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Often real political reform requires necessity as motivation for action. In the case
of prison reform, California has a couple of necessity-driven motivators: fiscal austerity in a prolonged weak economy
and a judicial mandate to correct inmate overcrowding.
As part of a budget agreement to cut costs and to comply with a court order to reduce the state's prison population by
30,000, California has begun to shift responsibility for incarcerating newly convicted, low-level offenders from prisons to
county jails.
Gov. Jerry Brown euphemistically calls it a bold new relationship between state and local governments. What it really is
is an uncertain experiment in dealing with a massive inmate population while trying to balance a state budget that is
facing even more revenue restrictions than forecast a few months ago.
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By placing more inmates in county jails, California can start to reduce the inmate population in state prisons. Also, the
hope is that local governments will be able to house inmates in a more cost-effective manner than the high-price state
prison system.
Some county law enforcement officials have called the realignment of prisoners an opportunity to reduce the state's
unacceptably high 70 percent recidivism rate.
Local governments will have more flexibility to deal with prisoners than the state did and can try different ways to
rehabilitate inmates.
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Critics of the reform like state Sen. Sharon Runner,
R-Lancaster, fear that local government will be fiscally
overwhelmed if new revenue from voter-approved
taxes is not forthcoming. She called the realignment
dangerous and said public safety will be increasingly
compromised.
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Her concerns are understandable. Success of the
reform depends heavily on whether counties are able
to sustain the expense of additional prisoners or if
they will be motivated to release inmates early.
County law enforcement officials are hoping for a
constitutional amendment to assure ongoing funding
for local governments. Brown has vowed to seek such
an amendment next year, but he has not outlined a
framework for it. He also is expected to ask voters to
raise taxes, but has not said if tax hikes would be tied
to an amendment.
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There is also the concern that treatment of inmates
might vary widely from county to county and that state
standards will be a thing of the past.
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We understand that there is considerable uncertainty about the outcome of what Matt Cate, secretary of the
Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation, says is "one of the largest public safety and statutory changes in
California's history."
However, California cannot continue to run its vast, costly, dysfunctional prison system as it has in the past. With proper
funding, we are hopeful that the new reform will succeed.
online photo slideshow
See our photo slideshow on a new day for state prisons at www.contracostatimes.com/opinion or follow JDHatfield at
twitter.com
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