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5-year impact in Oklahoma
By increasing the penalty for a third or subsequent drug posession or 
purchase offense to be a felony instead of a misdemeanor, over the 
next five years, Oklahoma could incur an additional $12.4M in 
cumulative incarceration costs,  increase the incarcerated population 
by 1,207, and add an additional 926 life years in prison. 

Marginal incarceration cost incurred (cumulative)

The opportunity 

As of February 2020, Oklahoma has the third highest incarceration 
rate in the country, imprisoning 640 people per 100,000 Oklahomans 
and costing the state over $580M annually. One of the major 
contributing factors to Oklahoma’s high imprisonment rate are the 
state’s lengthy drug sentences. When compared to the national 
average, individuals in Oklahoma serve 79% longer sentences for 
drug crimes. A 2018 study conducted by The PEW Charitable Trust 
found that there was no statistically significant link between rates of 
imprisonment for drug offenses and those of drug usage, arrests, or 
fatal overdoses. 



Black people are disproportionately impacted by Oklahoma’s drug 
laws. Black Oklahomans are 4.2 times more likely to be arrested for 
marijuana than their white counterparts. As a result, 1 in 15 black men 
are incarcerated in Oklahoma; in contrast, 1 in 26 black men are 
incarcerated nationwide. Increasing penalties for drug related 
offenses may exacerbate this disparity.



In 2016, SQ 780 passed, which reduced penalties for certain drug 
possession and purchase offenses by reclassifying the offenses from 
felonies to misdemeanors. As of February 2020, the Oklahoma prison 
population has decreased by 7.6%. Although this population has 
decreased further due to the Covid-19 pandemic, without additional 
reforms, the number may increase back to pre-pandemic levels. 

Data availability:

Prison population change

$650K $2.5M $5.5M $8.9M $12.4M
2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

402 804 1,140 1,158 1,207
2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

More people in prison

1,207
More life years spent in prison

926

Model assumes a per capita marginal cost of $2,965 for incarceration. 
Marginal cost only includes short-run costs, such as food and clothing, which 
change proportionally to the change in population.
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