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Dutchess, Ulster defy prison trends; non-drug crimes drive hike
By Mary Beth Pfeiffer 

November 6, 2011

More people are serving state prison sentences from Dutchess and Ulster counties now than in 2000 — even while the overall prison population has declined 22 percent, according to a Poughkeepsie Journal database analysis.

The two local counties are following a trend among 49 upstate counties to incarcerate more people, the analysis found. At the same time, highly populated counties in and around New York City are sending significantly fewer convicts to prison, and, because of changing views on the state's harsh drug laws, many fewer drug offenders.

But while more inmates flow to state prisons from local courts, especially in Ulster, the inmate profile — both by race and crime — has changed markedly since 2000.

From Dutchess: 

Many more prison inmates sentenced locally are white and Hispanic, and people serving time for drug crimes account for 17 percent of the total now, compared to 26 percent in 2000. At the same time, the county saw double- and triple-digit percentage hikes in inmates incarcerated for certain classes of burglary, robbery and weapons possession.

"That more than anything accounts for the [overall] increase," according to Dutchess County District Attorney William Grady, referring to weapons cases that now carry mandatory prison time. "There has been a very proactive approach by law enforcement to illegal gun activity."

Driving the county's 38 percent increase in whites imprisoned is a "dramatic increase" in burglaries for copper wiring and pipes, in great demand in a down economy, Grady said, and a related upswing in prescription drug abuse. Both trends involve mainly white, rural residents, he said.

"It's almost like a perfect storm," agreed Dutchess County Undersheriff Kirk Imperati, referring to the economic downturn behind the burglaries. The Poughkeepsie Journal reported 21 such burglaries since 2006 — about half in the last two years — and four prescription drug burglaries in 2010 and 2011, compared to none in the previous four years.

From Ulster: 

While Dutchess had a 13 percent increase in people serving state prison sentences since 2000, Ulster's locally sentenced prison population grew by 42 percent, according to the analysis, tying it for the 25th largest hike among New York's counties.

Law enforcement officials say gang-related crime is behind the trend, which has led to even bigger hikes than Dutchess' in people sentenced for burglaries, robberies and weapons offenses.

"We've seen a dramatic increase in crime in Ulster," said Holley Carnright, Ulster County District Attorney, which he tied to an upsurge in "gang activity absolutely … that had been limited in the 90s."

Mackey Melissa, research director for the New York State Defenders Association, said upstate counties like Ulster may be absorbing the fallout from significant drops in crime in New York City, which are tied to aggressive "stop-and-frisk" and computer-driven anti-crime programs. "There may be a backlash upstate — a hydraulic shift [pushing crime] northward," she said.

That backlash may help explain increases in both counties in weapons possession and violent crimes. Officials also tied the crime increase overall to a growing population and more vacant homes.

While perhaps driving crime northward, the overall decline in New York City is seen as playing a big part in the prison downturn, which has prompted the closing of nine facilities statewide. Locally, the rolls of eight state prisons have declined 14 percent since 2000 to 7,600 inmates.

Drug convicts down

But even while sending more people to prison, Ulster and especially Dutchess are roughly mirroring statewide trends for drug offenders. Dutchess saw a 23 percent decline since 2000 in inmates sentenced for drug offenses. And while Ulster had more people serving sentences for drug offenses in 2011 than in 2000, the increase — 8 percent — was just a fifth as big as its increase overall, signaling a shift in emphasis.

Said District Attorney Carnright of reforms in drug laws that have allowed judges to divert offenders to drug treatment or sentence them to lesser terms: "I absolutely agree (with them)."

Statewide, the number of people serving time for drug crimes declined 62 percent from 2000 to 2011, the Journal analysis found, with nearly 17,000 fewer minorities serving state time today as a result. Minorities, and especially blacks, were hardest hit by the so-called war on drugs — and they still are overrepresented in prisons relative, experts say, to both their use of drugs and their numbers in society in general.

Minorities were 63 percent of inmates serving sentences from Dutchess in 2010 and 48 percent of Ulster-sentenced inmates, the Journal analysis found. But they are a far smaller share of each county's population: 25 percent in Dutchess and 18 percent in Ulster, according to census figures.

Grady acknowledged the disparity, which he tied to minority drug sales, for which sentences are harsher than for use or possession.

Drug arrests "are almost 50/50," white/black, throughout the county, he said. "But in the City of Poughkeepsie, the drug trade always has been run predominantly ... from the minority population," he said. "The buying is probably just the reverse."
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