
 

Wisconsin leads U.S. in black male incarceration  
 

  A detailed analysis of state corrections records by the UWM Employment and Training Institute shows 
incarceration rates at epidemic levels for African American males in Milwaukee County. Over half of 
black men in their 30s in the county have been incarcerated in state prisons (1990-2012). Statewide, 
49% of black men in their 30s have already served time in state prison.  

  Wisconsin's prison population has more than tripled since 1990, fueled by increased government 
funding for drug enforcement (rather than treatment), investments in prison construction, three-strikes 
rules, mandatory minimum sentence laws, truth-in-sentencing replacing judicial discretion in setting 
punishments, concentrated policing in minority communities, and state incarceration for minor probation 
and supervision violations. Particularly impacted were African American males with 40% of black male 
prisoners showing drug offenses.  

  Given the high levels of racial and economic segregation in Milwaukee County, two-thirds of the 
county's incarcerated black men came from 6 zip codes in the poorest neighborhoods of Milwaukee.  
 

 
  A third of the 26,222 men incarcerated had only non-violent offenses.  

http://www4.uwm.edu/eti/2013/BlackImprisonment.pdf


  Another 27,874 men (non-offenders) have driver's license violations, mostly for failure to pay fines and 
civil forfeitures, preventing them from legally driving.  

The study on Wisconsin's Mass Incarceration of African American Males: Workforce Challenges for 2013 
recommends alternatives to incarceration for lower-risk offenders with the savings used to increase 
workforce support for released prisoners and for non-offending youth and young adults facing barriers 
to employment. See additional ETI research on prisons.  

 

 
[black rates | white rates]  

Wisconsin has the highest black male incarceration 
rate in the United States, according to estimates from 
the 2010 decennial census. The rate (1 out of 8 
African American men ages 18-64 were in state 
prisons and local jails in April 2010) is nearly double 
that of the nation as a whole and 32% higher than 
the next worst state (Oklahoma).  
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