
Incarcerated People and the Census

Painting a Distorted Picture of Virginia

Brennan Center for Justice
                      at NYU School of Law
                            161 Avenue of the Americas
                                        New York, NY 10013

www.brennancenter.org
212-998-6730

       Wallens Ridge State Prison (pop. 1,050) in Big Stone Gap, VA (pop. 5,906)
http://www.bigstonegap.org/pictures/page1.htm
Photograph by Tuck Engineering



Brennan Center for Justice
at NYU School of Law
161 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10013
www.brennancenter.org
212-998-6730

The authors wish to thank the U.S. Census Bureau; 
Virginia Department of Corrections Research and 
Management Services; Norfolk State University Cen-
sus Information Center; the Troy, Virginia Postmaster 
General; and Eric Lotke, Director of Research, Jus-
tice Policy Institute. 

by Patricia Allard & Chris Muller

Acknowledgements 



Incarcerated People 
and the Census

This report is the first in a series outlining the state-
level effects of the United States Census Bureau’s 
policy for counting prison populations. Currently the 
Bureau enumerates incarcerated people as residents 
of the towns where they are imprisoned rather than 
as residents of their home communities.1 When 
coupled with the nation’s rising incarceration rate and 
pattern of building prisons in rural areas, this facially 
benign policy produces harmful results. In Census 
2000, the Bureau’s counting method inflated the size 
of rural populations across the nation and skewed 
their demographic characteristics. The approach also 
decreased the size of urban communities. As a result, 
federal and state funds keyed to population left areas 
where most people are arrested and sentenced and 
entered places where they are incarcerated. Such 
funds are generally not used for prison programs 
or upkeep, but instead flow into coffers serving the 
community outside the prison. Greater population 
counts also boosted the political clout of rural 
prison towns at the expense of urban communities 
and neighboring rural areas without prisons.2 For 
these reasons, the Census Bureau’s current counting 
policy violates its twin principles of fairness and 
accuracy.3 This piece discusses how the Bureau’s 
prison count method affects Virginia communities. 



Virginia Black Population

Mirroring national trends, Virginia’s incar-
cerated population grew exponentially be-
tween the 1990 and 2000 Census. The 
majority of prisons built in Virginia dur-
ing this period were sited in rural areas. • In 2000 blacks represented 20 percent of Vir-

ginia’s total population, but 66 percent of those 
incarcerated in Virginia DOC facilities or local 
jails. Black men alone accounted for 62 percent 
of Virginia’s incarcerated population.8 

Virginia disproportionately incarcerates its 
black population.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Virginia Department of Corrections
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• Between 1995 and 2000, Virginia built seven 
new prisons - all in rural areas - adding a total of 
more than 8,000 cells.6

• Drug offenses comprised 26 percent of new 
court admissions in Virginia in fiscal year 2000, 
while non-violent offenses comprised 45 percent.7 • Virginia incarcerates its black residents at a 

rate 6 times higher than its white residents.9 

• Between the 1990 and 2000 Census counts, the
number of incarcerated people under the 
jurisdiction of State or Federal correctional 
authorities in Virginia rose from 17,418 to 29,643, 
a 70 percent increase.4 

• By 2002 the Virginia Department of Corrections 
(DOC) incarcerated 31,243 people in state facili-
ties or local jails.5



Urban Henrico County, which hosts 
no prisons and is home to many people 
sent to prisons in other counties, lost 
$292,900 in funds for primary and sec-
ondary education.

The Census Bureau’s prison count policy 
distorts population growth in every Virginia 
county with a major correctional institu-
tion.

According to Census 2000 figures, in ten Virgin-
ia counties eight percent or more of the popula-
tion was in a correctional institution: Greensville 
(26.2%), Sussex (19.2%), Richmond (16.6%), 
Brunswick (13.3%), Buckingham (12.8%), Pow-
hatan (9.6%), Bland (8.5%), Lunenburg (8.5%), 
Southampton (8.5%) and Nottoway (8.2%).10 

Due to prison expansion, two small Virginia coun-
ties with declining populations appeared to be 
growing according to Census 2000 data.  The Bu-
reau reported growth of 2,256 residents in Sus-
sex County, making it the fastest growing county 
in the United States. In fact, its non-prison popula-
tion had actually declined. The Bureau reported a 
population increase of 2,707 in Greensville Coun-
ty, which also lost non-prison residents between 
1990 and 2000.11

Census 2000 population distortions trans-
late into financial losses.

Between 1998 and 1999 Virginia opened two max-
imum-security prisons, Sussex I and Sussex II, in 
Sussex County.12  In fiscal year 2003, the popula-
tion gain due to the arrival of these facilities drew 
approximately $120,700 in additional funds to 
Sussex County for primary and secondary educa-
tion. Urban Henrico County, which hosts no pris-
ons and is home to many people sent to prisons in 
other counties, lost $292,900 in similar education 
funds.13 
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Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics (2001), Prison Policy Initiative (2004)



“How many blacks did you say that was?” 
asks [Troutdale] Mayor Danny Richard-
son. “I haven’t seen any of them.”

“There must be an enclave of people living 
over there that I’ve never campaigned to,” 
jokes Del. John Tate, D – Marion…“I’m 
not going to tell anybody,” says Tate. “If 
they ask me in Richmond, I’m just going to 
say, golly day, it’s a growing community.”

“Troutdale Perplexed by Phenomenal Growth Numbers,” Roa-
noke Times, March 28, 2001

http://www.vadoc.state.va.us/facilities/institutions/insti-west.htm
In Census 2000 the Census Bureau first counted 
people incarcerated in Wise County as residents 
of nearby Grayson and Russell counties. The town 
of Troutdale in Grayson County was reported to 
have a population “increase of 540 percent from 
1990,” according to Ray Reed of the Roanoke 
Times.14 Census findings showed that 68 percent 
of Troutdale’s population was black.15 This came 
as a surprise to at least two Grayson officials: 

But did the “correction” produce numbers that ac-
curately reflect Wise County’s population and de-
mographics? Available information indicates that 
the vast majority of those incarcerated in Wise 
County come from elsewhere.17 Therefore, the 
fixed population figure also distorts Wise County’s 
true picture.

The Roanoke Times found that the Bureau made 
a mistake by failing to count Wise County’s incar-
cerated population in that county. After the Bu-
reau discovered and corrected its error, the data 
showed that Troutdale’s population increased by 
two people - not by 540 percent.16

When the Census Bureau last enumerated the nation’s population in Census 2000 it initially 
failed to count thousands of people incarcerated in Wise County as residents of that county, 
instead counting them as residents of neighboring counties with no prisons. Focusing on a 
county like Wise, where prison populations were initially miscounted, allows us to zero in on 
how the current approach to counting incarcerated people affects a community’s size and 
demographics. The situation in Wise County clarifies the ways in which the Bureau’s prison 
count policy fails to provide an accurate picture of              communities across the nation.

Following the correction, Wise County’s population 
rose by 6.7 percent, making it the second fastest-
growing county in southwest Virginia. Wise had 
been one of the 10 lowest-growth counties in the 
state during the 1990s.18 “The town of Big Stone 
Gap [in Wise County], with a population of about 
4,800,” reports Lawrence Hammack of the Roa-
noke Times, “would receive additional federal and 
state dollars based on the extra 1,200 ‘residents’ 
from its prison.”19
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 26 = RED ONION STATE PRISON
 27 = WALLENS RIDGE STATE PRISON
 18 = WISE CORRECTIONAL UNIT

         Spotlight on Wise County



Wise County Black Population

                                  Source: United States Census Bureau

The Census Bureau’s correction of Wise County’s 
population figures more than tripled (x 3.18) the 
county’s black population.20 While such figures 
suggest a rapidly growing black community in Wise 
County, no such enclave exists. Seventy-one per-
cent of the county’s black population is behind bars.
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The Census Bureau is currently reevaluating its residency rules in 
preparation for the 2010 Decennial Census. As the agency reviews  
and reforms its procedures, it should consider these new approaches 
to counting incarcerated people:

1. Enumerate Incarcerated People as Residents of their 
Home Communities
Enumerating people in prison as residents of their home communi-
ties by adopting the “home of record” approach used to count over-
seas military personnel would solve the distortion problem. Accord-
ing to Virginia Department of Corrections officials, if provided, the 
DOC maintains a home address for every person incarcerated in the 
state. The Bureau should test the feasibility of counting incarcerated 
people as residents of their home communities in the 2010 Census.

2. Adopt a Uniform Prison Enumeration Method
Census enumeration methods for prisons differ from state to state, 
and within a state from facility to facility.  In Virginia, some correc-
tions officials use information from an administrative data base to 
complete Census forms on behalf of incarcerated people.  In other 
states officials permit people to complete their own forms.  To add 
some measure of quality control to the counting process the Bu-
reau should study the accuracy of the approaches currently utilized 
and select one method to apply uniformly at facilities nationwide. 

3. Identify Informational Needs of Data Users
The Bureau should conduct a survey to determine what information 
is needed by the data users who provide services to people released 
from prison and to their home communities. Each year 650,000 peo-
ple leave prison, most returning to the communities where they lived 
before incarceration.  The Bureau is in a unique position to docu-
ment the size and needs of this temporarily absent population in ways 
that assist community planning and policy making.  Norfolk State 
University Census Information Center, for example, currently uses 
Census figures to develop “community mapping and data solutions” 
for education, environment, housing and poverty-related issues. 

Recommendations
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