Drug Policy and Prisoners: The Facts
The United States operates the largest prison system in the world.
The overall U.S. incarceration rate is eight times that of similar
democracies.1
Nationwide, the prison population grew by 25,000 in 2007, bringing it
to almost 1.6 million. Another 723,000 people were in local jails. The
number of American adults is about 230 million, meaning that, right now,
one in every 99.1 adults is behind bars. Incarceration rates are even
higher for some groups. One in 36 Hispanic adults is now imprisoned, as
is one in 15 black adults, and one in nine black men between the ages of
20 and 34.2
If recent incarceration rates remain unchanged, an estimated one of
every 15 Americans (6.6%) will serve time in a prison during their
lifetime. For African-American men, that number is one in three. (32%).3
In 1985, our incarceration rate was 313 per 100,000 population. As of
December 2006 it was 751 per 100,000. The largest single factor
contributing to this imprisonment wave is a ten-fold rise in drug
convictions.4
Drug arrests have more than tripled in the last 25 years, totaling a
record 1.8 million arrests in 2005. Drug offenders in prisons and jails
have increased 1100% since 1980. Nearly a half-million (493,800)
persons are in state or federal prison or local jail for a drug offense,
compared to an estimated 41,100 in 1980. Nearly 6 in 10 persons in
prison for a drug offense have no history of violence or high-level drug
selling activity.5
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