
PUBLIC SAFETY must be paramount in any criminal justice system. Reforms 
should target the revolving door of our prisons, reducing both the rates of crime and 
recidivism. Potential reforms include incentive-based funding for corrections, parole, 
and probation, thereby tying funding to positive outcomes, not simply how many 
people are in the system. Our law enforcement agents must also be well equipped and 
trained to address prevalent issues like mental health and addiction. Reforms such as 
these will ensure that individual victims and our communities at large are protected 
and kept safe.
 
PROTECTING TAXPAYERS is necessary for any government program, 
and our criminal justice system is no exception. Given that it costs twice the median 
mortgage payment to house each inmate in Tennessee, efforts should be made 
to ensure we are reserving our limited prison space for violent offenders, while 
reinvesting cost savings into alternative programs for nonviolent offenders with 
mental illnesses and substance abuse disorders. Treating substance abuse and 
mental health episodes as primarily a criminal justice matter is ineffective, costly to 
taxpayers, and does not promote public safety. 

REFORMING THE JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM is vital, so that 
it does not function as a pipeline into the adult criminal justice system. Tennessee has 
more juveniles in custody or supervision than most states, so there is an even greater 
urgency for reform. We must adopt uniform diversion policies that limit juveniles’ 
interaction with the criminal justice system for minor infractions. Further, we must 
invest in and partner with community-based programs that provide juveniles with the 
treatment and resources necessary to turn their lives around.

Blueprint for a Sensible Justice System

At the Coalition for Sensible Justice, we believe that the ideal criminal justice system protects 
public safety and restores offenders to living as productive members of society. The next 
governor of Tennessee will have a leading role in promoting a system that enhances public 
safety, promotes successful rehabilitation, treats people with fairness and dignity, and saves 
taxpayer dollars. For these goals to become a reality in the Volunteer state, the next governor 
should adopt the following reforms.
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WORKFORCE READINESS AND RE-ENTRY PREPARATION 
should be a high priority for our corrections system, as 95% of the inmate 
population will re-enter society at some point. We must invest in programs 
that provide inmates with continued substance abuse and mental health 
treatment when necessary, as well as jobs skills training necessary for them to 
successfully return to their communities. While in prison, and upon their release, 
education and workforce development programs should be readily available 
to inmates, so that those leaving the system are prepared and ready to work. 
In addition, we must reform laws and regulations that function as barriers to 
obtaining good jobs for those leaving prison. There are many programs adopted 
in other states that have proven effective in assisting offenders with accepting 
responsibility, education readiness, restitution, community service, and 
treatment. We should bring those successful practices to Tennessee. 
 
TRANSPARENCY & ACCOUNTABILITY are critical to the 
success of our criminal justice system. We should ensure that every component 
be outcome-based, with measurable, quantifiable metrics to determine success 
or failure. Our sentencing laws must have clearer guardrails with greater 
transparency. And finally, regular audits of our criminal justice system should 
be performed with reports made readily available to taxpayers in a transparent, 
easily digestible format.

Every candidate for governor should embrace and advocate for these important principles to 
create an effective criminal justice system that ensures victims are protected and their rights 
restored, communities are made safer, taxpayer resources are spent wisely, and those leaving 
prison are becoming productive members of their communities. By realigning incentives to 
emphasize rehabilitation and reduce recidivism, while likewise removing unnecessary barriers for 
individuals returning to the workforce, we can repair a broken system. The Tennessee Coalition 
for Sensible Justice, whose members represent an extraordinarily broad ideological spectrum, 
looks forward to working with the next governor to make these reform ideas a reality in our state.
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