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San Francisco will be the second county in the nation to make phone calls from jail free for 
inmates amid a growing national movement for financial justice in incarceration systems. New 
York City was the first city to make phone calls for inmates free in May; Connecticut’s 
legislature is considering a bill that would make it the first state in the nation to provide free jail 
phone calls.  

The reforms also include eliminating commission fees on items sold in jail stores, which are 
marked up 43% in San Francisco. Mayor London Breed announced the changes in her budget 
proposal for the fiscal year, which began on July 1st; the reforms will be implemented over the 
next year.  

Costs accumulated from phone calls, commissary, and other jail fees can push low-income 
families into debt and create barriers to people’s successful reintegration into society. These fees, 
which San Francisco Public Defender Manohar Raju calls “predatory,” also reveal the injustices 
in a criminal justice system that makes a profit off of incarcerated families.  
 
A win for the community 

Decades of research show that maintaining ties with family helps lower recidivism rates and 
facilitate an inmate’s successful re-entry into society. When inmates can’t use the phone, they 
lose touch with their support network and can’t look for jobs or arrange for a place to stay upon 
their release, which are key factors in ensuring successful reintegration into society.  
 
According to a 2012 report by the Vera Institute of Justice, family members are “valuable 
sources of support during incarceration and after release” and prison inmates who had more 
contact with their families were less likely to be re-incarcerated. The mayor’s office confirmed 
that inmates who keep in touch with their families are less likely to commit other crimes once 
they’re released.  

Anne Stuhldreher, director of the San Francisco Financial Justice Project, said that such fees 
have costs for the broader community, and that the change would lead to a safer community and 
save the city money. 80% of phone calls are paid for by inmates’ support networks, primarily 
low-income women of color, according to the San Francisco Chronicle.  

“When we cut people off from their support networks, and ask them to pay high prices that they 
cannot afford, to stay in touch with their support networks, we end up paying the price,” said 
Stuhldreher.  
 
The price of phone calls also hinders communication between people and their attorneys. Most 
people in jail are pre-trial and have not been convicted of any crime. Phone calls are often the 
only way they are able to mount an effective legal defense, according to Clint Smith, a doctoral 



candidate at Harvard University. San Francisco made phone calls by inmates to their lawyers 
free in 2014.  
 
A win for justice  
 
These reforms would make San Francisco the first county to “stop generating revenue from 
incarcerated people and their families,” according to the mayor’s office.  
 
According to Worth Rises, a criminal justice advocacy nonprofit group, the prison phone 
business is a $1.2 billion industry, dominated by two companies, Global Tel Link and Securus 
Technologies, who pay the state and municipalities for doing business. This incentivizes states 
and counties to charge exorbitant fees because they share in the revenue generated from these 
profits, according to Smith.   
 
Correctional telecommunications companies commodify incarceration, according to Sarah 
Lustbader, who was a criminal defense attorney and associate at the Vera Institute of Justice. For 
example, Secarus Technologies allows a maximum of $50 on a prepaid account, with a $3 fee 
each time more money is deposited. It’s not only charging exorbitant fees, but finding ways to 
extract more money from incarcerated people than necessary.  
 
 “For too long, corporations and corrections departments alike have profited off of incarcerated 
people and their families, often communities of color and poverty who can least afford it,” said 
Bianca Tylek, executive director of Worth Rises.  

San Francisco Treasurer Jose Cisneros said that we “should not fund city operations on the backs 
of families.” Last year, people spent $1.7 million on phone calls and items in the commissary. 
Phone calls generate $1 million annually, split between the Sheriff’s Department and the phone 
company. Items in the commissary collected $764,000 in commissary fees last year for the 
Sheriff’s Department.  
 
Zachary Norris, executive director of the Ella Baker Center for Human Rights, said that a heavy 
officer presence “contributes to the criminalization and over-policing of black and brown 
people.” In 2015, 53% of inmates were black, even though they comprise only 5% of the 
population in San Francisco, according to the SF Examiner. In 2016, a black person was 7.75 
times more likely than a white person to be arrested in San Francisco – 16.3% of arrests were 
black – according to the Public Policy Institute of California.  

In light of these disparities, eliminating fees which “disproportionately impact low-income 
people and communities of color,” according to Mayor Breed, is not only a win for the 
community, but a step toward racial justice.  

“There are significant social and fiscal benefits associated with expanding communication 
between incarcerated people and their support networks. Yet, more important than utility is 
humanity. The relationship between a mother and her child should never be exploited, but rather 
protected and encouraged,” said Tylek. “We applaud Mayor Breed for building on the advocacy 
wins in New York City to make jail phone calls free.” 


