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Introduction 

The purpose of this research study is not only to address the legal issue of inmate overcrowding in San Diego County, 

but also to address the management and leadership issues of the San Diego County jail system. The causes could be 

the high crime rate, the social issue, the inefficacy in sentencing, and the jail management. The results of this research 

showed that California state prisons and San Diego County jails are overcrowded, so improvement in leading and 

managing the jail system is needed. Sentencing alternatives are short-term solutions to the overcrowding issue before 

policy changes in years to come. 

 

In California, prison overcrowding has been a chronicle and severe issue. Overcrowding is dangerous to the inmates 

and a huge drain on state finance. The issue has been with California since the 1990s. The state government issued 

the Prison Overcrowding State of Emergency Proclamation when state prison was at over 200% capacity in 2006 

(McPherson, 2016). A decade has passed, and California state prisons are still, overall, at 133% capacity (Stockm, 

Bott, Villareal, 2016). The percentage drop seems to be an improvement and the state official actually declared victory 

on the overcrowding issue. However, such a victory cry has met criticism that the government merely shifted the 

population from state prison to county jails, which led to overcrowding in county jails and costs to the state are still 

high (Weissmueller, 2014) (Respaut, 2016). 

 

The main reason to conduct this research is to give preliminary exposure to the legal issue and management issue of 

inmates overcrowding at San Diego County jails. This research can help more people to understand the 

overcrowding issue in San Diego County jail and some management solutions by sentencing alternatives. San Diego 

County is the third-most populous city in California and one of the top ten populous cities of the United States, a 

study that addresses the legal issue and management issue of inmates overcrowding at San Diego County jails can 

be a fair reflection of those issues of California, or even across the United States.  

 

Legal Issue of the Study 

Are San Diego County prisons overcrowded?  

What are the management and leadership solutions to the overcrowded issue? 
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Definitions of Terms 

Sentencing – referred to a judge will decide on the appropriate punishment or sentence during the sentencing phase of 

a criminal case after a defendant is convicted or pleads guilty. Sentencing for criminal offenses can range from 

probation and community service to prison and even the death penalty. 

 

Penology – referred to the study of punishment, which is a section of criminology that deals with the philosophy and 

practice of various societies in their attempts to repress criminal activities and satisfy public opinion via an appropriate 

treatment regime for persons convicted of criminal offenses.  

 

Prison Overcrowding in the United States, State of California, and San Diego County 

The United States overall has a disproportionally large prison population compared to other countries. According to 

the U.S. and World Population Clock of the United State Census Bureau, the United States of America (U.S.) has 

more than 323 million people, which makes the U.S. the third most populous country in the world, behind China and 

India. According to the World Prison Brief, the United States of America has more than two million prisoners, which 

makes the U.S. the country with the most prison population in the world, followed by China (1.69 million) and Russia 

(0.81 million) (Walmsley, 2021).  

 

According to the Institution for Crime & Justice Policy Research, World Prison Brief, the United States holds the top 

seat on the list of countries with the highest prison population rate. In terms of the number of prisoners per 100,000 

of the national population, countries with the highest number are the United States (629 per 100,000), Rwanda (580), 

Turkmenistan (576), Turkmenistan (583), El Salvador (564), Cuba (510), Palau (478), Virgin Islands – United 

Kingdom (477) (Fair, 2021). The incarceration ratio in the United State is alarmingly high, so management and 

leadership are needed in this situation. More detailed data is in the following Figure 1: The U.S. prison population and 

incarceration rate (Crime & Justice Policy Research, 2022). 
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Figure 1: The U.S. prison population and incarceration rate (Crime & Justice Policy Research, 2022). 

 

According to the U.S. and World Population Clock, California has around 39 million population last year. According 

to the United State Census Bureau, San Diego County has around 3.3 million population last year. If we consider 

Federal prisons, state prisons, county prisons, private prisons, and sentencing alternative programs together, then the 

total inmate population at San Diego County would be around ten thousand or even more than that.  

 

California prison overcrowding issue was well-known but the drive for change was not strong until the issue was made 

infamous in the Supreme Court case, Brown v. Plata, in 2011 (Justia, 2011). The Supreme Court ruled that the 

California state prison’s condition violates the Eighth Amendment to the United States Constitution, where federal 

and state governments could not inflict cruel and unusual punishment upon the inmates. The Court found living 

conditions had been described as "toxic," and a lack of treatment space impeded efforts to identify needs and provide 

even rudimentary care. Numerous experts testified crowding was the primary cause of the Eighth Amendment 

violations. The court ordered the California government must reduce its prison occupation rate to 137%. 

 

Though the state prison overcrowding percentage has dropped from 200% to 133% from 2006 to 2016, analysts have 

claimed that the state government has merely shifted the state prison population toward county jails. This shifting of 

prisoners is called “realignment” from California Public Safety Realignment Act implemented in October 2011 

(Weissmueller, 2014). Realignment has led to county jail overcrowding and the state budget has remained high. Data 

of alignment is hard to find because there are no overall statistics over which state prisons have transferred a number 

of prisoners to county jail. However, holding inmates costs the state money regardless of whether inmates are held in 

county or state facilities, therefore state budget spent on the prison system could reflect if the criticism holds water.  
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Below Figure 2: State budget on correct and rehabilitation agencies is a chart of the state budget for Correction and 

Rehabilitation agencies from 07-16. Data shows that from 2007 to 2016, despite the state prison occupation rate going 

down from 200% to 133%, the state budget spent on Correction and Rehabilitation agencies keep on increasing since 

2012 (the year after realignment was implemented), and spending per year in 2016 has grown 48.8% compared to that 

of 2012. If the state prison population has truly been decreasing and not shifting to county jails, then the state budget 

in these agencies should have seen a decrease instead of a substantial increase.  

 

Figure 2: State budget on correct and rehabilitation agencies 

 

The state budget over the last ten years leads to a reasonable inference that the state has been shifting the state prison 

population to county jails. Even though this research cannot find all the yearly data on the number in prison and 

local jails from the Bureau of Justice Statistics, data still shows that from 2012 to 2014, the total number of people 

incarcerated decreased from 211,600 to 207,100, it is merely a 2.1% decrease since realignment was implemented. 

Therefore, the state government’s self-claimed victory on the issue was only a play on the number and only done for 

the sake of fulfilling the court order, prison overcrowding remains an issue and a drain on state finance. 

 

Detailed Prison Population in San Diego Facilities 

There are ten prisons in San Diego County, which include (1) Federal jail: Metropolitan Correctional Center, (2) State 

jail: Richard J. Donovan Correctional Facility, (3) private jail: San Diego Correctional Facility, and (4) San Diego 
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County Sheriff's Department jails: San Diego Central Jail, George Bailey Detention Facility, East Mesa Reentry 

Facility, Las Colinas Detention and Re-Entry Facility, South Bay Detention Facility, Facility 8 Detention Facility. 

 

Metropolitan Correctional Center is the only federal prison in San Diego County. It holds both male and female 

inmates within 23 stories in downtown San Diego. It can house 1,300 inmates, and the recent population is one 

thousand, so it’s not overcrowded. Richard J. Donovan Correctional Facility is a state prison located in unincorporated 

southern San Diego County. The capacity of this prison is 2,200, but it is currently over-populated at 3,559. San Diego 

Correctional Facility is a medium-sized male prison, which can hold 1,040 inmates, but currently is one thousand 

inmates. It is managed by a private company Corrections Corporation of America. Corrections Corporation of America 

has contracts with the United States Marshals Service and U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement to provide 

sentencing services for inmates. 

 

County jails are facing overcrowding and understaffing. However, the data is a summary of all facility’s data, and it 

is not detailed enough to indicate which jails are overcrowded or understaffed. San Diego County Sheriff’s 

Department’s Daily Inmate Population Report shows that there was a total of 5332 inmates in seven prisons on the 1st 

of July, 2016. This number is updated every day. The number of females in custody was 858, roughly 16% of the total 

population; the number of males in custody is 4474, roughly 84% of the total population. However, this report does 

not include inmates in federal prisons, state prisons, and private prisons.  

 

Table 1: San Diego County Sheriff’s Department’s daily inmate population report 
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Why are prisons overcrowded? 

Fundamentally, overcrowding has two possible management causes, which are (1) California did not build enough 

prison facilities, and/or (2) California has been putting too many people in incarceration.  

The first possibility seems reasonable in the face of numbers but may not suggest an optimal or sensible solution to 

the problem. According to the Annual Estimates of the Resident Population for the United States, Regions, States, and 

Puerto Rico from April 1, 2010, to July 1, 2015 census, California has the 12.2% of the U.S. total population. 

According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, by 12/31/2014, California has 207,100 people incarcerated, which is 

9.5% of the U.S. total (2,188,000), and the second-highest among all states; the incarceration rate is 690 per 100,000 

residents age 18 or older, actually much lower than the national rate at 890 (Kaeble, Glaze, Tsoutis, & Minton). One 

can argue that in a logical way because California has a large population, it should expect a proportionally large 

number of prisoners, and California could build more prisons for better management. Though the reasoning is logical, 

it is not the desired direction to take. One should find a way to reduce the number of people incarcerated instead 

prepare to receive more prisoners in the future. The second possibility is that California has been putting too many 

people in incarceration. To explore this possibility, one must first look at how people become a prisoner, so the 

research study related to law, management, and leadership is needed.  

 

Inmates are sentenced convicts of misdemeanors and felonies. Misdemeanors include some mild crimes, such as petty 

theft, prostitution, battery, assault, trespass, etc., convicts of misdemeanors are sentenced to only one year of 

confinement in maximum. The procedure is police officers arrest the person and finished reports, complaints, 

arraignment state court, readiness conference, motion, jury trial or trial without a jury, and sentencing. Felonies include 

some of the more heinous crimes, such as murders, rapes, arson, etc. After police officers arrest a person for felony 

arraignment, that person can use bail. Police officers will organize a felony readiness conference because they try to 

settle the case. If the case is settled, then there is sentencing. If the case is not settled, a preliminary hearing (witness, 

evidence) is required, then followed by new arraignment information, indictment, prosecutor and grand jury, pretrial 

motion, readiness conference, jury trial or trial, probation interview, probation report, and sentencing (Landon, 2016).  

 

For felony offenders, California has a very harsh rule against them called the “Three Strike Sentencing Law”, formally 

known as Penal Code section 667. The essence of the Three Strikes law was to require a defendant convicted of any 

new felony, having suffered one prior conviction of a serious felony to be sentenced to state prison for twice the term 

otherwise provided for the crime. According to the California Court, the Judicial Branch of California, if the defendant 

was convicted of any felony with two or more prior strikes, the law mandated a state prison term of at least 25 years 

to life. Though the rule was intended for violent offenses such as rape and robbery, it was actually applied to some 

non-violent charges such as drug offenses and grand theft. This rule has significantly prolonged some inmates’ prison 

terms. This rule contributed to a large and stagnant prison population.  

 

California’s Three Strikes Law was originally enacted in 1994, it was a product of a “tough-on-crime” campaign. 

However, it was controversial to begin with. California Prison Guards Union has been the campaigning for Three 
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Strike Law from the beginning and ever since, it had lobbied politicians to ensure the continuation of the rule and 

push for expansion of the prison system (Knafo, 2013). Politics is out of the scope of this research, but many critics 

believe that Three Strike Law has become a policy for special interest groups rather than an effective policy to keep 

dangerous criminals off the street. In order to reduce the prison population instead of increasing it, Three Strike Law 

must be modified or abolished.  

Solutions to the Issues 

Currently, the politicians have been pushing for the expansion of the prison system, which means more of the 

Californian tax dollars will go to building cells to lock people up (Knafo, 2013). This solution is not favorable 

financially, California is already spending 13 billion dollars in the 2016-2017 budget, and it is the 4th most expensive 

agency on the budget list. In order to resolve the prison overcrowding issue, California must reduce truly its number 

of incarcerated, instead of playing the number game of realignment. The policy change, such as sentencing reform, 

will take a long time. Meanwhile, sentencing alternatives are available to keep people out of incarceration and keep 

some level of supervision. The cost savings are very attractive. For example, it costs an average of $79 a day to keep 

an inmate in prison but about $3.50 a day to monitor the same person on probation or parole, some other alternatives 

can even render some public services.  

 

There are some sentencing alternatives in San Diego County because judges and law enforcement officers want to 

offer inmates more opportunities to benefit society or keep them living a decent life. The traditional and still by far 

the most common alternative to a jail sentence is probation.  

 

Work release is one of the popular sentencing alternative options. Individuals meet with probation officers and do 

community service to get credit for custody, such as picking up trash on the highway. They pay for the privilege to 

participate in the program. Home detention is another normal sentencing alternative, a person is confined by the 

authorities to a certain residence but is allowed to go to work. Travel is usually restricted if allowed at all. It requires 

individuals to have a place to live and have a phone, but some people do not have places to live or do not have 

phones to participate in this program (Landon, 2016).  

 

Strict voluntary work is also a favored sentencing alternative. Those individuals must provide voluntary work for 

some organizations to benefit the local community, such as voluntary work at the hospital gift shops, churches, 

YMCA, boy-girl clubs, foster kids’ parties, or free concerts for communities. The public work service project is a 

useful sentencing alternative program. Probation officers offer inmates work opportunities based on their skills, such 

as laundry shops, food shops, and printing shops for the jails. Weekend custody is another sentencing alternative. 

Individuals go to prisons on Friday nights and weekends, so they can keep their day jobs on weekdays (Landon, 2016). 

 

To avoid custody in the jail, a work furlough center is the most popular option among the sentencing alternatives. The 

most common offenses in the work furlough are drunk driving or public intoxication. Furthermore, the work furlough 

center runs by private providers, individuals can sleep and eat at the work furlough center to get credit for custody, so 
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it allows individuals to work and support family, but individuals have to pay for participating in the work furlough 

program. Moreover, they can live pre-work furlough for free if they do not have jobs. They will move to work on 

furlough when they find jobs (Landon, 2016).   

 

Shortcomings of Sentencing Alternative 

Sentencing alternatives are by no means a perfect solution to the overcrowding management problem, they have their 

own limitations. In addition, probation officers and supervisors of other sentencing alternatives face overload just like 

prison systems. General probation officers handle over 4000 cases, which means evenly spreading them evenly across 

all standard working days of a month, an officer must handle 181 cases every day, barely 159 seconds for each case 

on average (Landon, 2016). Outsourcing the probation work to the private sector has created its own problems, which 

are outside the scope of this research study but worth mentioning (Cohen, 2014).  

 

Furthermore, the monitoring technology cannot keep these “inmates” confined reliably. Inmates wearing an anklet or 

a wristlet will trigger an alarm to the police when inmates are outside the range of their designated confinement area. 

However, a simple Google search can teach anyone how to remove these devices, whether the effectiveness of such 

devices is outside the scope of this research, there are inmates who manage to remove anklets and wristlets without 

triggering an alarm (Romano, 1992).  

 

Conclusions  

The results of this research study showed that (1) the San Diego County jails are overcrowded, (2) sentencing 

alternatives are a more cost-effective management solution only in a short-term way, and (3) the improvement on 

leading and managing the San Diego County jail system is needed. More research studies related to the San Diego 

County jails overcrowded issue and the San Diego County jail system management issue are needed in the future.  

 

Reference Books 

Kaeble, D., Glaze, L., Tsoutis, A., & Minton, T. (2016). Correctional populations in the United States, 2014. U.S. 
Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bureau of Justice Statistics. 

Mackenzie, D.L. (2001). Sentencing and corrections in the 21st century: setting the stage for the future. College Park, 
MD: University of Maryland. 

Saris, P.B., Breyer, C.R., Friedrich, D.L., Barkow, R.E., Pryor, W.H., Wroblewski, J.J., & Smoot, J.P.W. (2015). 
United States sentencing commission, guidelines manual. US: LexisNexis.  

Walmsley, R. (2015). World prison population list. UK: Institute for Criminal Policy Research. 

 

Reference Case 

Justia (2011). Brown, et al. v. Plata, et al., 563 U.S. 493. Retrieved February 9, 2022, from 
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/563/493/ 
 
Reference Codes 

Cornell Law School (n.d.). 18 U.S. Code § 3553 - Imposition of a sentence. Retrieved February 9, 2022, from 
https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/18/3553  



26 
 

FindLaw (2019). California Code, Penal Code - PEN § 1202.7. Retrieved February 9, 2022, from 
http://codes.findlaw.com/ca/penal-code/pen-sect-1202-7.html 

 

Reference Links 

Annual Estimates of the Resident Population for the United States, Regions, States, and Puerto Rico: April 1, 2010 to 
July 1, 2019: https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/popest/tables/2010-2019/state/totals/nst-est2019-01.xlsx 

Bruce McPherson: Prison Overcrowding State of Emergency Proclamation: https://www.library.ca.gov/wp-
content/uploads/GovernmentPublications/executive-order-proclamation/38-Proc-2006-93.pdf 

California Court (n.d.). California’s Three Strikes Sentencing Law. The Judicial Branch of California. Retrieved 
February 9, 2022, from http://www.courts.ca.gov/20142.htm 

California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (n.d.). Richard J. Donovan Correctional Facility (RJD). 
California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. Retrieved February 9, 2022, from 
http://www.cdcr.ca.gov/Facilities_Locator/RJD.html 

Cohen, A. (2014). The private probation problem is worse than anyone thought. Retrieved February 9, 2022, from 
http://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2014/02/the-private-probation-problem-is-worse-than-anyone-
thought/283589/ 

Institution for Crime & Justice Policy Research (2022). World prison brief. Retrieved March 9, 2022, from 
https://www.prisonstudies.org/country/united-states-america 

Fair, H., & Walmsley, R. (2021). World prison population list. World prison brief. Retrieved February 9, 2022, from 
https://www.prisonstudies.org/sites/default/files/resources/downloads/world_prison_population_list_13th_edition.pd
f  

Federal Bureau of Prisons (n.d.). MCC San Diego. Federal Bureau of Prisons. Retrieved February 9, 2022, from 
https://www.bop.gov/locations/institutions/sdc/ 

Knafo, S. (2013). California governor proposes massive prison expansion to avoid freeing inmates. The Huffington 
Post. Retrieved February 9, 2022, from http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/08/27/california-prison-
expansion_n_3825796.html 

Knafo, S. (2013). California prison guards union pushes for prison expansion. The Huffington Post. Retrieved 
February 9, 2022, from http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/09/09/california-prison-guards_n_3894490.html 

Respaut, R. (2016). California prison reforms have reduced inmate numbers, not costs. Reuters. Retrieved February 
9, 2022, from http://www.reuters.com/article/us-california-prison-budget-insight-idUSKBN0UK0J520160106 

Romano, J. (1992). The struggle to ease jail overcrowding. The New York Times. Retrieved February 9, 2022, from 
http://www.nytimes.com/1992/05/03/nyregion/the-struggle-to-ease-jail-overcrowding.html?pagewanted=all 

San Diego County Sheriff’s Department (n.d.). Daily inmate population report. San Diego County Sheriff’s 
Department. Retrieved February 9, 2022, from http://apps.sdsheriff.net/inmatepopulation/displaypop.aspx 

San Diego County Probation Department (n.d.). Work Furlough and Residential Re-Entry Center. San Diego County 
Probation Department. Retrieved February 9, 2022, from 
http://www.sandiegocounty.gov/probation/adult_information_detained.html 

Stockm, S., Bott, M., Villareal, M. (2016). Enhancements leave thousands of California inmates with extraordinarily 
long sentences. NBC. Retrieved February 9, 2022, from http://www.nbcbayarea.com/investigations/Thousands-of-
California-Inmates-Face-Extraordinarily-Long-Sentences-Because-of-Enhancements-370335951.html 

The State of California (n.d.). California’s Governor’s Budget 2007-8. The State of California. Retrieved February 9, 
2022, from http://www.ebudget.ca.gov/2007-08-EN/Enacted/agencies.html 

The State of California (n.d.). California’s Governor’s Budget 2008-9. The State of California. Retrieved February 9, 
2022, from http://www.ebudget.ca.gov/2008-09-EN/Enacted/agencies.html 



27 
 

The State of California (n.d.). California’s Governor’s Budget 2009-10. The State of California. Retrieved February 
9, 2022, from http://www.ebudget.ca.gov/2009-10-EN/Enacted/agencies.html 

The State of California (n.d.). California’s Governor’s Budget 2010-11. The State of California. Retrieved February 
9, 2022, from http://www.ebudget.ca.gov/2010-11-EN/Enacted/agencies.html 

The State of California (n.d.). California’s Governor’s Budget 2011-12. The State of California. Retrieved February 
9, 2022, from http://www.ebudget.ca.gov/2011-12-EN/Enacted/agencies.html 

The State of California (n.d.). California’s Governor’s Budget 2012-13. The State of California. Retrieved February 
9, 2022, from http://www.ebudget.ca.gov/2012-13-EN/Enacted/agencies.html 

The State of California (n.d.). California’s Governor’s Budget 2013-14. The State of California. Retrieved February 
9, 2022, from http://www.ebudget.ca.gov/2013-14/Enacted/agencies.html 

The State of California (n.d.). California’s Governor’s Budget 2014-15. The State of California. Retrieved February 
9, 2022, from http://www.ebudget.ca.gov/2014-15/Enacted/agencies.html 

The State of California (n.d.). California’s Governor’s Budget 2015-16. The State of California. Retrieved February 
9, 2022, from http://www.ebudget.ca.gov/2015-16/Enacted/agencies.html 

The State of California (n.d.). California’s Governor’s Budget 2016-17. The State of California. Retrieved February 
9, 2022, from http://www.ebudget.ca.gov/2016-17/Enacted/agencies.html 

The State of California (n.d.). California’s Governor’s Budget 2017-18. The State of California. Retrieved February 
9, 2022, from https://www.ebudget.ca.gov/budget/publication/#/e/2017-18/Agency/5210 

The State of California (n.d.). California’s Governor’s Budget 2018-19. The State of California. Retrieved February 
9, 2022, from https://www.ebudget.ca.gov/budget/publication/#/e/2018-19/Agency/5210 

The State of California (n.d.). California’s Governor’s Budget 2019-20. The State of California. Retrieved February 
9, 2022, from https://www.ebudget.ca.gov/budget/publication/#/e/2019-20/Agency/5210 

The State of California (n.d.). California’s Governor’s Budget 2020-21. The State of California. Retrieved February 
9, 2022, from https://www.ebudget.ca.gov/budget/publication/#/e/2020-21/Agency/5210 

The State of California (n.d.). California’s Governor’s Budget 2021-22. The State of California. Retrieved February 
9, 2022, from https://www.ebudget.ca.gov/budget/publication/#/e/2021-22/Agency/5210 

United State Census Bureau (n.d.). San Diego County, California. United State Census Bureau. Retrieved February 9, 
2022, from http://www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/AGE275210/06073 

United State Census Bureau (n.d.). U.S. and World Population Clock. United State Census Bureau. Retrieved February 
9, 2022, from http://www.census.gov/popclock/ 

Weissmueller, Z. (2014). Overcrowded: the messy politics of California’s prison crisis. Reasons. Retrieved February 
9, 2022, from http://reason.com/reasontv/2014/10/24/overcrowded-the-messy-politics-of-califo 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


