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	The	Texas	Departm

ent	of	Crim
inal	Justice	(TDCJ)	

has	the	biggest	prison	population	in	the	United	States	
(over	140,000	prisoners)	and	the	m

ost	prisons	of	any	
state	(over	100).	It	is	also	know

n	for	being	one	of	the	
m
ost	self-sufficient	and	profitable	prison	system

s	in	
the	nation,	thanks	to	prison	labor.	

Beef,	pork,	chicken	and	vegetables	are	raised,	
processed	and	harvested	by	prisoners.	Soap	and	
clothing	item

s	are	m
anufactured	through	prison	labor	

as	w
ell.	Prisoners	in	Texas	grow

	24	different	crops	
and	tend	to	over	10,000	head	of	cattle.	They	also	act	
as	painters,	electricians,	m

aintenance	w
orkers,	cooks,	

janitors	and	dog	trainers.	
It	is	w

rong	that	this	labor,	w
hich	is	m

anaged	by	
Texas	Correctional	Industries	(TCI),	is	being	forced	
upon	prisoners,	w

ho	are	required	to	execute	it	for	
free.	If	they	refuse,	they	receive	discrim

inatory	
punishm

ent	and	thus	longer	stays	in	prison.	
That’s	right:	prisoners	in	Texas	are	w

orking	for	
free.	Total	sales	for	TCI	in	the	fiscal	year	2014	alone	
w
ere	valued	at	$88.9	m

illion,	and	not	one	dim
e	of	it	

w
as	used	to	pay	those	w

ho	produced	this	handsom
e	

rew
ard.	W

henever	TCI	is	scrutinized	by	the	public	for	
this	practice,	they	note	that	prisoners	receive	other	
rew

ards	for	their	labor,	such	as	tim
e	credits	called	

“Good	Tim
e”	or	“W

ork	Tim
e.”	

On	paper,	these	credits	are	supposed	to	cut	dow
n	

the	prisoner’s	sentence	and	allow
	them

	to	be	
released	on	m

andatory	supervision	—
	earlier	than	

they	w
ould	if	these	credits	didn’t	exist.	But	in	reality,	

m
andatory	supervision	is	discretionary.	This	m

eans	
that	the	parole	board	doesn’t	have	to	honor	these	
credits.	It	can	keep	denying	a	prisoner’s	release	until	
they	have	served	their	entire	sentence.	

TDCJ	claim
s	that	the	prisoners’	free	labor	pays	for	

their	room
	and	board,	w

hile	the	actual	w
ork	gives	

them
	job	skills	to	successfully	seek	and	m

aintain	
em

ploym
ent	upon	their	release.	Georgia,	Arkansas	

and	Alabam
a	are	other	states	that	utilize	this	m

oney-
m
aking	schem

e.	The	other	46	states	—
	one	w

ay	or	
another	—

	pay	prisoners	for	their	labor	w
ith	funds	

that	can	be	used	to	purchase	item
s	off	the	prison	

com
m
issary.	

Som
e	prisoners	w

ork	—
	for	free	—

	up	to	12	hours	
a	day.	This	is	flat-out,	m

odern-day	slave	labor	and	it	
w
ill	continue	as	long	as	society	accepts	the	notion	

that	prisoners	deserve	less.	
M
eanw

hile,	people	incarcerated	in	Texas	still	need	
m
oney	to	m

aintain	anything	approaching	an	
adequate	standard	of	living.	Prisoners	w

ho	have	no	
m
oney	in	their	accounts	are	only	allow

ed	to	send	out	
five	one-ounce	letters	to	fam

ily	and	friends	per	
m
onth.	Not	to	m

ention	that	a	trip	to	the	nurse	for	
illnesses	costs	$100	—

	w
hich	all	gets	deducted	w

hen	
funds	exist.	

Despite	Texas	having	the	biggest	prison	system
	in	

the	US,	it	provides	the	few
est	privileges	to	prisoners	

out	of	the	five	biggest	system
s.	(Unlike	som

e	prisons,	
it	does	not	allow

	the	use	of	cable	TV	and	tape	players	
in	solitary	confinem

ent).	The	Texas	system
	is	also	

am
ong	the	w

orst	w
hen	it	com

es	to	nutritious	m
eals;	

it	is	alw
ays	understaffed,	and	it	uses	inadequately	

trained	prison	and	m
edical	personnel.	So,	w

here	is	all	
the	m

oney	going?	
Prisoners	are	hum

an.	Prisoners	deserve	the	sam
e	

rights	as	people	on	the	outside.	W
e	are	m

ore	than	
the	dregs	of	society	and	dead	w

eight.	In	fact,	w
e	are	

actually	keeping	the	prison	system
	functioning	w

ith	
no	pay.	

Only	in	Am
erica	w

ill	you	find	a	prison	system
	that	

treats	their	prisoners	like	they	aren’t	w
orth	a	dim

e.	
W
hat	can	w

e	do	to	change	this?	Are	prisoners	in	
Texas	really	benefiting	from

	this?	Am
	I	the	only	one	

that	believes	Texas	should	start	paying	all	prisoners	
for	their	labor?	

This	is	a	topic	w
e	all	need	to	be	discussing:	Is	Texas	

Correctional	Industries	slave	labor	or	transitional	
rehab?	How

ever	you	look	at	it,	all	w
ork	and	no	play	is	

inhum
ane	under	any	circum

stances.	And	prisoners	
m
ust	be	paid	for	their	labor	—

	not	just	in	46	states,	
but	all	50	of	them

.	
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