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‘By aggravating the factors associated with re-offending, prison sentences can prove counter-productive as a contribution to crime reduction and public safety… many things can be done as far as offenders are concerned without sending them to prison which actually provides better safeguards for the public’

‘Rehabilitating offenders, reforming prisons, dealing with the roots of crime – these [are] in the interests of everyone. Money spent on treating the offender and improving social conditions [will] be repaid by falling rates of crime and a better integrated citizenry. The treatment of offenders [is] a positive sum game’.
 

To determine the true economic and social costs of imprisonment, it is necessary to examine short and longer term costs and direct and indirect costs. The direct costs of building, maintaining and running prisons are readily available from government research. The costs of psychological trauma, loss of housing, and poor health outcomes on prisoners, and the consequential impacts on family members, are more difficult to measure, but ultimately may represent a more significant cost to the community.

What Are The Direct Costs Of Imprisonment?

The NSW prison system expenses in the 2005/06 NSW State Budget 05 were $763m, an increase of 5.5% in real terms. The comparative expenditure figure in 1995/96 was $355m, so direct prison costs have more than doubled over the last decade in real terms. The capital expenditure budget in 2005/06 on prisons increased 46% to $164m
 reflecting a planned expansion in the number of prison numbers - so the already burgeoning prison costs will continue rising at levels well beyond inflation.  

The published recurrent cost in NSW for one prisoner for a day during the 2005-06 year was $189.70. This figure, which equates to $69,000 per annum, does not include capital costs, ‘one-off’ establishment costs and indirect costs. In contrast, the relative economic costs of alternative sentences such as periodic detention, community service orders and drug and alcohol programs are much lower. For example, the cost of community-based correctional services per day in 2005/06 was $10.37.

What are some of the indirect costs of imprisonment?

The indirect costs of imprisonment are more difficult to calculate. However, there is substantial evidence that Imprisonment often results in loss of housing, difficulty in finding employment and poorer health. These new problems after release from custody lead to an increased likelihood of re-offending

Loss of Housing

Many people lose accommodation or housing when imprisoned, resulting in homelessness on release from custody.  Homelessness and lack of suitable housing is strongly associated with ex-prisoners who end up back in prison
 .Yet public housing in NSW has no special provisions for ex-prisoners.
Employment and Esteem Post Release

Offenders on release from prison are frequently burdened by the stigma attached to being an 'ex-con.' Their employment prospects are often severely and sometimes permanently damaged. Prison can therefore make already dislocated and marginalised people feel even more alienated from the broader community and can weaken personal identity, confidence and motivation.  

Health

The level of mental health problems and disorders is significantly higher among inmates than among the general Australian population.
  People frequently leave prison traumatised, depressed and angry. Others have developed new mental health problems such as depression and paranoia in response to the brutality of the prison system. One particularly tragic indicator of the failure of our prison system to address the health needs of inmates is the incidence of drug related deaths and suicide for recently released prisoners, which is abnormally high, especially for women
. 
Within the prison system poor resourcing of drug and alcohol programs, the availability of drugs in prison, boredom, the stress of daily prison life, as well as the absence of community and family support, can make quitting drug use very difficult.  Drug use worsens for many inmates while in custody. For others, drug use actually starts while in prison.  

Unfortunately, prisoners are also at very high risk of acquiring Hepatitis C whilst in custody because of the prevalence of drugs and the absence of safe injecting equipment.

The Separation of Families and Children

The imprisonment of a family member often results in the break up of the family or disruption for the children.  Children may have to relocate or enter the care of the state. Research confirms that children of prisoners are much less likely to complete secondary school, more likely to become homeless or unemployed and more likely to come into contact with the juvenile justice or criminal justice system.
 A failure to recognise and address the needs of the children of imprisoned parents can be very costly in both economical and social terms. Increased direct economic costs include increased social welfare, justice and health costs as well as reduced tax revenue.

Intergenerational offending is also an indirect effect of imprisoning; the likelihood of the children of an imprisoned parent ending up in prison is increased by up to six times 
 Family dislocation has an impact on the likelihood of re-offending, as indicated in evidence to the NSW upper house inquiry into children of prisoners:

"Although the literature on controlling or reducing recidivism is dismal, the little literature that there is suggests that maintaining community ties is absolutely essential in maintaining the bond between the prisoner and his family…these bonds are central to any attempt to try and reduce recidivism". 

‘Any serious attempt at reducing recidivism must consider the importance of preserving links between prisoners and their partners and children’.
 

Conclusion

The true economic and social costs of imprisonment are exceptionally high. The direct costs of building and maintaining prisons in NSW have escalated and are likely to rise further as new prisons are built and filled. However, the indirect costs, including the negative impacts on prisoners and their familles and communities, are even higher. 

For those in custody, exclusion from the workforce and from community life, a loss of housing and increased health issues as a result of imprisonment heightens the risk of social isolation and poverty and leads to a significantly greater risk of re-offending.
 In addition, imprisonment has a significant negative multiplier effect on a prisoner’s family and community.   

The prison population in NSW increased 27% from 1996 to 2006.
 During the same period, levels of household crime within NSW declined but personal crime was stable.
  This suggests that the continued increase in the number of people imprisoned and the lengthier sentences given:

· is costing NSW a lot more than most people realise; and 

· is not having a significant impact on longer term crime levels or re-offending rates, particularly more serious crime. 

If a greater proportion of alternative sentencing mechanisms were used instead of imprisonment, scarce resources would be readily available to spend on education, health, housing and community services, as well as rehabilitation programs. An increasing body of evidence suggests this approach would be a vastly more efficient and effective approach to prevent or reduce crime.
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