
Sentencing and corrections reforms, passed by a substantial legislative majority in 2010, are having a significant 
impact on the South Carolina criminal justice system. The reforms reduced penalties for less serious drug and 
property offenses, expanded release options, strengthened community supervision, and established legislative 
oversight and accountability. Six years later, six prisons had closed, $491 million had been saved, and the crime 
rate continued to fall.1

Prison population reduced
 • From 2009 to 2016, the prison population declined 14 percent.2

 • The state’s imprisonment rate fell 16 percent, dropping from 11th-highest in the nation to 19th.3

 • During the same period, the share of prison space prioritized for violent offenders increased 27 percent.4
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Figure 1

South Carolina Prioritizing Prison Space for Violent Offenders 
Prison population by offense type, 2009 and 2016

Source: Bryan P. Stirling, “South Carolina’s Prison System: Report to the Sentencing Reform Oversight Committee,” South Carolina 
Department of Corrections (Nov. 28, 2016); South Carolina Department of Corrections report prepared for The Pew Charitable Trusts  
(Oct. 30, 2014)
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Public safety improved
 • Between 2010 and 2015, the state’s crime rate fell 16 percent.5

 • Revocations to prison for violation of probation or parole rules (not new crimes) declined 33 percent over  
the same period.6

 • The three-year recidivism rate fell 13 percent among those released in 2013 compared with those released  
in 2009.7

Figure 2

State’s Crime Rate Fell 16% Over 5 Years
Violent and property crime rates, 2010 and 2015
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Taxpayer dollars saved
 • The prison population fell 25 percent below the level projected for 2014.8

 • South Carolina closed six facilities and avoided adding new prison space.9 

 • The state saved $491 million through averted spending and reduced operating costs.10

Figure 3

Since 2010, South Carolina Has Steadily Reduced Imprisonment 
2015 prison population was 25% below the level projected for 2014
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Sources: Bryan P. Stirling, “South Carolina’s Prison System: Report to the Sentencing Reform Oversight Committee,” South Carolina Department 
of Corrections (Nov. 28, 2016); Applied Research Services Inc. data in The Pew Charitable Trusts, “South Carolina’s Public Safety Reform” 
(2010), http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/assets/2010/06/10/pspp_south_carolina_brief.pdf
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Background
In 2009, South Carolina’s prison population stood at 24,460 inmates and was projected to reach almost 28,000 
by 2014. The Legislature charged the Sentencing Reform Commission, a bipartisan group of state officials, with 
examining the state’s sentencing and corrections policies and recommending changes that would enhance public 
safety, reduce recidivism, and control corrections costs. After an intensive, nearly yearlong review that involved 
technical assistance from The Pew Charitable Trusts and other partners, the commission proposed a series of 
reforms that became the basis of S.B. 1154, the Omnibus Crime Reduction and Sentencing Reform Act. Enacted 
in 2010, the legislation made South Carolina a national leader in the use of evidence-based policies to deliver a 
better public safety return on taxpayer dollars. The Sentencing Reform Oversight Committee, formed after the 
law’s passage, is responsible for monitoring the performance of the reforms. Encouraged by the success of these 
measures, the state decided in 2017 to pursue further opportunities to improve its criminal justice system.

http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/assets/2010/06/10/pspp_south_carolina_brief.pdf


Contact: Ken Willis, communications 
Email: kwillis@pewtrusts.org 
Project website: pewtrusts.org/publicsafety

For further information, please visit: 
pewtrusts.org/publicsafety

The Pew Charitable Trusts is driven by the power of knowledge to solve today’s most challenging problems. Pew applies a rigorous, analytical 
approach to improve public policy, inform the public, and invigorate civic life. 
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