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2 Critical Mass: Observations
on Prison Overcrowding in
Hawaii

DAVID HEAUKULANI

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
Jindings 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.







