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Editor’s note. Dr. Heaukulani served as a member of the 

Governor’s Corrections Task Force and undertook this research 

in 1987 for this committee. He expected to include it in the final 
report by the Task Force. When the committee chair announced 
that no report will be issued by the committee, he delivered his 
findings to the 1989 conference of the Hawaii Sociological 
Association. 

THE PROBLEM 

A class action filed in the U.S. District Court of Hawaii on September 

14, 1984 alleged, among other things, that "severe overcrowding at both the 

Oahu Community Correctional Center and the Hawaii Women’s Correctional 

Facility not only exacerbates but, in fact, is frequently the root cause for the 

many deficient conditions at the prison" (Spear v. Ariyoshi, 1984). The National 
Prison project of the ACLU was leading the challenge. Within the same month, 
former Governor George Ariyoshi appointed a Corrections Task Force to 
address the overcrowding issue. 

The task at hand was formidable. National prison data listed Hawaii as 
having the highest inmate density out of 50 states and the District of Columbia 
as of June 30, 1984 (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1986). Hawaii had a density 
rating of 31.3 square feet per inmate which was well below the American 
Correctional Association’s minimum standard of 60 square feet of bed space per 
inmate.’ In another national report, Hawaii was listed as having the highest 

capacity percentage at 182 percent in comparison to the other 50 states and the 
District of Columbia (Greenfeld, 1986). To compound the issue, the state 
practiced triple bunking, i.e., two inmates on a double bunk and one on the floor 
in a cell space designed for one inmate. Some prison administrators refer to this 

as maximum capacity adjustment.” Despite the adjustments, Hawaii’s prison 
population definitely outgrew its rated bed capacity by 1978 as depicted in 
Table 1. 

The situation became acute enough by 1984 to justify a federal court 

action. Faced with an increasing inmate population and the trend of federal 

court decisions in other states, Hawaii opted to enter into a consent decree by 
October 1, 1985 rather than risk a probable adverse court ruling. The consent 

decree required the state to meet certain conditions within a reasonable time. 
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The conditions were directed towards improvement in the facilities and services. 

The plans and programs to meet those conditions were to be monitored by 

several panels of experts. Throughout the succeeding years, the state has been 
unable to satisfy the experts in many cases and the issue remains problematical. 

The current remedy that has surfaced as of May, 1989 is to appoint a corrections 

master. 

A corrections master is not a panacea. The appointment of a master 

indicates that the inmate population problem is beyond the control of local 
resources. For the purposes of this paper, the problem of prison population 

control is the subject of discussion. Popular assumptions to explain the 
overcrowding problem will be examined to determine the direction for further 

research. 

Table 1 Rated Bed Capacity and Mean Daily Headcount, by Fiscal Year 

Rated Bed Mean Daily Net Rated 

Fiscal Year Capacity Headcount Bed Space 

1973-74 420 297 +123 | 

1974-75 420 310 +110 | 

1975-76 675 541 +134 

1976-77 675 539 +136 

1977-78 713 611 +102 

1978-79 609 659 -50 

1979-80 726 730 -4 

1980-81 778 851 -73 

1981-82 874 1,066 -192 

1982-83 940 1,366 -426 

1983-84 940 1,579 -639 

1984-85 1,071 1,818 -747 

1985-86 1,170 1,921 -751 

Source: Martha Torney, Program Planning Report, DSSH Corrections Division (Jan. 1985). 

ASSUMPTIONS ON PRISON OVERCROWDING 

The assumptions selected for observation in this paper do not represent 

the total possible range of explanations for the prison situation. These are 
merely slices from a whole realm of factors. The factors under consideration 
were selected, in part, by a subcommittee on the State Corrections Task Force. 

These include the incidence of crime, police activity, prosecutorial activity, 

demographics in terms of age, sex, and race, economics in terms of 

unemployment, sentencing patterns, and the planning process by the corrections | 


