
 

 

 

Iowa's Prison System Compared To Surrounding States 

ISSUE 

A comparison of the prison systems in Iowa, the surrounding states, and the nation for costs, 
staffing resources, and treatment. 

AFFECTED AGENCIES 

Department of Corrections 

CODE AUTHORITY 

Chapter 903, Code of Iowa  

BACKGROUND 

The purpose of this report is to compare Iowa's prison system to systems in the surrounding 
states. and offer comments. 

CURRENT SITUATION 

Crime Rates.  Iowa has the second lowest overall crime rate compared to 7 surrounding 
states and has an overall crime rate that is 70.1% of the national rate.  South Dakota has the 
lowest crime rate (Attachment 1).  Compared to the national rates, Iowa ranks as follows:  
property crime is 40.0% of the national rate, violent crime is 40.0%, and murder is 20.4%.  
Illinois and Missouri are at the opposite extreme for the Midwest, showing murder and violent 
crime rates higher than the national rates and property crime rates slightly lower.   

Sentencing.  Iowa imposes much longer sentences than the surrounding states (Attachment 
2).  The average prison sentence in Iowa is 121.0 months.  The regional average is 67.7 
months, more than half of Iowa's average.  The national average is 84.8 months, 70.1% as 
long as Iowa's average sentence.  While Iowa imposes relatively long sentences, Iowa 
prisoners remain in prison 0.7 months less than the regional average and 3.8 months less 
than the national average.  This may suggest that varying sentencing practices do not 
necessarily affect the length of time inmates spend in prison.   

Incarceration Rates.  Nationwide, more than 776,000 persons are in prison (Attachment 2).  
This is an incarceration rate of 326, or 0.3% of the population.  Iowa has a prison population 
in excess of 4,500 and an incarceration rate that is half the national rate (162 or 0.2% of the 
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Iowa population).  In 1991, Iowa committed just under 3,000 persons to prison.  Twenty percent of 
these admissions were parole violators.  This corresponds to the regional average for 
reincarceration of parole violators and is slightly higher than the national percentage.  Kansas, 
Minnesota, and Missouri have a higher percentage of parole violator admissions.  Perhaps Iowa's 
programs are more effective, and the inmates released in Iowa are more successful on parole than 
are the inmates in those states.  Or it might mean that those states have better supervision and are 
more successful at catching violators.   

Budget.  In terms of budget, Iowa ranks in the middle of the surrounding states.  Four states spend 
more, and 3 spend less (Attachment 3).  On a per capita basis, each Iowan spends $44 annually to 
support the prison system.  This is approximately equal to the average per capita spending by 
surrounding states, but it is only 70.7% of the national per capita spending on prisons.   

Iowa spends $54.03 per inmate per day, $5.52 more than the national average and more than the 
amount spent by 5 of the 7 surrounding states (Attachment 3).  Iowa spends $1.48 per inmate per 
day for food, the second lowest for the surrounding states.  For health care, Iowa spends the least 
of the surrounding states at $2.95 per inmate per day.  These costs are about half the national 
average. 

Staffing.  Iowa has the third fewest correctional institution employees (Attachment 4).  But looking 
at number of inmates per employee as a workload indicator, it has the third heaviest work load at 
2.4 inmates per employee.  Missouri and Illinois have heavier workloads with 2.6 inmates per 
employee.  Iowa's workload equals the national average and is 13.1% above the regional average 
of 2.21 inmates per employee.   

Correctional officers represent 57.2% of Iowa's prison employees (Attachment 4).  The national 
average is 49.2%, and the regional average is 43.7%.  Iowa has a workload of 4.4 inmates per 
correctional officer.  The national ratio is 5.3 inmates per correctional officer.  Of the surrounding 
states, only Minnesota and Wisconsin have fewer inmates per correctional officer.   

Treatment staff include psychiatrists, psychologists, social workers, caseworkers, recreation 
therapists, and counselors.  Nebraska and Wisconsin treatment staff have fewer inmates per staff 
than Iowa (Attachment 4).  Iowa has 38.05 inmates per treatment staff person.  This is below the 
regional average of 43.50 inmates per treatment staff and far below the 81.86 national average.  
These numbers indicate that Iowa and the surrounding states are putting almost twice the 
personnel resources into treatment for each inmate compared to the rest of the nation. 

Iowa has the highest number of inmates per administrative and support staff (i.e., other employees) 
in the region (6.63 inmates per staff).  Nationally and regionally about half of all employees are 
administrative and support staff.  Iowa has 36.4% administrative and support staff.  Iowa is placing 
greater emphasis on security and treatment and less on administration than other states. 

Treatment.  Of the surrounding states, Iowa ranks third in inmate participation in mental health 
programs (3.1%) and has a participation rate one-third higher than the regional average of 2.3%.  
Kansas and Wisconsin have a larger percentage participating.  The region lags behind the 5.1% 
national participation rate.   

Sexual offenses rank only behind drug offenses as the reason for the growing prison population in 
Iowa.  Of the surrounding states, Iowa has the second highest rate for treatment of sex offenders; 
4.5% of the inmates are in sex offender treatment programs.  Regionally, 3.1% of the inmates are 
in this type of treatment program, and nationally only 1.2% of the inmates are receiving this type of 
treatment.   
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BUDGET IMPACT 

The Iowa prison system manages its food and health care costs more effectively than most 
surrounding states and the rest of the nation.  If Iowa's costs for food and health care were equal to 
the regional average, Iowa would pay annually an additional $587.65 per inmate for food and 
$1,153.40 for health care.  With more than 4,500 inmates, Iowa spends $7.9 million annually less 
than the regional average. 

Iowa also puts more of its personnel services resources into security and treatment services, rather 
than administrative and other support activities.  If Iowa were to staff administration and support at 
the regional average (50.7% of all staff), it would require an additional 515 employees.  By not 
having these administrative and support staff, Iowa saves approximately $20.1 million annually in 
salaries and benefits.   
 
STAFF CONTACT:  Dwayne Ferguson  (Ext. 16561)  Leroy McGarity  (Ext. 17942) 
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