A Call for Accountability in the Department of Corrections
Brief One: A Broken Parole System
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BRIEF 1 A BROKEN PAROLE SYSTEM
The Problem
The Department of Corrections is denying a fair chance
at freedom for more than 2,800 men and women in the
Wisconsin state prison system who are legally eligible for
parole. Incarcerating thousands of people unnecessarily
costs taxpayers millions of dollars.
Wisconsin’s Truth-in-Sentencing law, authored by
Governor Walker when he was in the state Assembly,
went into effect Jan. 1, 2000. People sentenced under
this new law do not have a possibility of parole and must
serve every day of court-imposed sentences. However,
men and women convicted under the old law, prior to
Dec. 31, 1999, can still be paroled. Currently in Wisconsin, inmates get no meaningful consideration for parole.
Judges under the old law recognized that people could
change in positive ways in prison, and these judges deliberately set sentences with parole in mind. Men and
women convicted of crimes under the old law understand that they have the right to earn parole by serving
sufficient time, participating in programs and showing
good behavior.
But parole in the state prison system has slowed to a
near halt. According to the Legislative Fiscal Bureau, in
2011–12, only 150 paroles were granted, in contrast to
1,651 paroles in 2004.1
The Parole Commission has authority to grant paroles
independent of the DOC but in practice defers to DOC’s
Program Review Committee (PRC). PRC is charged with
reviewing inmates’ treatment and educational needs and
securing program or treatment space. These two bodies totally lack effective communication. PRC does not
abide by recommendations of Parole, neither one aids
the population they are charged with serving, and both
lack accountability. Men and women who have served
their time and participated in all necessary programming are bounced between Parole and PRC in a cruel
and unjust cycle that devastates them and their families.
“While very little data seems to have been kept, we know
of inmates who have completed required programming
yet are denied parole. We’ve seen inexplicable reports
that extoll exemplary conduct and yet still deny parole.
We’ve heard ‘insufficient time served’ far too often as a
reason to deny parole, even for prisoners who are many
years beyond their eligibility date,” said Rev. Joseph Ell-

wanger, of WISDOM. “Something is wrong, and thousands of people suffer for it every day the state chooses
not to act to correct it.”
Governor Walker is ultimately responsible but unfortunately has shown no interest in this important fiscal
issue affecting how justice is served in the state. Requests
for meetings with the Governor have been routinely ignored.
The parole system has broken faith with judges who
imposed old law sentences, with incarcerated men and
women who were promised a second chance, with families waiting for loved ones to come home after serving
their time, and with citizens of Wisconsin who expect
state agencies to be fair and fiscally responsible.

This voice from inside the prison walls is likely one of hundreds
of similar stories of old law prisoners who are lost in an unjust,
broken parole system.
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Baron coined an acronym in his fight for justice:
H.O.P.E. — Honest Opportunity for Parole Eligibility.
He adds, “I regret what I did as a young person, and I
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Wisconsin Taxpayers Need to Know
Wisconsin allocated more than $2 billion on state Corrections for 2013–15, adding up to more than 25 percent
of general fund appropriations for state operations. In
2013–15, more Wisconsin tax dollars were appropriated
from the general fund for Corrections than the entire
UW System.
The old law prisoners cost taxpayers more than $95 million per year, in addition to the wasted money spent on
programing and certifications that expire while inmates
await release that never comes.2 If 100 people legally eligible for parole were released, the state would save more
than $3 million per year. If 1,000 people legally eligible
for parole were released, the state would save more than

$30 million per year. If savings were reinvested in alternatives to prison, as they are successfully in Minnesota
and other states, the state could save an additional $60
million per year.3
1 Data from the Legislative Fiscal Bureau was confirmed by the Parole
Commissioner at a meeting on February 19, 2014.
2 The Department of Corrections has determined that there are 2,887 parole
eligible inmates in Wisconsin correctional facilities. The Wisconsin Legislative
Fiscal Bureau Information Paper 56, January 2013, found that the annual cost
per capita of those inmates was $33,400. The annual cost of continuing to
imprison parole eligible inmates is $96,425,800.
3 The Treatment Alternatives and Diversion 2007-2010 Evaluation Report
by Department of Justice, Department of Corrections and Department of
Health Services, December 2011, found that every dollar spent on treatment
generated at least $1.93 in savings.

ACTIONS REQUIRED TO
REFORM NOW
Governor Walker must accept responsibility for this fiscal,
moral and public safety crisis by keeping the promise
to meet with WISDOM and other concerned groups. He
must also direct the Parole Commission and the Department of Corrections to work together to:
Immediately review the 421 parole-eligible
inmates in minimum or community custody who
have met the DOC’s standard of safety. Many of

Partners in Calling for Action

these men and women are working in communi-

Wisconsin NAACP State Conference of Branches
Wisconsin Council of Churches
Wisconsin Faith Voices
160 WISDOM congregations representing
19 faith traditions

ties every day. At the same time, however, recognize that parole-eligible inmates may be housed in
maximum or medium security, but this should not
keep them from being fairly considered for release.
Conduct a substantive review of every paroleeligible inmate at least once a year to determine if
they can be safely released. If parole is not granted,
the parole board must state in detail the specific
requirements an applicant needs to meet to be
released on parole. ‘Insufficient time served’ is not
an adequate response.
Immediately implement required treatment and
training programs so incarcerated men and
women can qualify for parole.

For More Information
David Liners, WISDOM, 414.736.2099,
david.liners1@gmail.com
Rev. Jerry Hancock, First Congregational UCC
Madison, 608-658-6630,
revjlhancock@gmail.com
Beverly Walker, wife of Baron Walker
at Fox Lake Correctional Institution,
mrsbeverlywalker@yahoo.com
Follow our Facebook page at “Wisdom for Justice”
Follow us on Twitter @wisdom4justice and
#ReformWiscDOCNow

And finally, Governor Walker must immediately appoint
an Ombudsman, selected by the Chief Justice of the
Wisconsin Supreme Court, with authority to ensure that
people eligible for parole are not lost, lingering and
overlooked. Within six months of his or her appointment,
the Ombudsman must report on the number of people
legally eligible to go home and progress made in reducing that number.

WISDOM, the Wisconsin affiliate of the Gamaliel Foundation,
is a statewide network, including 10 congregation-based
community organizations that work to live out their values
regarding social justice in the world: MICAH Milwaukee
County, RIC Racine County, CUSH Kenosha County, SOPHIA
Waukesha County, JOSHUA Green Bay area, ESTHER Fox Valley,
JONAH Eau Claire and Chippewa Valley, AMOS La Crosse area,
NAOMI Wausau and North Central Wisconsin, MOSES Madison
and RUTH Manitowoc County. Visit WISDOM’s website at
http://prayforjusticeinwi.org.

