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Lock Them Up Wisconsin (we’re#1)
By: Ken Streit*

If you are an elected state official in Wisconsin, you might be so busy figuring out how to fund Wisconsin’s
prison beds that you do not have the time to compare where Wisconsin ranks as far as state prisoners. If
you are an elected county official in Wisconsin, you might be more focused on the costs of regularly
expanded jails and trying to see if there could be alternatives to incarceration available to circuit courts.
Media articles announcing crime or incarceration statistics for Wisconsin always use national averages for
comparison. The national averages are heavily skewed by large states such as Texas, California and Florida
as well as some Southern states that have traditions of high incarceration rates. When compared to the
national average, Wisconsin may be somewhere in the middle. But comparing Wisconsin to the national
average rather than its peers totally misses the point.

Wisconsin should be compared to neighboring states to get a better perspective. The following table
compares Wisconsin with the seven other “Big Ten” states of the upper Midwest. These states include
Chicago, Detroit, Indianapolis, Cleveland and Philadelphia which most likely have crime problems
comparable to Milwaukee.

Table I:

State Pop  State Inmates/100,000 Jail Capacity/100,000 Total/100,000
Wisconsin 51 21,540 391(2) 17,678 321(1) 712(1)
Illinois 12.8 44,054 344 20,000 156 500 (6)
Indiana 6.3 23,939 380 15,763 250 630 (3)
lowa 3.0 8,525 284 4,193 140 424 (7)
Michigan 10.1 48,883 484 18,378 182 666 (2)
Minnesota 51 8,758 172 6,840 134 306 (8)
Ohio 115 44,806 390 20,052 174 564 (5)
Pennsylvania 12.4 40,931 330 31,335 253 583 (4)

Total 66.3 241,436 364 134,239 202 566



Table Il

State Prison Jail All Inmates  Corrections Pop. % Inmates
Wisconsin 21,540 17,678 39,218 101,800 38.5
llinois 44,054 20,000 64,054 244,400 26.2
Indiana 23,939 15,763 39,702 155,300 25.6
lowa 8,525 4,193 12,718 36,200 35.1
Michigan 48,883 18,378 67,261 263,100 25.6
Minnesota 8,758 6,840 15,598 127,900 12.2
Ohio 44,806 20,052 64,858 301,400 215
Pennsylvania 40,931 31,335 72,266 315,000 22.9
Total 241,436 134,239 375,675 1,545,100 24.3
MinusWI 219,896 116,561 336,457 1,443,300 23.3

Pop: The state’s population in millions according to the Census Bureau’s 2005 estimate.

State Inmates: The National Institute of Corrections (NIC) collects information from all jurisdictions. State Inmates
refers to the number of offenders housed in state operated prisons (maximum or medium security) or correctional centers
(minimum security.

/100,000: This divides the number of persons in prison (or jail) by 100,000 of the general population.

Jail Capacity: All eight states have the local jails inspected by state authorities. Jail capacity refers to only the rated
capacity and not the actual occupancy. While there may be some facilities where there is unused capacity, it is expected
that many jails exceed rated capacity. It is likely that, overall, “capacity” undercounts actual occupancy.

Total/100,000 is the combined prison and jail figure per 100,000 residents of that state.

Corrections Population is a statistic provided by NIC. This refers to the total number who are either in local jails, in state
prisons, on probation or on parole. It would not include those persons on bail.

% Inmates: This calculates the number of persons in prison/jail as a percentage of all persons who are considered
“Corrections Population.”

Wisconsin’s decision to use secure custody for 38.5% of its corrections population is a 65% higher rate than
the average of 23.3 percent for the rest of the Big Ten States.

If Wisconsin had 25% of its corrections population in secure custody, that would mean a total of 25,450
state and jail combined.

The other seven Big Ten States’ average having jails be 35% of combined prison/jail capacity. In Wisconsin,
jails provide 45% of the total capacity.

If Wisconsin had 25% of its total corrections population in secure custody and local jails provided 35% of
the total capacity, local jails would provide capacity of approximately 9,000 beds instead of the 17,678.



Itis possible that, compared to other states, the processing time from arrest to disposition/sentencing is far
longer for Wisconsin counties. Itisalso possible that Wisconsin courts order a far higher amount of jail asa
condition of probation. l
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