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States move to ban prison ‘slavery’

Study: Ending ‘exception’
could net $20B annually

David Sherfinski
THOMSON REUTERS FOUNDATION

RICHMOND, Va. — A growing number
of U.S. states are seeking to close what
critics call aloophole in the13th Amend-
ment which abolished slavery but still
effectively legalizes involuntary servi-
tude as punishment for convicts.

The constitutional amendment,
passed in1865, abolished slavery except
as punishment for crimes.

Voters in California and Nevada will
have a chance to weigh in during No-
vember’s elections on whether to ex-
tend the ban to prisoners - following
more than half a dozen other states that
are part of the burgeoning movement.

“It’s one of the things from the Civil
Rights era that we're still fighting on and
that needs to be changed,” said Christo-
pher Blackwell, an incarcerated person
in Washington state who advocates for
prison reform.

Even when prisoners are paid for
their work, they’re “being forced to work
for a very, very minimal amount of mon-
ey, and that is slavery,” Blackwell told
the Thomson Reuters Foundation by
phone.

About 1.2 million people were held in
U.S. state and federal prisons at the end
of 2022. Of those, some 800,000 people
work, many of whom earn less than $1
per hour, said a study earlier this year by
consultants Edgeworth Economics re-
leased by Worth Rises, an advocacy
group campaigning for prisoners’ rights.

“Our jobs provide incarcerated indi-
viduals with marketable job skills, as
well as soft skills, that help them land
jobs when they leave our facilities,” said
Chris Wright, spokesperson for the
Washington State Department of Cor-
rections.

Prisoners’ jobs in the state pay up to
$2.85 an hour — among the highest
hourly wages in the country.

“There are waiting lists at most of our
facilities for these positions,” said
Wright. He said some jobs are offered
through voluntary sign ups while others
are assisned
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Some 800,000 people in U.S. prisons in 2022 worked, many of whom earned less
than $1 per hour, found a study from Edgeworth Economics and Worth Rises, an
advocacy group campaigning for prisoners’ rights. GETTY IMAGES FILE

But a growing number of states are
pushing for change. Advocates working
on the anti-slavery push said more than
a dozen are eyeing potential legislation
that could protect prisoners’ labor
rights.

The current push includes both Re-
publican and Democrat-controlled
states pursuing the change, said Dennis
Febo, lead organizer with the Abolish
Slavery National Network, an advocacy
group.

“We’ve had so many white people
stand up on this and really make a
change, and we’ve had people of color
fighting (it). So it hasn’t looked like race;
it hasn’t looked like political affiliation.”

Growing momentum for change?

Rhode Island was the first state to
ban slavery in all forms through its state
constitution, in 1843.

Voters in Oregon, Utah, Colorado,
Nebraska, Tennessee, Alabama and
Vermont all passed ballot amendments
to formally end slavery as punishment
in recent years, though some are still in
the process of implementing them.

More than a dozen other states in-
chiding New .Tersev Texas and Minne-

Even when prisoners are
paid for their work they’re
“being forced to work for a
very, very minimal amount
of money, and that is
slavery,”

Christopher Blackwell

Incarcerated person who advocates for prison
reform

sota have recently weighed or are
weighing similar legislation, according
to ASNN.

In Nevada, voters will have a chance
to weigh in on a ballot question in No-
vember asking whether the state’s con-
stitution should be amended to remove
language authorizing the use of slavery
and involuntary servitude as a criminal
punishment.

In neighboring California, voters will
also consider a similar ballot initiative.

A spokesperson for the California De-
partment of Corrections and Rehabilita-
tion said they are still working on ana-
lvzing the costs of enacting the nro-

posed measure.

The legislative process was an “emo-
tional roller coaster,” said Jeronimo
Aguilar, a policy analyst with the advo-
cacy group Legal Services for Prisoners
with Children.

“The saying, ‘As California goes, the
country goes’ — I think that there’s a lot
of truth in that,” Aguilar said. “It’s been
moving nationally, and I think now
there could be even more momentum to
really ignite a wildfire that spreads
across the country.”

Lawmakers in the nation’s capital
have also been pushing federal legisla-
tion that they have highlighted around
Juneteenth, the national holiday on
June 19 that commemorates ending
chattel slavery in the United States.

Opponents of such efforts have cited
potential costs to states and disruptions
at correctional facilities if the incarcer-
ated suddenly earned higher wages or
secured rights to refuse work.

Washington state lawmakers consid-
ered raising the wages of incarcerated
people to the state’s minimum wage last
year, but the effort died amid concerns
over the cost, according to the Seattle
Times.

It would cost taxpayers $124 million
per year if all those held in the state’s
prisons earned at least the minimum
wage for their work, according to the
state’s Department of Corrections.

Another effort in California to secure
a ballot initiative was derailed in 2022
after a fiscal impact statement estimat-
ed that boosting prisoners’ wages could
cost $1.5 billion a year.

A first-of-its-kind study released
earlier this year found that ending un-
paidlabor in U.S. prisons could net up to
$20 billion per year, with increased
wage costs more than offset by allowing
prisoners to better support themselves
and their families, and boost their earn-
ings after release.

“You’re in here to rehabilitate and get
ready to be back in society as a produc-
tive member,” said Blackwell, the incar-
cerated advocate.

“They should be offering you work in
here that would help you save money ...
not just use and abuse your labor.”
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