Summary of Death Penalty Cost Studies
My colleague, Christian Ruud, searched the Death Penalty Information Center web site (www.dpic.org) and found studies of the cost of the death penalty in nine different states.  His summary follows:

California.  The California Commission on the Fair Administration of Justice  makes a conservative estimate that seeking the death penalty adds $500,000 to the cost of a murder trial in that state.  Moreover, the commission found the additional cost of confining an inmate to death row, as compared to the maximum security prisons where those sentenced to life without possibility of parole ordinarily serve their sentences, is $90,000 per year per inmate. With California’s current death row population of 670, that accounts for $63.3 million annually.

Using conservative rough projections, the Commission estimates the annual costs of the present (death penalty) system to be $137 million per year.  The cost of the present system with reforms recommended by the Commission to ensure a fair process would be $232.7 million per year.  The cost of a system in which the number of death-eligible crimes was significantly narrowed would be $130 million per year.  

The cost of a system which imposes a maximum penalty of lifetime incarceration instead of the death penalty would be $11.5 million per year.

Maryland.  A study by the Urban Institute, released on March 6, 2008,  estimated that the average cost of a capital-eligible case in Maryland where the prosecution did not seek the death penalty was approximately $1.1 million.  A capital-eligible case where the prosecution unsuccessfully sought the death penalty cost approximately $1.8 million.  A capital-eligible case that resulted in a death sentence would cost approximately $3 million.  

Washington.  A 2006 report to the Washington State Bar Association estimated that death penalty cases cost approximately $467,000 more than trying the same case as an aggravated murder without the death penalty. On direct appeal, the cost of appellate defense averages $100,000 more in death penalty cases, than in non-death penalty murder cases. 

New Jersey.  A 2005 study estimated the state's death penalty has cost New Jersey taxpayers $253 million since 1983.  The study stated the cost estimate is "very conservative" because other significant costs uniquely associated with the death penalty were not available. "From a strictly financial perspective, it is hard to reach a conclusion other than this: New Jersey taxpayers over the last 23 years have paid more than a quarter billion dollars on a capital punishment system that has executed no one," the report concluded. 

Tennessee.  A 2004 report released by the Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury found that death penalty trials cost Tennesse taxpayers almost 50% more than non-death-penalty trials, although it concluded executions cost significantly less than LWOP in terms of prison and housing costs.  

Kansas.  In 2003, the State of Kansas concluded that capital cases are 70% more expensive than comparable non-death penalty cases. The study counted death penalty case costs through to execution and found that the median death penalty case costs $1.26 million. Non-death penalty cases were counted through to the end of incarceration and were found to have a median cost of $740,000. For death penalty cases, the pre-trial and trial level expenses were the most expensive part, 49% of the total cost. The costs of appeals were 29% of the total expense, and the incarceration and execution costs accounted for the remaining 22%. In comparison to non-death penalty cases, the following findings were revealed: 

· The investigation costs for death-sentence cases were about 3 times greater than for non-death cases; 

· The trial costs for death cases were about 16 times greater than for non-death cases ($508,000 for death case; $32,000 for non-death case); 

· The appeal costs for death cases were 21 times greater; 

· The costs of carrying out a death sentence were about half the costs of carrying out a non-death sentence in a comparable case; 

· Trials involving a death sentence averaged 34 days, including jury selection; non-death trials averaged about 9 days.

Indiana.  According to the 2002 Commission Report on Capital Sentencing, the total cost of Indiana's death penalty is 38% greater than the total cost of life without parole sentences, assuming that 20% of death sentences are overturned and resentenced to life

North Carolina.  In a law review article published in 2009, a Duke University professor calculated that North Carolina would save approximately $11 million annually if it dropped the death penalty.  

These studies are available electronically.  Let me know if you would like to have them.
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