
During the 83rd Legislative Session, lawmakers will have to choose between terminating private state jail 
contracts for facilities we do not need, or providing adequately for our children’s health and education.  
The choice is simple.
In recent years, states facing similar choices have downsized or closed prisons.  Since 2011, 17 states have 
closed 28,000 beds.  These states continue to see crime rates decline.  Nationally, violent crime has declined 
by more than 20% from 2000 to 2010 while property crime declined by more than 18% during the same 
period.  The ability of state lawmakers to close prisons is due to a decline in state prison populations, with 
changes in policy and practice having contributed to these declines. From 2004 through 2009, at least 
36 states enacted policy and administrative reforms that ranged from codifying graduated sanctions for 
parole violators to relaxing mandatory minimum sentences.  Modi!cations in administrative practice 
also contribute to reducing state prison populations. In recent years, state o"cials looking to manage 
correctional populations have increased parole release rates and scaled back returns to prison for parole 
violationsi.  
The adoption of new policies and practices may have contributed to the stabilization of Texas’ prison 
population and may have accounted for a modest decline.  The state jail population declined by 15 
percent from 2007 to 2012, while the overall state prison population declined by 0.2%.  Violent crime 
declined in Texas by nearly 12% from 2007 to 2010, while property crime declined by more than 8% 
during the same period.   Due to excess capacity, Texas o"cials announced closure of the Central Unit in 
Sugarland in 2011, and expect to !nally close the prison in July of 2013ii.     Additional opportunities for 
closure may be available in 2013 with declines in the state prison population.  

DAWSON STATE JAIL |"The Case for 
Closure
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Author: Nicole Porter, Director of Advocacy, The Sentencing Project
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Opportunities Created by Excess Capacity
Lawmakers should consider opportunities created by 
terminating the Dawson State Jail contract.  The closure 
of prisons, including Texas’ Central Unit Facility in 2011, 
has created prospects for economic development 
and the repurposing of prison facilities in an e#ort to 
strengthen communities.  

In New York, lawmakers have worked to repurpose 
closed prisons for other uses. New York Governor Andrew 
Cuomo stated in his 2011 address to the state Legislature 
that “an incarceration program is not an employment 
program.xvii”    That same year, New York closed seven 

of 67 correctional facilities, taking 3,800 beds o# line.  
During 2012, discussions were underway to use some of 
the closed facilities for new retail development, wildlife 
sanctuary, and manufacturing facilities.  

When prison operations at the Texas’ Central Unit are 
completely terminated, the General Land O"ce will 
move to sell the shuttered facility.   During 2011, local 
o"cials suggested the 326 acres where the 102-year-old 
state prison Central Unit stands could be turned into an 
industrial and business park to increase tax revenuexviii.   
Dawson is located on prime real estate in downtown 
Dallas – the State could expect a similar return on selling 
the land.  

Recommendations
Texas is among several states that have closed prisons in 
recent years without compromising public safety.  Other 
states include Kentucky, Florida, North Carolina, and 
Louisiana.  Policymakers have an opportunity to continue 
to move Texas in the right direction by terminating the 
contract for the Dawson State Jail.  
Texas lawmakers will make hard decisions related to 
criminal justice policy in 2013.  Closing the Dawson 
State Jail o#ers an opening to adopt strategies that 
emphasize opportunity instead of punishment as a 
guiding theme in public safety.  Even prior to the !scal 
crisis, Texas lawmakers and correctional o"cials had 
become increasingly interested in evidence-based 
policies targeted at e#ective public safety outcomes.  
Consensus among elected o"cials, practitioners, and 
the community has created a political environment 
that prioritizes in-prison treatment, the implementation 

of graduated sanction for people on probation and 
parole who violate conditions of supervision, and the 
enhancement of reentry strategies.  
To further these objectives, we recommend: 
1. The Texas Department of Criminal Justice should not 

renew its contract with Corrections Corporation of 
America for the Dawson State Jail when the facility’s 
contract is up for renewal on August 31st, 2013.

2. State appropriators should zero out funding for the 
Dawson State Jail, and sell the property.  This step 
would save the state money in contracting costs and 
could provide revenue for other pressing criminal 
justice needs.

3. Rather that prioritize incarceration for state jail 
felonies, the state should use a more robust form 
of community supervision for those convicted of 
state jail felonies to further reduce the state jail 
population.  
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