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As Oklahoma considers reopening prisons to accommodate a burgeoning inmate population, 

the time is ripe for state leaders to apply their principles of limited government and personal 

responsibility to criminal justice reform. 

The Sooner state has the nation’s fourth-highest per capita incarceration rate and the highest 

female incarceration rate. State taxpayers pay dearly for this. If Oklahoma could simply lower 

its incarceration rate to the national average, it would save $100 million annually on 

corrections. 
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Some argue that continually increasing incarceration is necessary to reduce crime, but the data 

shows otherwise. Oklahoma’s prison population has more than doubled since 1990, but the 

Sooner state’s crime rate only dropped 14.3 percent from 1990 to 2012 while the national 

crime rate plummeted 47.1 percent over this time. Moreover, since 2008, crime rates have 

fallen in 45 states and in two-thirds of these states the incarceration rate has dropped as well. 
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Clearly, the link between incarceration and crime rates is far from simple. By incapacitating 

violent and dangerous offenders, incarceration can promote public safety. But it is equally 

obvious that a point of diminishing returns is reached as prisons sweep in more and more 

nonviolent, low-risk offenders. 

At a certain point, it makes more sense to spend each additional dollar on better law 

enforcement or better probation programs that will keep offenders closely monitored in the 

community. These probation programs — if they impose serious reporting requirements, 

require drug and alcohol treatment and mandate offenders pay restitution to their victims — 

would cost far less than prison. In Oklahoma, probation costs the state about $3 per day, 

whereas prison costs the state about $40 per day. 

Oklahoma has already made strides in this direction, but should take the next step. As a 

signatory of Right on Crime, a conservative movement for criminal justice reform, I signed on to 

its Statement of Principles after a career of advancing prison reform at the federal level. Other 

supporters of Right On Crime include Grover Norquist, Bill Bennett, Ed Meese and Newt 

Gingrich. 

We realize it is not just about being fiscally responsible, but also about redeeming lives through 

faith-based programs, keeping families together and turning more ex-offenders into productive, 

taxpaying citizens. Moreover, for nonviolent offenders, watching television and receiving “three 

hots and a cot” in prison does far less to advance personal responsibility than paying restitution 

to the victim, performing community service, holding a job and paying child support. 

There are many reforms that would help right-size Oklahoma’s corrections system. Among 

them is providing discretion to judges to adjust the mandatory minimum prison terms for 

nonviolent, first-time offenders. This “safety valve” proposal was enacted as model legislation 

in 2013 by the American Legislative Exchange Council, the nation’s leading association of 

conservative state lawmakers. 

Furthermore, Oklahoma should reduce the number of inmates released from prison without 

any supervision, in light of a 2013 Pew Charitable Trusts study which found parole supervision 

reduces new offenses by 36 percent. This can be accomplished by creating a presumption that 

inmates who have exhibited good behavior and are not in a high security unit would transition 

to community supervision for the last four months of their term. 

Finally, Oklahoma must pave the way for more ex-offenders to join the workforce. I recently 

spent a night in the Angola prison in Louisiana, one of the toughest prisons in the U.S., where I 

saw firsthand the value of the auto mechanic and drywall training programs. Similar programs 

have been successful in other states in turning tax burdens into taxpayers and Oklahoma is 

currently considering two reforms of our own. The first protects employers from being sued for 



negligent hiring when they hire ex-offenders. The other bill enables ex-offenders to obtain 

provisional occupational licenses to enter fields they would otherwise be excluded from. The 

licenses become permanent after six months of full compliance with the rules of the occupation 

and their probation or parole terms. 

While Texas may trail Oklahoma in college football prowess, it has led the way on corrections, 

closing three prisons in the last three years and achieving its lowest crime rate since 1968. It is 

time for Oklahoma to join Texas and other states in thinking outside the cell. 
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