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Alternatives to Incarceration Results in Cost Savings

Substance abuse is growing in the United States. In 2000 
an estimated 6.5 percent of the population had a substance 
abuse problem, a proportion that increased to 7.3 percent 
by 2001 (SAMHSA, 2002).  One result of increased 
substance abuse in the United States is additional strain 
on the justice system as more individuals are arrested 
for drug-related offenses.  Missouri is not immune to 
the effects of substance abuse problems, as illustrated 
by the number of drug-related arrests and convictions.1

Missouri had 42,845 drug-related arrests statewide in 
2003 (Missouri State Highway Patrol, 2005).  Department 
of Corrections’ data indicate that in 2004, 7,832 people 
were sentenced to prison or placed on probation for drug-
related convictions in Missouri (Oldfi eld, 2005).  

While only a small portion of those arrested receive a 
prison sentence, offenders with drug convictions or 
substance abuse problems are driving admission rates in 
Missouri’s prison system. As indicated in Figure 1, there 
were 9,912 persons admitted to state prison in FY 2004:

• 1,239 (13%) of Missouri’s new prison admissions 
had drug convictions; 

• 2,037 (20%) of these new prison admissions had 
been serving probation for a drug offense, but the 
probation was revoked; 

• 4,042 (41%) new admissions were convicted of 
crimes other than drug possession or traffi cking, 
but these offenders had active substance abuse 
problems that required treatment; and

• The remaining 2,594 (26%) commitments to 
prison in Missouri in 2004 were of offenders 

who neither had a substance abuse problem nor a 
drug-related conviction (Oldfi eld, 2005).

Drug convictions and substance abuse impose high costs 
on Missouri’s criminal justice system.  

• Incarceration in a Missouri prison costs the state 
of Missouri an average $14,005 per person per 
year, FY 20042  (Oldfi eld, 2005).

• If the number of net new inmates continues 
to increase at the rate of 3.4 per day (as it did 
from 2000 to 2003), a new prison with at least 
1,800 beds would be required every 18 months.  
In the FY 2003 Governor’s budget proposal, 
it was estimated that adding 1,684 beds to the 
Bonne Terre Correctional Center would cost $30 
million. 

• It costs $1,106 per year to supervise parolees 
upon release from prison, FY2004 (Oldfi eld, 
2005).

Incarceration, probation, and parole address the criminal 
behavior associated with drug use but often they have 
little impact on the underlying issue of addiction.  
A study by the National Institute of Justice (2002) 
estimated only one in four state prison inmates with 
an identifi able substance abuse problem received any 
treatment.  Alternative sentencing strategies have been 
implemented in many states, including Missouri, to 
combine the need to punish criminal behavior with the 
need to treat a substance addiction.  These sentences are 
aimed at reducing the current prison population while 
simultaneously attempting to reduce recidivism rates 
of offenders through active treatment strategies.  
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For additional information, see the Missouri Sentencing 
Advisory Commission Report on Recommended 
Sentencing, June, 2004.  

Missouri Drug Courts

In 1993, Missouri’s fi rst drug court was implemented 
in Jackson County.  In 1998 Missouri passed HB 1147, 
which enabled the creation of drug courts throughout the 
state (Section 478.001, RSMo), formalizing the process 
used by a small number of drug courts prior to the passage 
of the act. The courts were “to provide an alternative 
for the judicial system to dispose of cases which stem 
from drug use,” including supervision, drug testing, 
and treatment of the clients, rather than incarceration.  
Upon completion of the drug court program, the act 
stipulated that the charges, petition, or penalty against 
the drug court participant may be “dismissed, reduced, or 
modifi ed.”  As the number of drug courts increased, the 
General Assembly created the Drug Courts Coordinating 
Commission and the “Drug Court Resources Fund” to 
allocate resources to drug courts throughout the state 
(478.009, RSMo).  The Commission was also established 
to “secure grants, funds and other property and services 
necessary or desirable to facilitate drug court operation.”
   
The number of drug courts has increased dramatically 
since 1998 and by early 2005 there were 83 drug courts in 
57 counties and the City of St. Louis, as shown in Figure 
2.  Thirty-fi ve of Missouri’s 45 judicial circuits have drug 

courts, and these courts are found in rural counties as well 
as the large metropolitan areas of the state.  These courts 
serve a range of participants, in many cases up to hundreds 
of participants in established courts in a single year.  The 
Drug Court Financial Sustainability Study (IPP, 2005) 
reports 2,857 people across the state participated in drug 
court during 2004.  Since its inception 3,957 participants 
have graduated as of May 2005, according to the Offi ce 
of the State Courts Administrator. Current enrollment 
fi gures suggest continued growth in the number of drug 
court participants for 2005.  

There are three types of drug courts operating in the 
state, including adult, family, and juvenile.  Juvenile 
courts primarily serve those 17 years old and under, 
and family drug courts are “designed to help abused 
and neglected children by addressing parental substance 
abuse within the context of family court child-protection 
cases” (Harrell & Goodman 1999, 1).  A participant 
may be accepted into drug court through six admission 
processes including pre-plea, post-plea, probation 
violators, re-entry for probationers, pre-adjudication 
(juvenile and family), and post-adjudication (juvenile 
and family).  Each drug court determines what admission 
processes it will use for admitting participants.  The 
drug court programs vary in length from a minimum of 
8 to 18 months, at the discretion of the drug court, and 
offenders do not graduate until all requirements are met, 
which may take much longer than the minimum time, 
depending upon the progress of each participant.  Court 

* Identifi ed by the Department of Corrections upon commitment. 

Figure 1.  New Prison Admissions in Missouri (2004)
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oversight, tracking, and treatment plans are customized 
for each offender to address specifi c problems related 
to that individual’s addiction.  There are signifi cant 
variations among the courts in the number of treatment 
phases in the program and in how rapidly a participant 
can move through the program.

Reducing Costs: Promoting Cost Avoidance

Drug courts provide a cost-effective way of diverting 
those convicted of drug related crimes from the prison 
system.  Two studies conducted in the state of Missouri 
provide some evidence on costs, but each provides 
an incomplete picture. A 2001 study conducted by 
the University of Missouri School of Social Work 
(UMSSW) reported annual costs per participant of 
$5,042 for Missouri, but this fi gure is an estimate based 
on an ideal level of treatment for participants (Sundet, 
Dannerbeck, & Lloyd, 2001).  A second study, A Cost-
Benefi t Analysis of the St. Louis City Adult Felony Drug 
Court, conducted in 2004, estimated a cost of $7,793 
per graduate over the full course of the program or an 
annual cost of $5,700 per graduate, but it is limited to 
one urban court that may have a different cost structure 
than other drug courts in the state (Loman, 2004).  

Figure 2.  Drug Courts in Missouri (April 2005)

Recently, the Drug Court Financial Sustainability Study
(IPP, 2005) provided a cost estimate that includes direct  
costs, treatment costs, and the opportunity costs of 
personnel time associated with drug courts.  Direct  costs, 
such as drug tests, additional personnel beyond typical 
court proceedings such as a drug court administrator, 
sanctions and incentives added up to $9.3 million annually 
or about $4,428 3, 4 per drug court participant.  Treatment 
costs were estimated at $3.7 million statewide, adding 
another $1,762 per participant.  Therefore, direct  costs 
and treatment combined were about $6,190 per drug court 
participant.  Because drug courts require considerable 
time commitment from numerous professionals already 
employed by the state, the amount of personnel time 
devoted to drug courts adds $5.1 million total in annual 
costs or an additional $2,429 per participant.  Therefore, 
if all costs associated with drug court are added together, 
the state spends $18.1 million annually or $8,619 per 
participant.  This total cost is somewhat above the 
UMSSW and St. Louis studies, but considering the impact 
of infl ation over time and slightly different defi nitions of 
costs, the three Missouri estimates are consistent with 
each other.  

The limitations on these Missouri cost studies and 
differences in how costs are counted make it diffi cult to 
compare Missouri drug court costs to other states.  Using 
only those studies from other states that considered a 
similar set of costs (direct, treatment, and opportunity 
costs) for drug courts with similar features, we found 
an average cost of $8,619 per participant of drug courts 
in other states.  Three estimates of annual costs for 
Missouri drug court participants include $5,042 from 
UMSSW (Sundet et al., 2001), $5,700 from the St. Louis 
study (Loman, 2004), and $8,619 from the Financial 
Sustainability Study (IPP, 2005).  Further, without the 
sunk costs associated with court personnel, the average 
cost was only $6,190 per drug court participant for 
administrative and treatment costs.  

Another way to consider the costs of drug courts is 
to compare it to the alternatives of probation or 
incarceration.  Studies of drug courts in other states 
compared drug court costs to probation and parole 
costs, and in each the initial cost of drug courts exceeded 
the initial cost of probation/parole. However, the drug 
courts provide a substantial return on investment. 
The St. Louis study calculated the ratio of benefi ts 
to cost for drug courts, and found that the two-year 
ratio was $2.80 and the four-year ratio was $6.32 in 
dollars gained for each dollar invested in drug courts 
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over and above normal costs of probation (Loman, 
2004).  When compared to incarceration, however, 
Missouri drug courts are even more cost-effective.  
Drug courts cost less by about $7,000 per participant 
(cost avoidance to the state) annually according to 
the UMSSW study compared to the $14,000 average 
annual cost of incarceration per Missouri inmate in FY 
2004.  The survey results of this survey indicate about 
a $5,400 cost avoidance when comparing the $8,619 
drug court cost to the cost of imprisonment.     

The initial costs of probation, incarceration, and drug 
courts, however, capture only a small portion of the full 
impact of each alternative on society.  When assessing 
the long-term value of drug courts, the benefi ts in 
terms of avoided costs and increased wages outweigh 
this initial drug court program cost in every study, 
providing another strong argument in favor of drug 
courts as a cost-effective alternative.  As an example, 
a 2001 study of Kentucky (Logan et al., 2004)  drug 
courts showed the initial cost of drug courts exceeded 
the cost of probation by over $1,400 per participant.  
The savings/avoided costs per participant realized 
from drug court participants were $6,200, for a net 
avoided cost of $4,800 per participant per year.  
Likewise, the cost-benefi t analysis of St. Louis City 
felony drug courts found a net savings of $2,615 per 
graduate during the fi rst 24 months following drug 
court release.  Over four years that cost savings grew to 
$7,707 per year per graduate (Loman, 2004).  Juvenile 
and family courts may create even more cost savings 
because of diversion from foster care and potentially 
juvenile detention, but there has been no systematic 
assessment of these costs to make this determination 
so these costs are not included here.   

One of the factors driving the avoided cost is the lower 
recidivism rate of drug court graduates.  Over the long 
term, recidivism is lower for drug court graduates 
than those who have completed probation or been 
incarcerated.  Among studies of drug courts throughout 
the U.S., the difference between recidivism of drug 
court graduates and those admitted to alternative 
sentencing was 17 percentage points (27% versus 44%).  
The lower recidivism leads to a number of favorable 
outcomes producing avoided costs for the state, such as 
less judicial and administrative time, less prison time, 
lower health care costs, and fewer public assistance 
needs.  According to two studies of drug courts in 
Oregon (Finigan, 1998) and Maryland, (Crumpton, 
Brekhus, Weller, & Finigan, 2003) in which the costs 

of recidivism were considered as “avoided costs”, the 
average per person avoided recidivism cost is $4,460 
per drug court graduate in the two years following 
release.  

Based on the $14,005 annual cost of incarceration 
per offender from FY2004, the cost of incarcerating 
the additional 7,318 offenders with drug-related 
convictions and substance abuse problems sent to 
prison in 2004 was $102.5 million.  Additionally, the 
Missouri Department of Corrections indicates that as 
of July 9, 2005, there were 3,573 inmates convicted of 
a class C or D drug felony, all of whom are considered 
non-violent and could potentially have been diverted 
to drug court (Oldfi eld, 2005).  If all these non-violent 
drug offenders had been diverted to drug court at a cost 
of $6,200 per person (as calculated by the Financial 
Sustainability Study), the cost to taxpayers in FY2004 
would have been $22.2 million as opposed to the $50 
million that was paid for their incarceration, a potential 
savings of $27.8 million for taxpayers.  This illustrates 
the capacity for increasing drug court utilization 
resulting in reduced correctional costs for Missouri 
taxpayers.   

Placing the 3,573 non-violent drug offenders in drug 
court would have also saved the state money based 
on recidivism rates.  Such offenders in a prison track 
have a 44 percent recidivism rate within two years so 
the total cost of recidivism adds $7 million for two 
years to the cost of placing these offenders in prison.  
Alternatively, if those same inmates were diverted to 
drug court, the recidivism rate drops to only 27 percent 
for a cost of $4.3 million in the two years following 
graduation.  The total savings from reduced recidivism 
over a four year period is an additional $5.2 million in 
addition to the reduced cost of drug court compared to 
incarceration.  In addition, numerous studies indicate 
that drug court graduates have higher education and 
employment levels, as compared to parolees and 
probationers, leading them to pay more taxes and to 
need less public assistance from the state (Loman, 
2004).  Finally, it is important to point out that the state 
gains most of the benefi ts in avoided costs from drug 
court participants, but a number of different sources 
contribute to drug court funding.  

Missouri’s Commitment to Drug Courts

Missouri has made a considerable commitment to the 
drug courts in recent years.  The Drug Court Financial 
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Sustainability Study, conducted by the Institute of 
Public Policy (2005) indicated Missouri drug courts 
reported receiving about $9.3 million in FY 2004 from 
a variety of sources: 

• $3.0 million in federal funds;
• $3.2 million in state expenditures;
• $2.1 million in county contributions; and 
• $.96 million in local funds. 

The states and local governments have different reasons 
for supporting drug courts. The state can see direct, 
positive budgetary impacts from supporting drug 
courts, but local governments have indirect and less 
compelling reasons for doing so. Local governments 
may support drug courts as a way of reducing crime 
and to help their residents become productive citizens. 
While important goals, the local incentive to support 
these programs is signifi cantly less than the state’s 
incentive, and consistent long term support cannot be 
assumed.

Overall, the total value of resources devoted to drug 
courts was estimated to be worth about $18.1 million 
for the 79 courts analyzed in the survey.

• The opportunity costs of the personnel time 
devoted to drug courts are estimated to be 
$5.1 million annually beyond the direct costs 
of drug courts.  For example, judges, clerks, 
prosecutors, and probation and parole offi cers 
are already government employees on the 
payroll, but they spend time on drug courts 
that could be used for other purposes so their 
time represents an opportunity cost associated 
with drug courts.    

• An estimated $3.7 million is spent on treatment 
each year through individual, group, and family 
counseling and education as well as both day 
facilities and residential centers.  The costs of 
treatment largely fall on state agencies, such 
as the Department of Mental Health, rather 
than the drug courts individually, but some of 
the treatment costs not covered elsewhere are 
assumed by the courts (IPP, 2005).  

Missouri offers a number of treatment programs for 
substance abusers.  The Division of Alcohol and 
Drug Abuse in the Department of Mental Health 
has contracts with 34 Primary Care and 43 CSTAR 
programs, but there is no tracking system for how many 

of  the patients served by these facilities are from drug 
courts.  In the Governor’s Proposed FY2006 Budget, 
three programs in the Department of Mental Health 
were identifi ed as possible treatment options for drug 
court participants, including Primary Care, CSTAR 
and Opioid treatment.  In addition, the Department 
of Corrections also offers a number of programs for 
substance abusers with some available only in certain 
parts of the state, such as community treatment, 
residential facilities, community based corrections, 
Community Partnership for Restoration, Opportunity 
to Succeed, and the Boone County Shock program.  In 
many cases it is the treatment provider that applies for 
funding from these various sources with only a few 
of the drug courts in Missouri paying directly for all 
treatment costs.  

In the past, federal funding provided a sizable amount 
of funding to drug courts, including the $1.125 million 
received by the Drug Courts Coordinating Commission 
to support drug courts across the state.  Federal funding 
for Missouri drug courts, however, is likely to fall 
dramatically in the near future.  There are many reasons 
for this shift in funding from the federal government.  

• Many of the federal grant programs are for start-
up money for new programs, and Missouri's long 
history with drug courts makes the allocation of 
federal funding unlikely.  

• Department of Justice funding for all drug court 
programs has been reduced by Congress from 
$50 million per year to $25 million per year.  

• Last year Congress eliminated the Federal 
Byrne Grant and Local Law Enforcement Block 
Grant Programs and created a new combined 
program known as Justice Assistance Grant 
Program.  By doing this, they signifi cantly 
reduced the amount of funding appropriated 
for the program, and Missouri’s allocation of 
funding will be reduced dramatically.  

• Grant funding in the Offi ce of Justice Programs, 
COPS, and Violence Against Women's Offi ce 
has experienced a 50% reduction in three 
years.

It is clear that federal funding for Missouri drug courts 
has been reduced for FY06 and could face additional 
reductions in following years regardless of local effort, 
justifi cation for the funding, or merit of the programs. 
The multiple sources of funding from programs that 
may be cut at the state or federal level exacerbate this 

Page 5
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funding problem.  State programs such as Medicaid 
and substance abuse treatment paid by the Department 
of Mental Health face likely cuts, and the drug courts 
rely on these programs for treatment.  The inability to 
track the treatment dollars provided by these programs 
to drug court participants further hinders the accounting 
process for drug courts.  To gain a full understanding of 
drug court costs in the state, a comprehensive analysis 
for all courts should be conducted, and the state should 
use the SAM II system to track expenses related to drug 
courts across state agency lines. Overall, the viability 
of drug courts in the state may be in question without 
a stable source of state funding.  Given the pending 
$1.125 million reduction in federal funds as a result 
of changes to the Federal Byrne Grant Program, by 
the President and Congress, Missouri must decide to 
invest in additional correction resources or to invest in 
additional drug court resources.   

Conclusion

Drug courts are a relatively new phenomenon in 
Missouri, but the number of drug courts has increased 
dramatically in the last seven years, despite the state’s 
static general revenue budget for most of this decade.  
Drug courts are a proven, cost-effective alternative 
to probation and incarceration because they produce 
better outcomes – reduced recidivism in particular – 
than probation or imprisonment.  These outcomes result 
in cost avoidances for the state, decreased criminal 
activity incidental to drug use, and more productive 
citizens.  This recidivism results in numerous positive 
outcomes for drug court graduates that help the state to 
avoid considerable future costs related to court time, 
jail time, and public assistance.

Drug courts have evolved incrementally since the fi rst 
court was created in 1993.  Innovative state and local 
government employees have drawn together federal, 
state, local, and private funding sources to support 
drug court activities.  Many of these grant sources at 
the state and local level have been a signifi cant help 
in growing the number of drug courts or growing 
the participant capacity in Missouri, but they are 
temporary funding streams.  The lack of an ongoing, 
stable funding stream makes drug courts vulnerable 
to a number of environmental factors that can impact 
success.  Continued drug court success is hampered 
by the diffi culties associated with tracking state 
and federal drug court dollars and by dramatically 
reduced federal funding, resulting in fewer dollars for 

substance abuse programs funded by the Department 
of Mental Health.  These funding sources are utilized 
by a majority of drug courts in Missouri and cannot be 
easily replaced at the local level.  A consolidation of 
the funds currently accessed by drug court participants 
for treatment combined with increased funding for the 
Drug Courts Coordinating Commission to allocate to 
drug courts throughout the state would help secure 
continued success for drug courts in Missouri.

Page 6



Report 37-2005State of the State on Drug Courts in Missouri

Institute of Public Policy

Drug Courts in Missouri

April 2005

Page 7



Report 37-2005State of the State on Drug Courts in Missouri

Institute of Public Policy

References

Crumpton, D., Brekhus, J., Weller, J., & Finigan, M. 
(2003). Cost Analysis of Baltimore City, Maryland 
Drug Treatment Court. Portland, OR: NPC 
Research.

Finigan, M. W. (1998).  An Outcome Program Evaluation 
of the Multnomah County S.T.O.P. Drug Diversion 
Program.  Portland, OR: NPC Research.

Harrell, A. & Goodman, A.  (1999).  Review of 
Specialized Family Drug Courts: Key Issues 
in handling Child Abuse and Neglect Cases.  
Washington DC: The Urban Institute. 

Institute of Public Policy (IPP). (2005). Drug Court 
Financial Sustainability Study.  Columbia MO: 
University of Missouri.    

Logan, T., Hoyt, W. H., McCollister, K. E., French, M. 
T., Leukefeld, C., & Minton, L. (2004). Economic 
Evaluation of Drug Court: Methodology, Results, 
and Policy Implications. Evaluation and Program 
Planning, 27(4), 381-396.

Loman, L. A.  (2004).  A Cost-Benefi t Analysis of the 
St. Louis City Adult Felony Drug Court.  St. Louis: 
Institute of Applied Research.   

Missouri State Highway Patrol.  (2005).  Missouri 
Uniform Crime Reporting Program: All Arrests by 
Age, Sex, and Crime with Race Totals.  Jefferson 
City MO: Missouri Department of Public Safety.

National Institute of Justice.  (2002). Trends in Substance 
Abuse and Treatment Needs Among Inmates, Final 
Report.  Grant No. 2000-IJ-CX-0019.  

Oldfi eld, D. (2005).  Personal communication on 
current corrections data, July 10, 2005.  Jefferson 
City: Missouri Department of Corrections.  

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration. (2002). Results from the 2001 
National Household Survey on Drug Abuse: 
Volume I. Summary Of National Findings (Offi ce 
of Applied Studies, NHSDA Series H-17, DHHS 
Publication No. SMA 02-3758). Rockville, MD.

Sundet, P., Dannerbeck, A. , & Lloyd, K.  (2001). Multi-
Jurisdictional Enhancement for Missouri Drug 
Courts: A Research Report to State of Missouri 
Offi ce of State Courts Administrator: University 
of Missouri - School of Social Work. 

Endnotes

1  In Missouri, felony drug possession is defi ned as the 
unlawful possession of any controlled substance.  
See Sections 195.010 and 195.202, RSMo.  

2 This fi gure is  a  base cost  and  does not include any
   additional drug treatment services for inmates.

3 Average    calculated    costs    are   based   on  2,100 
participants, the average monthly census of drug court 
participants. 

4 The  state  judiciary  spends   an  average   of  $1,543
per participant per year, not including costs to other 
agencies related to treatment.
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