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$37.9 billion

Over the past four decades, cities and counties across the country have prioritize policies and practices 
that have led the US to having both the largest incarcerated population and the highest incarceration 
rate in the world.  In this report, we examine the 2022 budgets of the 20 largest US cities and 
their respective counties (if applicable) to determine whether their investments prioritize the Mass 
Criminalization System (including the police, prosecutors, and the courts), or Systems of Community 
Care (mental and behavioral healthcare, affordable housing, parks and recreation, wraparound services 
for youth and families, and efforts to address climate change). We analyze the size of these public 
investments, the ratio between them, the cost to local residents, how that translates into the city 
personnel that residents encounter on a daily basis, and how these dynamics have shifted over time.

Key findings include spending in the 
billions on the criminal legal system 
among many of the top 20 cities in 
the U.S and counties spending in the, 
with New York City the largest at $7.7 
billion in 2022. In total, these cities and 
their counties are spending a total of 
$37.9 billion on the Mass Criminalization 
System in 2022 (see Figure 1). 16 out of 
the 20 cities invest more on the Mass 
Criminalization System than they do on 
Systems of Community Care. In some 
cities, it is as much as 11 times more. 
In many cities and counties, there are 
more than 10 times as many criminal 
legal system employees as there are 
community care workers.

FIGURE 1

Sustaining the Mass Criminalization System is extremely costly for local taxpayers. For example, in each 
of the cities, the amount of local dollars being spent in 2022 on the criminal legal system is between 
$902 and $2,826 per household. Average local spending on the criminal legal system at the county 
level is another $115 to $1,442 per household. The following section is an analysis of the vast funding 
disparities between systems of criminalization vs systems of community care in the city of Chicago. 
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For more information, please contact Jessica Estrada at Jessica@communitiesunited.org
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