
 

 

  

October 17, 2019 

 

Governor Dunleavy, 

When we met, you asked for my thoughts and concerns regarding your intent to send Alaskans to 
out-of-state private prisons prior to utilizing the available capacity at Palmer Correctional Center. 
As a Correctional Officer for 22 years, my thoughts on this subject are straightforward - please do 
not do this. This decision would undermine your public safety goals. Sending inmates out-of-state 
will break up families, increase recidivism, and endanger Alaskans. When inmates were previously 
held outside of Alaska, they brought gangs and violence back with them. If you are being informed 
otherwise, I welcome the opportunity to meet with you or any member of your staff to explain the 
realities of private prisons. 

Below are just a few of the many reasons why Palmer Correctional Center and APSC certified 
professional Alaska Correctional Officers should be utilized prior to the State spending millions 
of dollars to incarcerate Alaskans in out-of-state private prisons.  

• When inmates warehoused in private prisons returned to Alaska, it resulted in more crime 
and Alaska victims. Three of Alaska’s worst gangs were created when inmates were housed 
out of state: Low Life’s, Native Brotherhood, and 1488s. Lower 48 private prisons created 
these gangs, but they are Alaska’s problem now, increasing the danger to staff, other 
inmates, and the public. 

• Between 2000 and 2016 the following states ended their contracts with private prisons; 
Arkansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maine, Michigan, Nevada, North Dakota, Utah, and 
Wisconsin.1 Iowa, Illinois, California and New York, and the local governments of Pima 
County, King County, the City of Tucson, and the city of Denver have all banned the use 
of private prisons in their jurisdictions, likewise the country of Israel. 

• In 2018, President Donald Trump signed a bipartisan criminal justice bill that requires 
federal prisoners be incarcerated no more than 500 miles from their primary residence.2 
Alaskans incarcerated in out-of-state private prisons will suffer elimination of most, if not 
all, of the visits from individuals in their support system. 

• On multiple occasions, Alaskans have voted against the use of private prisons. 
• Private prisons cut corners and shift costs to the State to increase their profits. They run 

contrary to Law Enforcement’s mission to protect and serve the public. 

 
1 Capitalizing-on-Mass-Incarceration (2018), Page 5, www.sentencingproject.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/07/Capitalizing-on-Mass-Incarceration.pdf 
2 www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/5682/text 
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• Contact with community support systems is crucial to reducing recidivism. A study of 
7,000 people released from Florida prisons found that those receiving visitors were 31 
percent less likely to commit another crime than those who did not.3   

• Simply put, private prisons create better criminals, who consequently commit more crimes 
and create more victims in Alaska communities. A study by the Minnesota Department of 
Corrections found that compared to prisoners released from state correctional facilities, 
prisoners incarcerated in private prisons were 13 percent more likely to be arrested again, 
and 22 percent more likely to be convicted again.4 An Oklahoma study similarly found that 
imprisonment in a private prison increased the likelihood a person would commit another 
crime after release by up to 16.7 percent.5  

• Alaska’s current programming efforts have a positive impact on recidivism and are saving 
the State money. Prior to its close, Palmer Correctional Center had some of the best 
programming in the State. In 2017, the Alaska Justice Information Center conducted an 
Adult Criminal Justice Program Benefit Cost Analysis which found, “Overall, Alaska 
offers adult criminal justice programs with impressive recidivism reduction effects.” 

• Alaska has already fallen victim to corruption by private prisons and their lobbyists 
resulting in a federal investigation, multiple convictions, and one Alaska Legislator serving 
time in prison. 

Alaska Public Media interviewed an Alaskan who was incarcerated in a private prison for six years 
and who said he started the “Low Life” gang. Below is a quote from that interview,  

You know you start learning criminal ways out there. You start… it’s kinda lawless. 
The staff members don’t get paid enough, you know…. They’re pretty much 
minimum wage so they’re easy to talk into bringing the dope sack… To put us all 
out of state was not smart…. We came back seasoned criminals. We came back 
heroin junkies. We came back with Hepatitis.6  

The former director of a faith-based home for women in Juneau described the conditions of private 
prisons Alaskans were formerly held in as “horrendous.” She stated,  

It’s big business, and it’s unfortunate that people are making money off the backs 
of socially, economically challenged, marginalized communities…. Especially in 
Alaska, when we have so many rural areas, we’re already at a disadvantage when 

 
3 In the Public Interest, “How Private Prison Companies Increase Recidivism,” research brief, June 2016, Page 6, 
www.inthepublicinterest.org/wp-content/uploads/ITPI-Recidivism-ResearchBrief-June2016.pdf 
4 “The results showed that offenders who had been incarcerated in a private prison had a greater hazard of 
recidivism in all 20 models, and the recidivism risk was significantly greater in eight of the models.” Duwe & Clark, 
“The Effects of Private Prison Confinement in Minnesota on Offender Recidivism,” Minnesota Department of 
Corrections, Page 28, www.privateci.org/reports_files/MNPrivatePrisonEvaluation_WebsiteFinal.pdf 
5 Andrew L. Spivak and Susan F. Sharp, “Inmate Recidivism as a Measure of Private Prison Performance,” Crime 
and Delinquency 54, no. 3 (July 2008): 482-508. 
6 2019-02-13 - Alaska Public Media - Among Dunleavy’s proposed DOC cuts, sending 500 prisoners out of state, 
www.alaskapublic.org/2019/02/13/among-dunleavys-proposed-doc-cuts-sending-500-prisoners-out-of-state/ 
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they have to go to prison in our larger communities, let alone taking them out of 
state.7  

In 2006, when the Alaska State Legislature passed Senate Bill 65, which built the Goose Creek 
Correctional Center and stopped the use of out-of-state private prisons, it did so because it made 
more financial sense, reduced recidivism, and was safer for Alaskans. At the time, Governor Frank 
Murkowski stated; 

I have consistently supported finding a solution to the chronic problem of prison 
overcrowding in Alaska. Over a decade of gridlock has led to the failure to improve 
on what was supposed to be a temporary solution of sending prisoners to Arizona. 
The result has been the placement of more and more prisoners into community 
housing alternatives and the constant transferring of prisoners between locations 
to ensure the integrity of the system, all of which runs the risk of compromising the 
level of public safety being provided to Alaskans…. And finally, this bill will 
generate good paying, long-term jobs for Alaskans and end the export of over $14 
million per year to Arizona….8  

I am encouraged by your commitment in our meeting to prioritize hiring 85 additional Correctional 
Officers. These Officers could help bring Palmer Correctional Center online. Palmer Correctional 
Center does not need to immediately open in full; however, the Legislature already has designated 
funds for it to be opened9 and a ramped-up approach to opening it could take place in less than 12 
months.  

Sir, I cannot tell you in strong enough terms that your Administration’s inaction over the past 
months in regard to hiring Correctional Officers and your decision to utilize private prisons runs 
counter to your public safety agenda. Sending Alaskan prisoners to lower 48 private prisons places 
all Alaskans at greater risk.  

Please, do not move forward with this action. 

 

 

Randy McLellan 
President, Alaska Correctional Officers Association  

 
7 2019-02-15 - Juneau Empire - State examining sending inmates out of state (again) to save money, 
www.juneauempire.com/news/state-examining-sending-inmates-out-of-state-again-to-save-money/ 
8 2004-09-07 Alaska Legislature Senate Journal for SB 65 in the 23rd Legislature, Page 3924-3925, 
www.akleg.gov/pdf/23/J/S2004-09-07.PDF 
9 https://omb.alaska.gov/ombfiles/20_budget/DOC/Enacted/20compdetail_doc.pdf, Page 24 
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In Alaska, Black people constituted 4% of state 
residents, but 10% of the incarcerated population.

RACE

Since 1978, the total jail 
population has increased 
1,286%. In 2015, pretrial 
detainees constituted 62% of the 
total jail population in Alaska.

Since 1978, the prison custody 
population has increased 325%. 
In 2018, there were 2,082 people 
in the Alaska prison system.
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Since 1980, the number of women in jail has 
increased 3,250%, and the number of women in 
prison has increased 756%.
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ince 1970, the rate of incarceration in America has expanded more than fourfold, and the 
United States leads the world in locking people up. Many places in America have begun to 
reduce their use of prisons and jails, but progress has been uneven. Although the number

of people sent to state prisons and county jails from urban areas has decreased, that number 
has continued to rise in many rural places. Racial disparities in incarceration remain strikingly 
wide. Women constitute a rising number of those behind bars.

This fact sheet provides at-a-glance information about how many people are locked up in both 
state prisons and county jails and shows where the state stands on a variety of metrics, so that 
policymakers and the public can better determine where to target reforms.
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RACE AND ETHNICITY

GENDER

NATIONAL CONTEXT

Although men’s jail admissions 
have declined by 26 percent since 
2008, women’s admissions have 
increased both as a total number 
and as a proportion of all jail 
admissions. Women now make up 
almost one out of every four jail 
admissions, up from fewer than 
one in 10 in 1983. Since 1970, the 
number of women in U.S. jails has 
increased 14-fold—from fewer 
than 8,000 to nearly 110,000 in 
2013—and women in jail now 
account for approximately half of 
all women behind bars in the 
country.

NATIONAL CONTEXT

The overrepresentation of Black 
Americans in the justice system is 
well documented. Black men 
constitute about 13 percent of the 
male population, but about 35 
percent of those incarcerated. 
One in five Black people born in 
2001 is likely to be incarcerated in 
their lifetime, compared to one in 
10 Latinx people and one in 29 
white people.              

Discriminatory criminal justice 
policies and practices at all stages 
of the justice process have 
unjustifiably disadvantaged Black 
people, including through 
disparity in the enforcement of 
seemingly race-neutral laws. 
Studies have found that Black 
people are more likely to be 
stopped by the police, detained 
pretrial, charged with more serious 
crimes, and sentenced more 
harshly than white people—even 
when controlling for things like 
offense severity.

Nationally, Latinx people are also 
overrepresented in prisons and 
jails, yet common data 
misclassification leads to 
distorted, lower estimates of Latinx 
incarceration rates and distorted, 
higher estimates of white 
incarceration rates. Smaller and 
inconsistent data reporting make 
it difficult to measure the effects 
of racism for incarcerated people 
of other racial groups.

PRISONS

The number of women in Alaska’s prisons 
has increased more than threefold, from 22 
in 1978 to 77 in 2017.

JAILS*

The number of women in Alaska’s jails has 
increased more than 24-fold, from 12 in 1978 
to 296 in 2016.

Since 1978, the Black incarceration rate has increased 14 percent. In 
2017, Black people were incarcerated at 3.9 times the rate of white 
people, and Native American people were incarcerated at 3.6 times 
the rate of white people.
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HOW DOES ALASKA COMPARE? 
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Credits
© Vera Institute of Justice December 2019. All rights reserved.
An electronic version of this report is posted on Vera’s website at www.vera.org/state-incarceration-trends. The Vera 
Institute of Justice is a justice reform change agent. Vera produces ideas, analysis, and research that inspire change in 
the systems people rely upon for safety and justice, and works in close partnership with government and civic leaders 
to implement it. Vera is currently pursuing core priorities of ending the misuse of jails, transforming conditions of 
confinement, and ensuring that justice systems more effectively serve America’s increasingly diverse communities.

For more information
For more information, visit www.vera.org. For more information about this fact sheet, contact Jacob Kang-Brown, 
senior research associate, at jkangbrown@vera.org.

Data  This fact sheet uses data from four U.S. Bureau of 
Justice Statistics (BJS) data series and is supplemented 
with data obtained directly from state governments for 
the more recent years for which BJS data is not yet 
available, when available. The Annual Survey of Jails, 
Census of Jails, and National Corrections Reporting 
Program provides data through 2016; the National 
Prisoner Statistics program provides data through 2017, 
and 2018 data is sourced from state agencies. Alaska does 
not have local jails, and instead uses a “unified” 
corrections system whereby the state administers facilities 
that hold people in both pretrial and sentenced status. The 
“jails” data in this document includes people in pretrial 
status and with sentences of 1 year or less. Rates are per 
100,000 residents aged 15 to 64. See Data and Methods 
for Vera’s State Fact Sheets: www.vera.org/incarceration-
trends-fact-sheets-data-and-methods.pdf for complete 
details. County-level data is available at trends.vera.org.
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