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Lancaster County Can Reduce Its Jail Spending by
Investing in Supportive Services

Lancaster County is currently considering plans to build a large new jail! estimated to cost
residents between $385 million and $407 million (excluding professional fees).2 Though the county
initially planned to build 1,212 jail beds based on a needs assessment conducted in 2023 by CGL
Companies, that number was revised to roughly 1,000 after an analysis found flaws in CGL'’s jail
population projections.3 Even with this lower bed count, there remain vital questions about whether
the county should proceed with this costly project at this scale.

Before committing taxpayers to paying for a large and expensive new jail over decades to come,
Lancaster County should consider whether this approach will benefit community safety and well-
being. Jails can undermine public safety: research shows that even 23 hours in jail increases the
likelihood that someone will be arrested again because of the destabilizing effect of detention and
the resulting loss of employment, housing, and community ties.# Further, Black and Latinx
Pennsylvanians are disproportionately subject to these consequences.> To ensure public safety for
years to come, the county should engage in meaningful reforms to permanently reduce the jail
population and shift more dollars to supportive resources that prevent crime by helping people
meet their health, housing, and economic needs and avoid contact with the criminal legal system.

The Lancaster County jail population has decreased over the last decade, but
its jail budget has increased

From its peak at 1,178 people in 2012, the average daily jail population declined by more than a third to
762 people in 2024.% This number is significantly lower than the current capacity of 1,085 beds, the roughly
1,200 beds that CGL projected in their needs assessment, or the 994 beds that the county is currently
considering.” The reduction is in part due to policy changes that reduced the time people detained pretrial
wait for their court hearings and reduced the number of people detained on lower-level charges, showing
how concerted efforts can continue to reduce the number of people in jail.8 It also reflects decreases in
crime and jail admissions in the county over the last decade.®

However, even as crime and jail admissions have declined, the county has continued to invest more money
in the jail. From 2012 to 2024, the jail budget grew by 12 percent, from $29.1 million to $32.5 million,
adjusted for inflation.10 Like other jails, spending on personnel services has consistently accounted for the
largest share of the Lancaster County jail budget—approximately 70 to 74 percent over the last decade.1! As
the jail population declines, the county should question whether this level of spending remains justified.

Lancaster County Average Jail Population Lancaster County Jail Budget
(Adjusted for inflation)

\‘*’_‘\-\“_‘_‘_‘ —et T T e s
762

2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022 2024 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022 2024

Notes: Average daily population for 2024 only goes through April 2024. Population calculated using Vera’s Incarceration Trends
Project and publicly available county data. Budget adjusted for inflation using the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Consumer Price
Index (CPI-U).
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The county jail is the largest, and growing,
burden on local taxpayers
1 2AoPt p LTI, The proposed operating budget for the Lancaster County jail in
County budgeted 2024 was $32,473,468, with an additional $1,846,651 for
$32,473,468 for maintenance costs.12 Together, this represents 18.8 percent of the
the existing jail. For county’s total budgeted general fund expenditures (funded by
. property taxes, state and federal grants, fines and fees, and
every $100 in interest earnings), making it the most expensive county agency.13
property taxes, $23 The jail is a significant burden on local taxpayers: for every $100 in
property taxes paid to the county, more than $23 goes to the jail.14
_go_es to the county These figures do not include costs associated with constructing a
Jail. new jail that will continue to burden residents, including $5 million
in capital expenses for the ongoing design of the new jail.15 In
addition to these costs, the county has already sunk $3 million into

land for the new jail and $2.4 million into planning and design.16

The county is extracting money from residents in poverty—especially Black
and Latinx people—to subsidize the jail budget

Although more than 90 percent of money to operate the current jail comes from local taxes, it receives some
revenue via user fees that harm families experiencing poverty and are disproportionately extracted from
Black and Latinx communities.” In 2024, the jail planned to collect $25,000 in “weekender fees” and
$23,000 in bail processing fees, as well as $2 million in “other fees” whose origins are not specified in the
budget.18 Some jail revenue also comes from the sale of commissary items for food and hygiene essentials
and processing fees ($1,052,328 in 2023)—costs that are often passed on to family members of those who
are incarcerated.1® Finally, while the jail has historically received a share of profits from Securus
Technologies ($871,535 in 2023), which provides phone and video services to people in the Lancaster jail,
the Federal Communications Commission banned such commissions in 2024.20

The county currently underfunds supportive services and other programs that
could reduce the need for jail spending

Supportive Services

By reducing the likelihood that people will resort to criminalized behavior, investments in healthcare
(including mental and behavioral health and substance use treatment), youth employment, and affordable
housing effectively prevent crime.21 Lancaster County funds several government agencies that help people
meet their basic health and economic needs. However, these programs need more funding to meet the
scale of local needs. Moreover, funding for these programs comes primarily from state and federal sources
rather than local funds, leaving them in a precarious position if state or federal grant programs are cut.

Dedicating more local tax dollars to these and similar programs could safely reduce incarceration and even
save the county money in the process. For example, a 2016 study found that the presence of one additional
substance use treatment facility in a county generates annual county-level savings of between $5.4 and
$7.65 million due to reductions in drug-related mortality and municipal crimes.22 Lancaster County’s current
programs include:

1. Substance Use: The county’s Drug & Alcohol Commission (LCDAC) provides access to high-quality,
community-based alcohol and drug prevention programming and services for uninsured and low-
income residents. In 2024, it had nine funded positions and a $7.9 million budget, 87 percent of
which came from state and federal sources.23 LCDAC provided services to 1,104 people between
July 1, 2022 and June 30, 2023.24 However, most of LCDAC’s services are funded via Medicaid and



thus are only eligible to Medicaid-eligible individuals.2> As a result, there is a large unmet need for
substance use disorder treatment services in Lancaster County—particularly for prevention and
education services, which are not funded by Medicaid.

A 2019 study found that more than half of people arrested more than once reported having a
substance use disorder.26 Public health research shows that people who need substance use
treatment are better served in non-carceral settings.2?

2. Mental lliness: The county’s Office of Behavioral Health and Developmental Services (BHDS),
provides comprehensive care to people with serious mental illness via its Behavioral Health
Department.28 The department operates a range of programs including outpatient treatment,
socialization and vocational programs, housing supports, and case management. In 2024, it had
106 funded positions and a $20.2 million budget, 78.6 percent of which came from state and
federal grants.29 As of June 2024, about 13 percent of people in Lancaster County’s jail had a
severe mental illness, up from 7 to 8 percent in prior years.30

Incarceration can exacerbate behavioral health concerns, undermining safety within both the
community and the jail.31 Community-based strategies better address the needs of people with
behavioral health needs, reducing the need for criminal legal spending.32

3. Housing: BHDS connects people with serious mental illness with subsidized supportive housing.33
This program had a 2024 budget of $853,700, 60 percent of which came from federal grants
including the Housing and Urban Development (HUD) Permanent Supportive Housing Program.34
The county’s Redevelopment Authority provides additional services for people experiencing
homelessness or housing insecurity, including rental assistance for low-income families.35

Providing sufficient affordable housing is fundamental to reducing jail populations. People
experiencing homelessness are up to 11 times more likely to be arrested.36

4. Developmental Services: The county’s Intellectual and Developmental Disability program, also run
through BHDS, has established a local task force to support people who are involved with or at risk
of being involved with the criminal legal system. In 2024, the department overall had a $7.9 million
budget, which was 99.7 percent funded via state and federal sources—although only a small
fraction of that money likely goes to the task force.37

Incarceration can be incredibly dangerous for people with disabilities. People in jail are four
times more likely to have a disability—and six times more likely to have a cognitive disability—
than the general public.38

Public Defense

Lancaster county’s Public Defender’s Office provides representation to indigent clients at trial. In
2024, it had a $3.4 million budget and 34 funded positions, of which 25 are attorneys and the
remainder are support staff.3° Public defenders play an important role in reducing unnecessary
detention, but public defender offices across Pennsylvania are significantly under-resourced, and
Lancaster County is no exception.40 A 2024 study found that Lancaster County would need to hire an
additional 40 public defenders to meet constitutional standards for a right to effective counsel, and the
county had the state’s 11th-highest public defender shortfall.41 This year, the Pennsylvania legislature
for the first time approved $7.5 million for indigent defense.42 However, as this amount will be shared
across the state’s 67 counties, it is unlikely to alleviate the gap in indigent defense in Lancaster
County without additional local investment.43



Diversion

Lancaster County has several programs that divert people from jail after arrest. In 2022, the Lancaster
County District Attorney’s Office started Pathways to Recovery, which diverts people charged with some
low-level offenses related to substance and alcohol use into voluntary treatment; if they complete the
program their charges will be dismissed, although they will still have to go through an expungement
process to remove the charges from their conviction history.44 Additionally, the Court of Common Pleas
runs three problem-solving courts: a drug court, a mental health court, and a veterans court; successful
completion of these programs may result in the reduction or dismissal of some or all charges or
reduction or termination of supervision.4s The District Court also runs a DUI court and a domestic
violence court, which enable participants to avoid a jail sentence by pleading guilty under the
Accelerated Rehabilitative Disposition (ARD) program.46

Post-arrest diversion programs like these reduce the burden on jails and prevent some of the collateral
consequences of conviction and incarceration.4” However, they have important limitations: Prosecutor-
led diversion programs focused on low-level offenses and problem-solving courts that exclude people
charged with more serious offenses leave out many people who could benefit from these programs.48
For example, the “Pathways to Recovery” program is only open to people with certain low-level charges
and excludes people with certain conviction histories.4? Diversion programs for more serious charges,
like unlawful firearm possession, are nascent but promising, as demonstrated by a 2024 study of a
program in Minneapolis.®¢ Furthermore, Lancaster County’s three problem-solving courts only had 55
total admissions in 2022, suggesting they are vastly underutilized.5! Beyond the limited eligibility
criteria, these courts’ strict program requirements, fines and fees, and punitive sanctions for non-
compliance can create unnecessary barriers to participation and completion. For example, in addition
to paying any restitution owed within six months, participants in Pathways to Recovery are required to
pay a $100 program fee, and some participants are required to pay an additional $75 fee for a “Skills
for Life” program—costs that may be unaffordable for people living at or below the poverty line.52

Finally, one of the biggest limitations of Lancaster County’s diversion programs is that they are only
available after a person has already been arrested and potentially spent time in jail. Lancaster County
could reduce spending on jail and court costs by investing in strategies that move people out of the
criminal legal system as early as possible, allowing more people to avoid the negative consequences of
detention.53 Promising models include civilian-led crisis response systems, which avoid arrest by
sending unarmed teams of clinicians, peers, and other specially trained civilian responders to people
in crisis.%4

Conclusion

Lancaster County is at a critical juncture, facing decisions that will shape the county’s approach to
community well-being and safety as well as its financial future. A new jail will come at a heavy cost and
effectively commit the county to a high level of incarceration moving forward.55 The current jail absorbs
a substantial amount of county funds and leaves little to go toward preventative and supportive
resources, a disparity in budget allocation that will only increase with the construction of a large new
jail. By reevaluating investment priorities and embracing an approach to public safety that prioritizes
meeting people’s health, housing, and economic needs and keeping jail as a last resort, there is an
opportunity to lay the foundation for a thriving, safer community.
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