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 ABOUT NYUJ

New Yorkers United for Justice (NYUJ) is a bipartisan coalition 

of national and local non-profit organizations committed to 

advancing commonsense criminal justice reforms in New York 

State that promote public safety and fairness. NYUJ aims for 

legislative urgency to fix a broken criminal justice system that 

punishes the poor and communities of color, tears families 

apart, and makes New Yorkers less safe.
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New York’s parole system is as expensive as it is ineffective. Parole should be a 

mechanism through which the state can safely reduce its incarcerated population and 

allow New Yorkers to return to their communities and the workforce. Instead, the New 

York parole system is a vehicle for needless reincarceration and an unnecessary waste 

of taxpayer money. 

On the front end of the parole system, an understaffed parole board and infrequent 

consideration of an individual’s rehabilitative record has led to too few parole releases. 

On the back end, New York’s use of incarceration to respond to technical, noncriminal 

violations of an individual’s conditions of release has made New York a national leader 

in incarceration for parole violations.  

This system wastes millions of taxpayer dollars on a system that has disrupted families 

and communities both emotionally and financially and failed to meaningfully improve 

public safety. New York State spends an estimated $600 million annually on wasteful 

incarceration for noncriminal violations of parole.  At the same time, parole denials in 

the month of December 2020 alone could cost the state up to $11.6 million.

The year 2020 was especially challenging for the Empire State. The COVID-19 Global 

Pandemic has taken the lives of more than 38,000 New Yorkers. In an effort to combat the 

spread of this deadly virus, New York’s economy was brought to a halt and the government 

struggled to keep individuals afloat financially. The state currently faces a $15 billion dollar 

budget deficit. There are many options available to help alleviate our fiscal strains. 

A costly, unfair, wasteful criminal justice system is one target area for immediate reform – 

and the parole system in particular provides a clear path for the legislature to improve the 

lives of thousands while saving the state and its taxpayers millions of dollars annually.
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 THE COSTS OF  
 NEW YORK’S FAILURE  
 TO GRANT PAROLE  

Currently, 40 percent of the New York state prison population is serving an indeterminate 

sentence.1  This means they have been given a sentence with a minimum and maximum 

prison term. In most cases, once the individual has completed the minimum term of their 

prison sentence they are eligible for parole. Individuals eligible for parole appear before 

the parole board for an interview, at which point the board decides whether to release 

the individual on parole (during the term of which they will be required to adhere to a set 

of conditions for the remainder of their maximum sentence) or continue the individual’s 

incarceration until another hearing can be held in up to two years.2

The current understaffing of the Board of Parole, instances of deeply ineffective parole 

commissioners3, as well as law that permits parole commissioners to reject a parole appli-

cation despite evidence of rehabilitation has led to troublingly high rates of parole denials 

in New York. Following a review of parole interviews between January 2016 and Decem-

ber 2018, the Correctional Association of New York concluded, “The result of New York’s 

parole system is that tens of thousands of people who are potentially eligible for release 

remain in prison – with devastating personal consequences and at great public expense – 

for reasons not linked to public safety or original sentence length.”4

The public expense is indeed great. The most recently available estimate of the average 

marginal cost to incarcerate someone in the state of New York for one year is $21,640.73 

(adjusted from 2011 dollars to 2020 dollars).5  Based on this figure, each parole denial 

costs the state up to $43,280.6  In the month of December 2020 alone, while COVID-19 

reached a fever pitch in DOCCS facilities, the Board of Parole conducted 629 parole  

hearings and issued 268 denials.7

4
Parole Reform and the Budget: How to Improve Criminal Justice and Save the State Money 
New Yorkers United for Justice • nyuj.org



These denials alone will cost the state of New York, and its taxpayers, up to $11.6 million 

over a two-year period.8  If these rates were to hold for an entire 12-month period, it could 

cost New York taxpayers up to $139.2 million if each individual denied were to wait an 

additional two years until a second hearing. 

Alternatively, the estimated average annual marginal cost of community supervision under 

parole is $2,282 (adjusted from 2011 dollars to 2020 dollars).9  If the parole denial rate for 

December 2020 decreased by just 25 percent, the state would save roughly $2.6 million 

over two years.10

These costs cannot be justified by improvement of public safety, as empirical evidence 

has repeatedly shown that the length of incarceration does not have a significant deterrent 

effect. A study conducted by the Pew Charitable Trust concluded, “for a substantial  

number of offenders, there is little to no evidence that keeping them locked up longer  

prevents additional crime.”11  New York’s own data shows that people can be safely  

released onto parole without a discernible threat to public safety. For example, in 2016 

only 3 percent of New Yorkers on parole were removed from community supervision to  

incarceration due to a new criminal sentence.12  In fact, the overwhelming reason for  

reincarceration of individuals on parole in New York State is for noncriminal,  

technical violations of parole terms. 
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 LENGTH OF PAROLE 
 SUPERVISION 

Unnecessary continued incarceration is a key driver of wasteful spending in New York’s 

criminal justice system. However, lengthy terms of community supervision under parole 

contribute greatly to New York’s wasteful spending on punitive criminal justice strategies, 

as well.

Under New York law, individuals released on parole are required to remain under  

supervision until they serve their maximum sentence or receive mandatory or merit  

termination of parole – which allows certain eligible individuals to be released from parole 

early after a period of uninterrupted, unrevoked parole.13  In 2019, only 23 percent of  

discharges received mandatory or merit terminations of parole.14 

Given that the majority of individuals serve the entirety of their parole sentence, an  

individual given an indeterminate sentence for a Class C felony could spend anywhere 

from 10 to 14 years on community supervision if granted parole at their initial hearing.15  

Such an excessive period of community supervision comes at a great cost to the  

taxpayer. If an individual were to serve 14 years on parole, the cost to the state would be 

an estimated $31,948 and an estimated $22,820 were the individual to serve ten years on 

parole.16  

Requiring an individual to serve lengthy periods of community supervision is a significant 

misuse and waste of resources. A report from the Columbia University Justice Lab on 

community supervision in New York state notes, “most re-offenses under community 

supervision occur within the first year or two of supervision, after which the impact and 

utility of supervision wanes.”17  The excess years of community supervision thus come at a 

great cost to both the individual and the state with little return on public safety. 
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 THE EXORBITANT COSTS   
 OF PAROLE REVOCATIONS

Perhaps the greatest source of waste in New York’s parole system is the revocation  

process. In New York, an individual on parole who violates any of the conditions of their  

release is subject to reincarceration, both while the violation is adjudicated and in  

response to a sustained violation. New York is currently a national leader in wasting  

taxpayer dollars on unnecessary incarceration in response to technical violations of  

parole, which are violations that do not constitute criminal behavior. 

Under current law, an individual who stands accused of a technical, noncriminal violation 

of their conditions of release is subject to up to 105 days of incarceration in a city or  

county jail while the violation allegation is adjudicated.18  Individuals accused of violating 

their parole do not have the possibility of bail or a release on their own recognizance.19   

According to the New York State Bar Association’s Task Force on the Parole System,  

individuals in New York City were detained while their violation allegations were  

adjudicated for an average of 61 to 67 days.20  Individuals in the rest of the state were  

detained on average for 58 days while the state determined if they had committed a  

noncriminal violation.21  It is estimated that New York localities, including New York City, 

spend $300 million incarcerating individuals with violation allegations.22  

If a technical violation of parole is sustained, the individual accused of the violation can be 

returned to incarceration. Individuals found to have committed even a low-level technical 

violation can face up to six months of reincarceration. New York is second only to  

Illinois in the number of individuals incarcerated in state prisons for a technical violation  

of parole.23  As of March 2020, there were 3,427 individuals incarcerated for a parole  

violation.24  It is estimated that New York state spends $359 million per year  

incarcerated individuals for noncriminal, technical violations of parole.25 
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In total, New York spends an estimated $600 million on incarceration for individuals  

who have either been accused or found guilty of noncriminal, technical violations of  

the conditions of their parole. 

Critically, this costly approach to parole supervision has not resulted in improved  

outcomes. In 2016, the rate of New Yorker’s exiting parole into incarceration was 47  

percent – nearly double the national average of 28 percent.26  These results are consistent 

with what criminological research has shown. For example, a 2008 study by the Vera  

Institute found higher rates of recidivism among people under community supervision  

who received punitive sanctions than those who did not.27  

The failures of a heavy handed approach to parole violations has led 24 states to enact 

reforms designed to curtail or eliminate the use of reincarceration as a response to  

technical violations of parole.28  One such state, South Carolina, enacted reforms to allow 

a parole supervision officer to use administrative responses, such as written warnings, 

in lieu of parole revocation. These reforms resulted in a 46 percent decline in compliance 

revocation.29  As a result of these and other sentencing reform provisions, the prison  

population in South Carolina declined at a rate that enabled the state to close six  

prisons and save $491 million between 2010 and 2016.30  
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 CONCLUSION

New York’s parole system is an enormous waste of taxpayer money. The state spends 

hundreds of millions of dollars annually on incarceration that not only devastates families 

and communities, but fails to improve public safety. Facing a $15 billion dollar hole and a 

pandemic that continues its terrible course through the state, New York cannot afford to 

waste a single dollar or unnecessarily incarcerate and put at risk a single individual. The 

state should pass comprehensive parole reform to eliminate egregious waste and allow 

New Yorkers who have served their time and demonstrated rehabilitation to safely return 

home to their communities where they can work and support their families. 

iStock
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