
 

 

 

2019  
LEGISLATIVE 

AGENDA  
 

 
4%8!3 #2)-).!, *534)#% #/!,)4)/. 

$%$)#!4%$ 4/ %.$).'  -!33  

).#!2#%2!4)/. ). 4%8!3 



 

 

 7(/ 7% !2% 

Since our founding in 2000, the Texas Criminal Justice Coalition (TCJC) has 

been fighting to safely reduce incarceration levels. We do so through compre-

hensive research, data analysis, and nonpartisan education with lawmakers, 

corrections system practitioners, the media, and the public.  

 

Over time, TCJC and our partners have seen Texasô incarcerated population 

drop, with over 11,000 fewer people in prison since 2011. At the same time, 

the stateôs crime rate has dropped to its lowest level since the late 1960ôs.  

 

We are making progress. 

 

But Texas still ranks first in the nation in the sheer number of people incar-

cerated. At massive taxpayer expense, Texas has instituted a justice system 

that has over-criminalized kids and adults, allowed root causes of crime to go 

untreated, denied communities a workforce, and denied individuals ï who so 

often have been failed by other systems ï the opportunity to fulfill their 

potential.  

Recent polling has shown that Texans, by a large majority, are turning their 

backs on the discredited ñtough on crimeò policies of the past. Itôs time to 

make a real, Texas-sized change and end the policies and practices that send 

so many people behind bars. 

 

The TCJC Policy Team is excited to advance reforms in 2019, and we invite 

you to join us in fighting for stronger families, safer communities, and a 

brighter future for Texas.  

 

Leah Pinney 

Executive Director  
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TCJC advances solutions and builds coalitions to reduce mass incarceration 

and foster safer Texas communities. In our vision, all Texans live in safe, 

thriving communities where incarceration is rare and every person has the 

opportunity to succeed. 

 

To achieve our vision, TCJC is fighting every day to reorient the stateôs 

criminal justice system away from a total reliance on punishment and 

toward rehabilitation and accountability. This transformation will require 

Texas leaders to take the following action: 

 

Prevent people who should not be incarcerated from being in-

carcerated . This means treatment rather than punishment for people with 

drug and mental health problems, so their needs are met outside of the 

justice system. It means diversion programs and successful community 

supervision rather than incarceration, especially for people who have con-

tinually been failed by other systems. It means lower penalties for certain 

offenses, as well as shorter sentences for people who are ultimately incarcer-

ated, so the punishment fits the crime. 

 

Protect the rights and well -being of people who are incarcerated , 

especially the most vulnerable, including children and women.  This means 

regional therapeutic facilities for youth, rather than incarceration in large 

adult or juvenile prisons far from home. It means effective treatment for 

trauma, mental health, and substance use issues, as well as greater access to 

medical care and other needed services. It means strong oversight of youth 

and adult facilities to address and prevent incidents of abuse and neglect, 

and ensure humane living conditions.  

 

Create a system of opportunities and supports to reduce the  

long -term consequences of a conviction, and improve second 

chances for people who are rehabilitated . This means fewer barriers 

to employment for people with criminal records who have put their past 

behind them, as well as the elimination of overly harsh consequences for a 

conviction. It also means an earlier parole review for people sentenced to 

extreme terms in adult facilities for crimes committed as children.  

 

NOTE: While this document contains TCJCôs priority  policies for  2019, we 

anticipate supporting additional policies.  Please contact TCJC if you have 

any questions about the policies listed on the following pages or about our 

larger work.  
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1. Divert People from the Justice System Altogether and Provide Them  

Treatment in the Community  
 

Background : In 2017, more than 800,000 people were arrested in Texas ï 147,000 for drug violations 

alone.1 According to the Texas Health and Human Services Commission, low-income people with substance 

use disorder must wait weeks for intensive residential treatment, outpatient treatment, and Medication -

Assisted Treatment.2 People in need of co-occurring psychiatric and substance abuse treatment must similarly 

wait weeks for specialized services.3  Texasô inadequate treatment infrastructure means people with drug use 

problems are far more likely to be arrested than receive help. Over the past five years, nearly all serious and 

violent offense cases have declined significantly in this state, whereas drug possession cases have increased 

nearly 25 percent.4 The cycle of substance use, arrest, and incarceration simply continues ï ravaging families, 

perpetuating the drug crisis in Texas, and squandering resources that could be used to truly prevent crime. 

 

In 2017, the Texas Legislature passed Senate Bill 292, which creat-

ed a mental health matching grant program to reduce recidivism, 

arrests, and incarceration among people with mental illness. Grant 

applications were submitted by community collaboratives, which 

included a wide array of local stakeholders inside and outside the 

criminal justice system who identified specific community needs 

with respect to treatment capacity and local coordination.  Texas 

can leverage the successes of that model in its efforts to address 

substance use and see declines in related crime. 

 

Proposed Solution : Expand the community collaborative model 

to address the intersects between substance use and the justice system, and empower communities to develop 

a localized approach to public health and safety through regional grants. Require grant recipients to develop a 

strategic plan, identify  treatment and  coordination  gaps, set state and county jail reduction targets, implement 

locally driven programming (like pre -arrest diversion initiatives or other programs), and achieve progress 

towards goals to continue receipt of funding. Capture and reinvest justice system savings to sustain funding 

for alternative interventions.   

 

NOTE: Where pre-arrest diversion strategies have been implemented ï promoting access to community-

based services rather than arrest and jail ï communities have seen a remarkable drop in re-arrest rates. 

Specifically, participants in these programs were 58 percent less likely to be arrested after enrollment than 

those who went through the traditional criminal justice process. 5 Pre-arrest strategies ensure that people can 

access help while the justice system focuses on more serious cases. 
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