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Why are law enforcement agencies so reluctant to contract out for some services?   
Are we afraid of the loss of control, or is it possible we are afraid that someone else may 
do it better or cheaper?  In today’s world, government must be innovative and not 
satisfied with the status quo. In an effort to become more efficient, organizations should 
continually explore new options and methods for doing business. One area in which law 
enforcement change has been slow to occur, but in which it has been making progress, is 
in contracting out services, such as jail operations. Contracting out services to private 
companies is one of the options that may help government deal with the tremendous 
challenges to provide ever increasing services to the increasing population it serves.  
 
 There are many different reasons, for an organization to consider such a move. The 
cliché of doing more with less is actually very real in the world of government.  Agencies 
are both expected and forced, to develop more efficient, effective and innovative ways of 
getting the job done without an increase in cost and manpower.  The most commonly 
mentioned advantages of contracting services are increased efficiency, reduced cost and 
the ability to utilize resources more appropriately.  
 
All governmental agencies have a fiscal responsibility to the people they serve and 
represent. Each agency also has an obligation to improve and enhance the quality of life 
for its residents whenever possible. Therefore, the government must also be resourceful, 
creative, and willing to take some chances on doing things differently. Business as usual 
will no longer work in all scenarios. 
 
NEW WAYS OF DOING BUSINESS 
There are numerous areas of service and duties that have traditionally been provided in 
law enforcement by either a police officer or a civilian police employee, which can be 
provided by private civilian companies or persons.1 These companies can enter into a 
private business contract with law enforcement agencies to provide numerous specific 
services.  As budgets continue to shrink, more and more law enforcement agencies are 
exploring or pursuing this option of providing service.  
 
The first question usually asked is why a municipality, or a law enforcement agency, 
want would or need, to have traditional law enforcement services such as the operation of 
a jail facility, provided by anyone other than a law enforcement employee? The expected 
benefits of civilianizing jail operations at municipal police departments are numerous. 
Some of these benefits are tangible, and some of the benefits cannot be readily measured. 
 
It is important in this discussion to understand that the use of contract companies to 
operate municipal jail facilities should not be confused with the privatization of prisons. 
Prisons generally have many more inmates to manage, substantially more mandated laws 
to be complied with, and most importantly, inmates are incarcerated for much longer 
periods of time. While there are several similarities, the differences are enormous. As the 
old cliché goes, you can’t compare apples to oranges.  
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JAIL POPULATIONS ARE BURSTING- WE MUST DO SOMETHING 
One fact that should be considered when exploring contracting out jail operations and 
prisoner transport is the increasing jail populations throughout the nation.  

• At midyear 2005,  747,529 inmates were held in the nation’s local jails, up from 
713,990 at midyear 2004.  

• In 2005, jails reported adding 33,398 beds during the previous 12 months, 
bringing up the total rated capacity to 789,001. 

• From 1995 to 2005, the number of jail inmates per 100,000 U.S. residents rose 
from 193 to 252. 2 

 
In addition to the rising numbers of prisoners being incarcerated, there is also a trend for 
many of these prisoners to be housed in private facilities. 3
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cost is the first, and certainly one of the most important benefits. Hiring and maintaining 
sworn police officers is very costly. It is not uncommon for an officer in the Southern 
California region to earn nearly $100,000 in combined salary and benefits. Even a 
civilian employee of a law enforcement agency whose salary is significantly less than an 
officer, often are a high cost to an agency due to their benefit package and incentives.  
The salaries and benefits of contract employees are included in the contracts for 
providing services to a law enforcement agency. Even with these costs included they are 
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far lower and more economically efficient. In their limited and defined role, many 
contract companies can do the same for less.4   As the chart below illustrates, the direct 
cost expenditures of local governments have soared in the past twenty years. These rising 
costs are of great concern to taxpayers and government officials.  Therefore, from a  
fiscal perspective alone many agencies will begin to examine this option. 
 
 
MORE PATROL TIME IS ALWAYS BETTER 
An increase in patrol time for sworn officers is another area that many agencies strive for.  
If an officer is not required to transport and book a suspect following an arrest, they can 
return to the streets sooner and faster. A large amount of wasted time is spent by officers  
 

 
having to drive the various distances from their community to, in most cases, a county 
jail facility. Once at the jail, the booking process can be very time consuming. Often 
times, officers have to wait for other officers with prisoners before their subject can be 
processed. Having the sworn officers on the streets, where they are most needed and most 
wanted is a desired benefit.  This additional time on the street will provide more time to 
also be pro-active to prevent crime and not just reactive. 
 
Reduced response time is also a related benefit.  Having more officers on the street, not 
tied up at jail facilities, or driving to or from the jail is a plus. Officers would be available 
to respond quicker to calls for service and help, simply due to their increased 
availability.5  
 
Increased productivity can occur due to officers being on the street sooner and for 
increased periods of time, in conjunction with reduced response times. Based upon 
normal productivity, there will likely be a corresponding increase in arrests and citations 
issued as well.  
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An increase in officer safety and public safety should occur as well, due simply to the 
increased numbers of officers on the street for more time during the day. With this 
increase in time available to handle calls, respond to accidents, and assist other officers 
needing help, this creates increased safety to both the citizens and officers alike. 
 
More efficient and timely processing of intoxicated drivers and subjects will be another 
potential benefit of contracting jail operations. During the first six months of 2005, 
Fontana Police officers arrested and booked at county jail facilities 253 subjects for drunk 
driving and 168 more subjects for public intoxication. These types of arrests are even 
more time consuming than most other arrests. These arrests are also not cost effective as 
most are eventually released from the county jail with a citation release and the arresting 
agency is still charged with a booking fee. By law, these subjects cannot be released until 
they are no longer a danger to themselves or others (usually about 5 hours). With contract 
employees, agencies that do not have a certified jail facility can still process and 
temporarily hold these subjects for the few hours needed until they are capable of being 
released on their own, or released to a responsible adult. This would create both a cost 
savings and time efficiency savings for the agency.  
 
A change from traditional past practices to modern contemporary practices will become 
more prevalent with fiscal, legal and logistical pressures. In today’s environment, there 
are not significant numbers of law enforcement agencies that are utilizing contract 
civilian companies for jail operations and booking and processing of arrestees. However, 
it does appear that with the responsibility to get the job done with fewer resources this 
will force more and more agencies to seriously examine alternative solutions to providing 
service with civilian personnel where feasible and practical.  
 
CONTRACTING SERVICES DOES CREATE SOME ISSUES 
Contracting out services, especially jail operations and prisoner transport does have some 
disadvantages.  One of the concerns is that the contract company employees might not be 
as adequately trained as full time sworn law enforcement personnel, or that with any 
fiscal tightening, the company may attempt to reduce training to cut costs.  Training is 
frequently the first victim in a budget crunch for an organization. Another area of concern 
is that of liability.  Jail operations and prisoner transportation are areas of high liability 
exposure and many agencies fear that this exposure will increase with less qualified and 
trained civilian employees. This adds to the agency’s reluctance to release control of 
duties and to contract services.  
 
CURRENT SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENT 
Currently there are several law enforcement agencies that utilize civilian contract 
companies to operate their jail facility, book or process arrestees, or both. This number is 
continually growing, especially in the Inland Empire.6 At least three new agencies are 
exploring bids for these services with contract companies.  Discussion amongst staff 
personnel from all agencies within the area, reveal that as soon as the first agencies take 
the step towards contracting services with civilian companies, all others will take a 
serious interest. As the growing pains from other agencies are worked out, virtually every 
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agency will begin to examine its needs, to see if this option works for them.  This option 
will increase in viability for nearly every agency in the future. In fact the cost benefit 
factor alone will force nearly every agency to at least consider the contracting of jail 
operations to civilian companies. 
 
Another reason governmental agencies will move towards more utilization of civilian 
contract companies is that in addition to being cost effective, they are becoming very 
proficient in the services they provide.  Several companies are incorporated and also 
provide jail operations or corrections to not only city and counties, but also to many state 
facilities as well. This exposure and experience that they have developed and refined over 
the years has made their service more in demand.  Their performance has been 
scrutinized and so far has met the desired standards for cost, quality and effectiveness.   
 
SOME MIXED RESULTS IN THE PAST 
Traditionally the main duty of law enforcement that has services which have been 
contracted out, has been for providing security services. This is an area that has had 
mixed results.  This is often due to very low pay and benefits for the security employee 
and the quality of employee has not been up to law enforcement standards. In contrast, 
with the private companies that contract out for jail operation services, the opposite has 
been observed.  These companies may not have uniform standards for their 
hiring, but in most cases have standards and procedures for hiring of employees that are 
similar if not identical, to those by most law enforcement agencies. The training and 
equipment for these employees is also very high and conforms to various state and 
federal mandates involving correctional facilities. This higher caliber of employee, who 
is properly trained and equipped, helps ensure that far fewer problems will later arise. 
This of course corresponds to reduced liability in the correctional setting, which is a 
major concern of any responsible governmental agency. 
 
SUMMARY 
Future implementation of civilian contract companies providing service to operate jail 
facilities and to book, process and transport arrestees, will increase among law 
enforcement agencies.  There are numerous reasons this must occur.  Government has a 
fiduciary responsibility to the taxpayer to ensure everything is done to provide the best 
service at the most affordable cost whenever possible. With resources dwindling, the 
expectations of the public are actually increasing.  Many areas have experienced 
tremendous population growth, especially in most urban areas, and more and more 
services must be provided. Tight budgetary and sound fiscal concerns are very important 
reasons, but not the only reasons. The ability to get sworn officers back on the streets 
sooner and having them available to provide service are key factors as well. The 
additional time that officers are on the streets responding to calls and providing service 
will help demonstrate a commitment to the community to continue to provide public 
safety and protection as well as enhancing the quality of life for these residents.  The 
contracting of traditional jail operations and arrestee booking and processing is one area 
that can be accomplished effectively with a large cost savings.  As more governmental 
agencies face budget crunches and perhaps even budget crises, more agencies will be 
obligated to explore a business relationship with contract companies. 
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