recidivism rates. Lawmakers at the state and federal level would be wise to do all within their 

power to re-structure contracts with prison firms so that their compensation is tied to lowering 

recidivism rates, inmate well-being and successful rehabilitation. 
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Policy Recommendations 

 So Governor Tom Wolf, with all the evidence presented it now leads me to 

recommendations for the state of Pennsylvania.  Currently in PA there are several privately 

owned prisons of varying security levels, one of which is operated by GEO Group.  The good 

news is that the percentage of the population in private prisons is relatively low at 1.6%.  See 

Appendix F.  I recommend that you push for legislation which would ban all future private 

prisons at the state and local level, let the current contracts with private operators expire and 

focus their compensation for the remainder of the contracts on rehabilitation.  These moves are 

certainly Constitutional and have been already enacted by other states.  For example, Illinois, 

New York and Louisiana have all enacted laws banning privatized prisons.  Wisconsin has 

banned all speculative prison construction in the state to counteract the “if we build it they will 

come” mentality.  New Mexico has passed legislation giving the state Secretary of Corrections 

the power to regulate private prisons and ensure that they meet the standards of public ones. 

 Make the ethical choice and push hard for legislation that would ban any future prisons at 

the state or local level to be operated by a private contractor.  Inform all current privately run 

facilities that their contracts will not be renewed.  Also, give additional power to the 

Pennsylvania Department of Corrections to monitor the conditions of privately run facilities and 

give them the right to withhold payments if living conditions, medical services and rehabilitation 

services are not up to par with public facilities.  The message to these firms should be clear: 

They are being held accountable and their time in Pennsylvania is limited. 
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  Industry expert Lucas Anderson summarizes the inherent conflict of interest within the 

industry, “The profit motive also encourages private prison companies to disregard the principles 

of inmate and rehabilitation and criminal deterrence; if advanced, these principles would 

undermine profits and reduce the demand for these companies’ services.  Finally, to expand their 

markets, private prison operators are exhorted to advance harsh criminal sentencing policies and 

to dilute early-release, parole, and good behavior programs within their facilities.  All of these 

market-based incentives, as applied to the field of corrections, operate to the detriment of the 

Government, prison inmates and society as a whole (Anderson 2009).” 

These actions should be pursued immediately because private prisons are more 

expensive, offer poorer quality services and are inherently opposed to the effective rehabilitation 

of inmates. They are negatively impacting both the rehabilitation of inmates while misusing the 

tax revenues of citizens. 
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