
December 2012 letter to the Governor:

Dear Governor Snyder,

As Michigan-based and national organizations with an interest in criminal justice policies and practices, 
we urge you to veto SB 878, a bill that would expand the scope of prison privatization in Michigan. We 
understand that SB 878 is intended to permit private prison corporation GEO Group to resume operations 
of the North Lake Correctional Facility in Baldwin, and to incarcerate Michigan or out-of-state prisoners 
at that facility.

We oppose this bill for many reasons.

First, there is no need to open additional prison bed space in Michigan. Thanks to a reduction in 
crime, a continued reduction of prisoners past their earliest release dates, and fewer parole revocations 
due to improved recidivism outcomes, Michigan’s prison population has decreased by nearly 8,000 
prisoners since 2007.

Second, there is little evidence that private prisons save money. A 2010 policy report published by the 
Florida Center for Fiscal and Economic Policy questioned the cost savings claimed by private prison 
proponents and concluded that “Florida’s experience with privatized prisons raises serious questions 
about whether taxpayers are getting their money’s worth.” Further, Arizona officials discovered in 2010 
that private prisons in that state are actually more expensive than their state-operated counterparts.ii In 
fact, as far back as 1996, the U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO) found it could not definitively 
conclude that prison privatization saves money, noting, “...these studies do not offer substantial evidence 
that savings have occurred.”

In Michigan, GEO Group’s previous contract with the state was cancelled in 2005 following an audit by 
Michigan’s Office of the Auditor General (OAG). The audit concluded that “the daily cost per prisoner for 
the private facility was higher than that for 33 of the state’s 37 publicly-operated facilities.”

Additionally, private prisons have consistently been shown to have major operational problems. 
Private prison corporations are notorious for providing poor working conditions for those employed at 
their facilities and a low quality of security and supervision for those incarcerated. In their efforts to 
reduce costs in order to generate profit, private prison companies often focus on personnel and 
correctional programs as a means of reducing operational expenses.v Privately managed prisons generally 
minimize costs by reducing labor expenditures, including providing lower salaries, fewer benefits, and 
less training. Consequently, there are higher employee turnover rates in private prisons than in publicly-
operated facilities. A study by the Texas Senate Criminal Justice Committee found that that state’s private 
prisons had a 90% annual turnover rate, compared with a 16% annual turnover rate in publicly operated 
facilities. Higher turnover means less experienced staff and greater institutional instability.

Michigan has a troubled history with prison privatization, particularly at the GEO Group-owned facility 
in Baldwin. In 1997, the Michigan Department of Corrections contracted with GEO, then called 
Wackenhut Corrections Corporation, to develop a 480-bed correctional center for male youth who had 
been sentenced as adults (MYCF). Problems at the facility quickly became evident. A review of the 
facility published in the Grand Rapids Press found that it was more violent than its state-run counterparts. 
The review also found that at least five guards at the facility had been seriously injured and severe 
understaffing was causing shifts to go under-manned while some guards worked 70 hours a week.

Just over a year after the prison opened, state lawmakers held hearings to discuss allegations that the GEO 
facility was not providing adequate special education and behavioral support for incarcerated youths, and 
that 95% of guards working at the prison had no previous corrections experience.ix The facility saw 33 



attempted suicides in the first half of 2000, drawing further scrutiny from state officials.x In 2002, a guard 
was sentenced to six to 25 years in prison for helping a juvenile prisoner briefly escape.

In May 2005, the state released an audit of the facility which found that MYCF had an average of 3.5 
times as many serious misconduct incidents as other state facilities. The audit was followed by a lawsuit 
brought in September 2005 on behalf of youth incarcerated at the facility by Michigan Protection and 
Advocacy Services. MPAS claimed that youth at the prison attended school less than 3 hours a week, that 
youth of color were disproportionately sent to MYCF, and that youth were subject to over-use of 
administrative segregation and restraints.

Given this history we submit that it would be a mistake to return to privatized prisons in Michigan, and 
accordingly we ask that you veto SB 878. Nor are we alone in making this request. A number of faith- 
based leaders held a press conference on February 22, 2012 to urge legislators to reject prison 
privatization. Please see the enclosed press release for that event, plus a separate letter from the 
Presbyterian Criminal Justice Network.

Thank you for your attention in this regard; please contact us should you have any questions or require 
additional information.

Sincerely,

Michigan organizations
ACLU of Michigan
Alliance for Immigrants Rights & Reform - Michigan
American Friends Service Committee - MI Justice Program
Citizens Alliance on Prisons and Public Spending
Interfaith Council for Peace and Justice
Michigan Council on Crime and Delinquency

National Organizations
Enlace
Grassroots Leadership
Human Rights Defense Center
In the Public Interest
Justice Policy Institute
Justice Strategies
National People's Action
Private Corrections Working Group The Sentencing Project
YouthBuild USA


