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INTRODUCTION: 
Pennsylvania has a budget problem. As residents of this state, it is 

crucial that you become involved, educated about the issues, and voice 

your opinions to state legislators, or else your needs and wants will not be 

heard. 

There has been a pattern of indecisiveness when it comes to prior 

budgets in Pennsylvania. Under Ed Rendell, none of the state budgets 

were passed on time. Tom Corbett missed his budget deadline as well, 

and Tom Wolf recently vetoed the latest budget1. With all this 

indecisiveness, cuts are being made quickly, and potentially to areas that 

may be of interest to you. Current decisions being made include: sales tax 

increases, property tax relief, pensions, school funding increases, and liquor 

sales negotiations. 

In this document, we will focus on the issues of education and 

incarceration. Recently, education has faced cuts in order to put more 

funding into prisons. While this may outrage some, others may argue that 

the funding is necessary, but not being used as effectively as it could be. 

There are many views to this issue, as well as many potential solutions. 

In this packet, we will give you a history of Pennsylvania’s budget issues, 

effects of the current budget on prisons, and how changes could benefit 

incarceration rates, as well as education funding.  

Attached at the end is a letter for you to fill out and mail to your state 

representative, letting them know what your thoughts are about the state 

budget, education, and prisons. We urge you to take the time to think 

about the issues and fill this out, as there is not much time left to voice your 

opinion. 

Visit http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/findyourlegislator/ 

and enter your home address or county to find out who your legislator is 

and how to contact them. 
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HISTORY: 
History of Budget Impasses 
Pennsylvania has a history of struggling to approve a budget. Former governor Ed 
Rendell, who was in office before Corbett, never approved a budget by the 
deadline. For the terms of Pennsylvania’s last three governors, budget impasses for 
longer than 100 days occurred during the years 2003, 2007, 2015.2 

PAST GOVERNORS: 
 Former Gov. Tom Corbett Governor Tom Wolf 

Education •  Final 2011 Budget: basic 
education line item decreased 
from $5.78 billion to $5.35 billion3 

• When balancing the budget, 
public schools received the 
largest cuts4,5 

• Proposed $1.2 billion 
dollar cut for schools 
(Final budget had $860 
million in cuts)6 

• Proposed 50% cuts to 
higher education (Final 
budget had 18% cuts to 
state 
colleges/universities)7 

• Philadelphia schools hit hard, 
with 35% of the funding cuts 
and only 17% of PA students8 

• Proposed 2015 Budget: basic 
education line item increased 
from $5.73 billion to $6.13 
billion14 

• Education was a priority in his 
campaign platform15 

• Struggling to fund his budget, 
because of disagreement over 
taxes16 

• Budget will have a $350 
million increase in basic 
education, $50 million 
increase in special 
education17 

• Still determining increase 
in preschool funding18 

• Sales tax increase from 6% to 
7.25% to fund property tax 
relief19 

Prisons • In 2011-12 budget, Department 
of Corrections funding 
increased 11%9 

• Furthered prison expansion by 
allowing construction of 3 new 
prisons and the expansion of 9, 
which cost a total of $685 
million10 

·  Budget will increase funding by $166 
million to cover: prison operations, 
healthcare, education and job training 
in prisons; $10.1 million dollars will fund 
new initiatives, like improved mental 
health treatment20 
·   Will consolidate the Department of 
Corrections and Pennsylvania Board of 
Probation and Parole21 

Other • Social programs also cut11 
•  Favorable for PA businesses, 

including natural gas industry12 
• No broad-based tax increases, 

although a major 
transportation tax was 
introduced13 

·  Budget will have no increases in 
personal income tax, or severance tax 
on natural gas industry22 
·  Sales tax increase23 
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EFFECTS ON INCARCERATION: 
With more people being incarcerated, 

there has been a decrease in time and 
resources for public defenders, which 
affects their clients’ trials in many negative 
ways24. States have not allocated the 
funding necessary to keep up with the influx 
of criminal cases, Pennsylvania specifically.  

Pennsylvania is the only state that 
does not allocate funds for public defense 
whatsoever, a policy that needs to be 
changed if counties such as Allegheny 
County want a chance at having a better 
public defense office. This is important 
funding that is and has been left out of the 
state budget.  

Instead, counties are left to figure out 
funding for themselves, and some have an 
easier time than others. For example, 
Philadelphia has what the ACLU calls the 
“best public defender’s office in the state,” 
however, they can spend much more than 
other counties in order to be the best25. 
Those counties who cannot spend lots of 
money on their public defender’s offices 
face several issues. 

 

  
Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics 

According to the Brennan Center 
Gideon Report from 2013, the rise in people 
being incarcerated has lead underfunded 
and under-staffed public defender’s offices 
to give their attorneys unrealistic caseloads 

that make it difficult for them to have 
sufficient time to investigate and prepare 
an aggressive legal defense for each26. 

The American Bar Association 
estimates that anywhere from sixty to ninety 
percent of criminal defendants are in need 
of publically funded attorneys. Paired with 
the increase in low-level charges, this is a 
demand that public defenders cannot 
meet. Petty offenses diminish defender 
resources, and without these resources, 
proper representation becomes more 
difficult to achieve, leading to defendants 
receiving harsher punishments27.  

 

 
Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics  
 

So why does this matter? Without the 
same type of funds as other cities, such as 
Philadelphia, Allegheny County’s public 
defense office, as well as those in other 
counties with less money, will continue to 
have issues. In the short term, allocating 
money to public defense will increase 
government spending; however, will 
provide positive long-term effects.  

With more funds, public defenders 
offices will be able to obtain the resources 
they need to ensure that their attorneys can 
give the best defense to their clients. This will 
decrease the number of people wrongfully 
convicted or forced into bad plea deals, 
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thus decreasing the number of people in 
prisons across the state, especially in 
counties whose defender’s offices are 
struggling. In turn, overtime, with less people 
in prison, there will likely be a decrease in 
government spending towards prisons, 
parole, and corrections, which will allow for 
an increase in spending towards other 
things such as education. 
 Additionally, within the state’s prison 
budget, not enough attention is being paid 
to preparing people in prison for life after 
their sentence is served. According to the 
Pew Center, half of those released from 
prison are likely to return in three years due 
to recidivism28. 
 

 
Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics 
 

In 2014, the RAND Corporation 
performed a study called, “How Effective is 
Correctional Education, and Where Do We 
Go From Here?” Their findings showed that 
those who participated in correctional 
education had a 43% lower chance of re 
offending than those who did not29. They 

also found that those who participated in 
correctional education had a 13% greater 
chance of finding employment upon 
release30. These effects are huge.  

Decreasing the number of people 
who re-offend will continue to decrease 
incarceration rates, which will decrease 
prison spending in the long run. But it’s 
important for Pennsylvania to keep this in 
mind when coming up with their budget. 

For example, in 2010, Pennsylvania 
had a state prison budget of $1.6 billion, 
however, only allocated $41.3 million to 
inmate education and training31. And 
recent increases to the budget have been 
for salaries and benefits to those working in 
the prisons, probation and parole, and 
classes for state cadets32. 

 Education rates among those in 
prison are typically relatively low to begin 
with, many having not finished high 
school33. Without the support of education 
in prison, they may fall back into the same 
situations they were in prior to being 
incarcerated. If Pennsylvania were to 
allocate more money to education in 
prison, less people would re-offend or break 
their parole due to being more prepared to 
re-enter the job market and reintegrate 
themselves into society. This decrease in 
people reoffending would likely decrease 
the number of people in prison, thus 
decreasing the money that needs to be 
spent on prisons.  

If this saved money is then allocated 
to education, specifically in low income 
neighborhoods where incarceration rates 
are higher, there may be a further decrease 
in incarceration rates and in turn, money 
spent on prisons. 
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POSSIBLE STANCES: 

Prison Funding 
• Expenses in the budget include: 

• Operational Costs  
• Employee salaries, employee pensions, employee healthcare, 

building maintenance, administrative costs 
• Services for Prisoners  

• Inmate physical and/or mental healthcare, inmate 
education, inmate training 

• Gov Wolf’s proposed 2015-16 budget 
• $166 million increase in funding34 
• Consolidate Department of Corrections and PA Board of Probation 

and Parole into one joint entity 
• 40 other states are organized this way35 

 
 

Building New Prisons 
• Many PA prisons are overcrowded 

• PA prisons are at 109% capacity; only 5 institutions are less than 100% 
capacity36 

• Building new prisons is expensive 
• Cost of Construction 
• Hiring Employees (salaries, pensions, healthcare) 

 
 

Public Defense 
• Currently, state does not allocate funds to county public defense offices 

• Some, such as Philadelphia, are still able to flourish, but others, such 
as Allegheny county, suffer37 

• Public defenders don’t have the time or resources to fully defend 
their clients 

• Some clients may be wrongfully convicted 
• Others may be forced into bad/unfair plea deals 

• In the short term, this will cost more money, as the state will need to 
allocate funds to counties in order to ensure that their public defenders 
have the resources they need 

• If defense is better, less people will be wrongfully convicted, thus 
decreasing the amount of money spent on prisons over time 
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Mandatory Minimum Sentencing 
• Mandatory minimum sentences exist for many crimes, including nonviolent 

drug offenses38 
• These one-size-fits-all approaches may mean that a low-level offender 

experiences a punishment intended for a more major offender 
• Prisons are overcrowded, and mandatory minimum sentences may 

exacerbate this 
• Prisons need to find a balance between punishing wrongdoing and 

avoiding excessive punishment/prison costs 
• Research has shown that mandatory minimum sentencing: 

• Don’t necessarily keep the public safer 
• Don’t reduce first-time offenses39 
• Don’t reduce repeat offenses; in fact, increased sentence time may 

increase the probability of repeat offenses40 
 

Education 
• Education funding could be directed toward different categories 

• Pre-school, public school, charter schools, higher education, 
teacher pensions 

• Investing in education could reduce prison populations in the long run 
• Research shows that students participating in government-

sanctioned preschool programs are more likely to succeed, 
academically and behaviorally, in school and less likely to end up in 
prisons 

• Gov. Wolf plans to spend an additional $120 million on preschools41 
• This is a short-term expense, but in the long-term, it will save 

$26,000 per child served by decreasing future costs of special 
education, welfare, or prison time (total savings of $364 million 
if all children live to be 65)42 

• Comparison of governors’ education budgets 
• Former Gov. Corbett’s tenure: education received heavy cuts. His 

2011 proposed budget included $1.2 billion in cuts to school districts; 
the final budget had $860 million in cuts43 

• Budget cuts hit poorer school districts the hardest44 
• Final Budget: basic education line item decreased from $5.78 

billion to $5.35 billion45 
• Current. Gov Wolf’s tenure: education is his major budget focus. His 

2015 proposed budget includes a $350 million increase to basic 
education, a $50 million increase in special education, and an 
undecided increase in preschool education46 

• Proposed Budget: basic education line item increased from 
$5.73 billion to $6.13 billion47 
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Taxes 
• Several different types of taxes could be increased to finance spending in 

the budget: 
• Sales Tax 
• Personal Income Tax 
• Corporate Income Tax 
• Property Tax 
• Other taxes and fees (transportation, liquor, licenses, etc.) 

• The proposed budget includes a sales tax increase from 6% to 7.25% to 
fund school property tax reductions. The $600 million dollars from gaming 
proceeds, formerly used to fund property tax reductions, will contribute to 
the pension system. Gov. Wolf proposed a severance tax on natural gas to 
help fund his education spending, but that tax is no longer on the table. 
The sales tax increases, or perhaps an expansion of the list of taxed goods, 
could be used to fund it. Budget discussions are currently happening to 
find a compromise on how to fund the agreed-upon education spending 
increase. Other topics which are still being discussed include preschool 
spending and privatization of the currently state-run liquor industry.48, 49 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Essential vs. Nonessential Services 
• During a budget crisis, only essential state programs get funding. 

“Nonessential” services may have to take out loans, or even cut programs, 
in order to survive the budget impasse. Since budget impasses are fairly 
common in Pennsylvania, it’s important to realize what services are 
considered “essential.”50 

• Essential Services: agencies that provide “direct care to patients,” 
agencies “directly engaged in law enforcement, public safety, and 
corrections,” etc51 

• Nonessential Services: payments to schools and many social service 
programs, such as some foster care agencies52 

 

 
Source: National Association of State Budget Officers 

 
Source: Tax Policy Center 
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Dear ______________________, 
I am writing to you concerning Pennsylvania’s impasse on the 2015-2016 budget. This issue 
needs to be resolved swiftly, so regular operations and funding can resume for all 
governmental agencies. However, as the budget is being resolved, it is critical that money is 
allocated both efficiently and ethically. Taxing and spending choices have a huge impact on 
the community, by empowering or inhibiting individuals and organizations as they interact 
with other members of the community. Although it is important to quickly resolve this budget 
crisis, funds need to be distributed effectively, since financial choices directly correspond to 
power dynamics and other effects in Pennsylvania’s communities. 
Concerning __________________________, I am pleased that ________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________. 
 
Concerning __________________________, I am concerned about ____________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________. 
 
I recommend that Pennsylvania _________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________. 
 
In addition, _________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________. 
 
 
Sincerely, 

_____________________________ 
_____________________________ 

                                      _____________________________ 
_____________________________ 

 

_______   ___, 201__ 
 

 


