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AFRICAN AMERICAN SENTENCING AND DEATH PENALTY DISPARITIES

African Americans are disproportionately sentenced to life in prison, face harsher drug sentences, and are
executed at higher rates compared with all other races. Research has shown that the criminal justice system is
particularly severe for some African Americansin several states.

Life-Sentencing Disparities

e Asof 2008, arecord high of 140,610 individuals were serving life sentences in state and federal prisons,
6,807 of whom were juveniles at the time of the crime;* blacks make up more than 60 percent of those with
alife sentencein 13 states.?

e In Alabama, California, Massachusetts, Nevada, and New Y ork, at least one in six peoplein prison are
serving alife sentence.’

e Two-thirds of people with life sentences (66.4 percent) are nonwhite, reaching as high as 83.7 percent of the
life-sentenced population in the state of New Y ork.*

e Thereare 4,694 women and girls serving life sentences; 28.4 percent of females sentenced to life do not
have the possibility of parole.

[Rise in Life Sentences

The number of prisoners In Alabama. California, Massachusetis. Nevada, Nationally, nearly half of those serving a life
lserving 4 lile senlence has New York, al least 1 in 6 prisoners are serving a life sentence are black. In 13 stales, blacks make up
quadrupled since 1984 sentence. more than 60 percent of thase with a life sentence
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Drug-Sentencing Disparities

e In 2005, despite the fact that more than 66 percent of crack users were white or Latino,® 81.8 percent of
crack defendants were African American.”

e African Americans now serve virtually as much timein prison for a drug offense (58.7 months) as whites do
for aviolent offense (61.7 months).2

e Crack cocaineis also the only drug that carries a mandatory prison sentence for a first-time possession
offense. A person convicted in federal court of simple possession of 5 grams of crack is subject to a




mandatory five-year prison term, while the maximum sentence for simple possession of any other drug, be it
powder cocaine or heroin, is one year in prison.’

Death Penalty Disparities

e Asof 2009, African Americans made up 13.4 percent of the total U.S. population™® but 41.48 percent (or
approximately 1,371 defendants) awaiting execution on death row.**

e Texas, Pennsylvania, Florida, and California are the states where the majority of Americans face execution,
and in Texas and Pennsylvania a greater proportion of African Americans await execution.
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e Currently the death penalty isalegal sentencein 35 states; only 15 states have outlawed it.

Sates with the Death Penalty (35)

Alabama Florida Louisana Nebraska South Carolina
Arkansas Georgia Missouri North Carolina Tennessee
Arizona Idaho Montana Ohio Texas
Cdlifornia Indiana Mi ssissippi Oregon Utah
Connecticut [llinois Maryland Oklahoma Virginia
Colorado Kansas* New Hampshire*  Pennsylvania Washington
Delaware Kentucky Nevada South Dakota Wyoming

Source: Death Penalty Information Center, “Facts about the Death Penalty,” 2009

* U.S. government and U.S. military.

Sates without the Death Penalty (15 plus District of Columbia)

Alaska lowa Minnesota North Dakota West Virginia
District of Maine New Y ork Rhode Island Wisconsin
Columbia* M assachusetts New Jersey Vermont

Hawaii Michigan New Mexico**

Source: Death Penalty Information Center, “Facts about the Death Penalty,” 2009,

* Jurisdictions with no executions since 1976.
** Two inmates remain on death row in New Mexico.




e Asof 2009, African Americans constituted 35 percent of the total population executed,
whereas white Americans accounted for 56 percent.

e Todate avast mgjority of all executions have occurred in the southern states, particularly
within Texas and Virginia.

Race and Number of Executions, 1976-2009: 1,158
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