A BRIEF FROM THE CHARLES COLSON TASK FORCE ON FEDERAL CORRECTIONS: MARCH 2015

Drivers of Growth in the Federal Prison
Population
The federal prison population has grown by 750 percent since 1980, resulting in rapidly increasing expenditures for
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incarceration and dangerous overcrowding. In response, Congress created the Charles Colson Task Force on
Federal Corrections to examine trends in correctional growth and develop practical, data-driven policy responses.
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Following the example of many states that have recently engaged in criminal justice reform, the first step for the
Task Force is to understand the underlying drivers of growth in the prison population.

Number of Drug Offenders More than Doubled in Past 20 Years
The biggest driver of growth in the prison population is in federally sentenced drug offenders, almost all of whom
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were convicted of drug trafficking. In fiscal year (FY) 2013, there were almost 50,000 more drug offenders in
federal prisons than there were in FY 1994. Incarceration for drug offenses disproportionately affects nonwhite
offenders: in FY 2013, over 75 percent of all drug offenders in federal prison were black or Hispanic.
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Source: Urban Institute analysis of FY 1994 and FY 2013 Bureau of Prisons data.

The Charles Colson Task Force on Federal Corrections was created by Congress. This nine-person, bipartisan, blue-ribbon task force is mandated to
examine challenges in the federal corrections system and develop practical, data-driven policy responses. The Task Force will meet throughout
2015 to conduct its work and present its findings and recommendations at the end of 2015 to Congress, the Department of Justice, and the
President. The Urban Institute and the Center for Effective Public Policy provide research and logistical support to the Charles Colson Task Force.
This brief was developed by Samuel Taxy, research associate at the Urban Institute.

Drug Offenders More Likely to Go to Prison, Serving Lengthy Sentences
The population growth is driven by both the number of people who are admitted to prison for drug crimes every year
and the length of their sentences. In FY 2013, more people were admitted to federal prison for drug crimes than any
other crime type, and the average sentence for those entering prison was almost six years. Every year, about 95
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percent of federally sentenced drug offenders receive a term of incarceration as part of their sentence, up from about 76
percent in the year before the passage of the Anti-Drug Abuse Act in 1986, which established mandatory minimum penalties
for certain drug offenses.
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In particular, length of stay for drug offenders, often dictated by statutory mandatory minimum penalties, has
driven most of the recent growth. Though the number of admissions has remained largely constant over time, the
number of drug offenders in federal prison has increased because of people serving longer sentences.

Length of stay for drug offenses, a key driver of growth
in the federal prison population, is partly determined
by characteristics of the current offense and relevant
criminal history information. For drug offenders in
federal prison at the end of FY 2013,
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the average sentence was 11 years, and
almost all will serve at least 87 percent of the
sentence;



three in five were sentenced pursuant to a
statutory mandatory minimum penalty for
drug trafficking;



one in three were in the lowest criminal
history category at time of sentencing; and



one in four sentences for drug offenses
explicitly accounted for weapon involvement.
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Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics Federal Criminal Case Processing Statistics, FY 1998-2012.
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