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I. Introduction and Groundrules (10 minutes) 
II. What’s Going On? (20 minutes) 
III. Direct Costs (10 minutes) 
IV. Indirect Costs (30 minutes) 
V. Why/Big Picture (25 minutes) 
VI. What is to be Done? (25 minutes) 
 
 
I. Introduction and Groundrules (10 minutes) 
 

 About the Real Cost of Prisons Project 
 The presenters 
 The participants 
 Groundrules 
 About the workshop style 

 
 

II. Setting the Stage (20 minutes) 
 

 Show the graph of the incarceration rate 
 Show the incarceration figures from the 1950s to the 2000s 
 Show the figures for prisons, jails, probation, and parole to get a sense of the whole 

system. 
 Show the figures for women’s incarceration to get a sense of the specific impact on 

women. 
 Discuss the role of the war on drugs in creating the incarceration boom and give some 

statistics/figures.  (Stress the relationship between the war on drugs and the skyrocketing 
incarceration rate for women). 

 Highlight the racial disparities in the criminal justice system generally and in the war on 
drugs specifically using the “Funnel of Injustice” to illustrate the point. (See the 
Workshop on “The Real Cost of Prisons on Women and Their Children” for a description 
of this concept) 

 
 
III. What are the Direct Costs of the War on Drugs (10 minutes) 
 

 Direct financial costs (federal and state prison budgets, total policing budget, judicial 
system costs, foster care costs, office of national drug control policy and other war-on-
drugs-related expenses) 

 How do these compare with social spending (Headstart, K-12 education, higher 
education, TANF, healthcare for the uninsured, etc.) 

 



 
IV. What are the Indirect Costs of the War on Drugs (30 minutes) 
 
Conduct an exercise to illustrate the indirect and long-term costs to people with felony drug 
convictions, in relation to:  
 

 Locating and maintaining housing. 
 Reuniting with family – for men and women. 
 Earning a living. 

 
Discuss other indirect costs, including: 
 

 Family separations while incarcerated 
 Impact on communities when so many people are taken out of the community and sent to 

prison (Is there a tipping point where it begins to unravel the whole community?) 
 Long term impact on political voice of communities (especially through 

disenfranchisement) 
 

 
V. Why/Big Picture (25 minutes) 
 
Why is this happening?  What is the economic/political/social climate in which this has 
occurred? 
 

 Review economic trends from World War II to the late 1960s 
 Review trends from 1970s to 1990s, what changed?  How are the changes linked to 

prison growth? 
 Situate the economic picture in the broader social movements of the time.  How is the 

growth of the “get tough on crime” movement related to the civil rights movement and 
the other social movements in the US?  What links do participants see? 

 
 
IV. Alternatives to the War on Drugs (25 minutes) 
 
Discuss alternatives to our current system, including: 
 

 Prison abolition 
 Sentencing reform, including repealing mandatory minimums, equalizing sentencing for 

similar substances – e.g. crack versus powder cocaine, etc. 
 Changing our approach to people violating parole and probation. 
 Alternatives to incarceration (a.k.a. intermediate sanctions), drug courts, long term drug 

treatment including housing and job training, etc.  
 Changing our approach to policing (establishing civilian review boards, repealing 

common streetwalking laws and other pretexts for arrest, etc.) 
 Changing philosophy about drug use (harm reduction) and ensuing policies that are harm 

reducing (needle exchange, decriminalization) 



 Ending lawful discrimination against anyone who has a felony conviction through 
employment checks, housing applications, social service benefits, etc. 

 Adopting economic and social policies that eliminate the economic motivation for 
participating in the drug economy. (including heavy investment in urban renewal, 
growth-oriented macroeconomic policies, raising the minimum wage, universal 
healthcare, etc.) 

 
These should all tie back to the funnel of injustice and how we can address the funnel at each 
level with different types of policies. 


