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EXPLAINER

Criminal Justice System Profile

Strengths to Build On
•	 Under former Gov. Nathan Deal, Georgia was one of the first red states to implement smart-on-crime policy initiatives. Sentencing 

revisions, parole eligibility expansion, probation modifications, reduced barriers to reentry, and a juvenile system overhaul improved 
its criminal justice system and paved the way for other red states to similarly modernize theirs.

•	 The Georgia Bureau of Investigation Cold Case Specialty Unit—staffed with investigators, analysts, and digital forensics experts—was 
established in 2023 to increase law enforcement’s ability to solve crimes. The unit expanded in FY 2025 to increase forensic science 
staffing and reduce a 38,000-item evidence backlog to get justice for victims.
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CURRENT INCARCERATED 
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Jail and prison populations (2023)  
Total ~95,000

Incarceration rate per 100,000 (2024) 
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Pretrial jail population 
52%
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https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&opi=89978449&url=https://www.ajc.com/news/local/deal-criminal-justice-reforms-leaves-lasting-legacy/ZMwb2vG7C4LurWoFESw46O/&ved=2ahUKEwis4IewpOqOAxUpL1kFHSLHGfcQFnoECC4QAQ&usg=AOvVaw2Ahjujhj9w5cwyAbVQy-3d
https://dcs.georgia.gov/important-links/georgia-council-criminal-justice-reform
https://www.pew.org/-/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs/content-level_pages/reports/georgia20201320juvenile20justice20reform20summary20briefjuly2013pdf.pdf
https://www.georgiapolicy.org/news/kyles-op-ed-on-criminal-justice-reform-council/
https://www.onlineathens.com/story/news/crime/2023/04/28/bill-signed-by-gov-brian-kemp-in-athens-ga-to-create-cold-case-unit-in-gbi/70159565007/
https://police.emory.edu/services/coleman-baker-act.html
https://www.legis.ga.gov/api/document/docs/default-source/house-budget-and-research-office-document-library/newsandhighlights/2024/fy_2025_highlights_house_(hb_916).pdf?sfvrsn=723bb784_2
https://projects.csgjusticecenter.org/tools-for-states-to-address-crime/50-state-crime-data/?state=GA
https://projects.csgjusticecenter.org/tools-for-states-to-address-crime/50-state-crime-data/?state=GA
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/graphs/correctional_control2023/VA_correctional_control_2023.html
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/correctionalcontrol2023.html
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/correctionalcontrol2023.html
https://pap.georgia.gov/reentry-services
https://www.urban.org/policy-centers/cross-center-initiatives/state-and-local-finance-initiative/state-and-local-backgrounders/criminal-justice-police-corrections-courts-expenditures
https://www.urban.org/policy-centers/cross-center-initiatives/state-and-local-finance-initiative/state-and-local-backgrounders/criminal-justice-police-corrections-courts-expenditures
https://www.urban.org/policy-centers/cross-center-initiatives/state-and-local-finance-initiative/state-and-local-backgrounders/criminal-justice-police-corrections-courts-expenditures
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/e/2PACX-1vTVb4dqFHI_jMXqtrGNKE2ok7zr-ksHsEwuWMxBhsh2iIzVsbQkSqc7qvrqfci3aA/pubhtml?urp=gmail_link
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/profiles/GA.html
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/global/2024.html
https://trends.vera.org/state/GA
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Pre-Arrest | Jillian E. Snider | Resident Senior Fellow, Criminal Justice and Civil Liberties | jsnider@rstreet.org

•	 Passed with broad bipartisan support and enacted earlier this year, Georgia’s Survivor Justice Act allows judges to consider evidence of 
domestic violence or abuse in self-defense and coercion claims as well as when determining a sentence after conviction. It also offers a 
narrow path to resentence incarcerated survivors.

Persistent Challenges
•	 Personnel shortages in Georgia police departments is a critical, ongoing issue that undermines public confidence in police. The state’s 

officer-per-capita rate fell below the national average in 2023, and severe understaffing is seen across a variety of jurisdictions, such as 
Bibb County, Hinesville, and Fort Gaines. This problem prevents law enforcement from policing effectively, let alone solving crimes.

•	 Statewide data infrastructure is lacking, leaving policymakers without foundational information needed to guide or evaluate criminal 
justice policies and practices. For example, despite a recommendation from the Georgia Council on Criminal Justice Reform 2019 
pretrial committee, the state still does not track or report how often people miss court, who is affected, or what factors contribute to 
those absences. 

•	 With the nation’s seventh-highest incarceration rate, Georgia struggles with overcrowding and safety concerns in its carceral system. 
This has put it under federal scrutiny for dangerous, unsanitary, and unconstitutional conditions that can be ascribed, in part, to its 
struggles with correctional staff retention. More recent numbers show that 34 state prisons in Georgia have reached “emergency 
levels” of understaffing and that 82.7 percent of new hires leave within their first year of employment.

Practical Solutions
•	 To improve public confidence in police, Georgia should build on its existing body-worn camera retention 

statute by adopting uniform statewide minimum standards for camera activation and footage management. 
Clear, consistent policies on when cameras must be turned on, how data are stored, and how footage can be 
reviewed would also support officer accountability and ensure fairness across all agencies without imposing 
unnecessary mandates.

•	 As Georgia implements its new statewide court case management system, policymakers should ensure 
it captures and publicly shares key data—such as court appearance rates, pretrial detention, and case 
outcomes—in a consistent and accessible format. Building this into the system now would lay the 
groundwork for more informed policy decisions for a safer and fairer justice system. The system should 
also proactively support automated court reminders, which have been shown to reduce failures to appear 
significantly, conserving public resources lost on unnecessary warrants and jail stays.

•	 To free the state from federal scrutiny and improve conditions for both staff and inmates, it is urgent for 
Georgia policymakers to address current prison conditions. First, the state can address prison understaffing 
with innovative new programs and hiring practices. Second, they must ensure that people who do not need 
to be incarcerated can access safe paths to early release (particularly the elderly or terminally ill). While on 
paper, Georgia offers medical reprieve and parole due to disability or advanced age, analysis shows that it 
is largely inaccessible and therefore limited in its impact. Finally, establishing clearer criteria for parole and 
making information about process, policies, and other important criteria publicly available would improve  
the efficacy of programs that safely reduce prison populations.

For More Information
Check out our Criminal Justice Crossroads series on Georgia:

•	 Georgia’s Criminal Justice Crossroads: Pre-Arrest Issues in the Peach State

•	 Georgia’s Criminal Justice Crossroads: Pretrial Issues in the Peach State

•	 Georgia’s Criminal Justice Crossroads: Post-Conviction Issues in the Peach State

Pretrial | Lisel Petis | Policy Director , Criminal Justice and Civil Liberties | lpetis@rstreet.org

Post-Conviction | Sarah Anderson | Associate Director, Criminal Justice and Civil Liberties | sanderson@rstreet.org
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https://www.legis.ga.gov/api/legislation/document/20252026/233484
https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/georgia-justice-system-should-protect-survivors-not-punish-them/
https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/georgia-justice-system-should-protect-survivors-not-punish-them/
https://gcadv.org/sji/sji-about/gasurvivorjusticeact/
https://projects.csgjusticecenter.org/tools-for-states-to-address-crime/50-state-crime-data/?state=GA
https://www.13wmaz.com/article/news/local/macon/bibb-county-deputy-shortage-remains-stagnant/93-8fb235a2-5d63-498a-935c-44b5470fec6e
https://coastalcourier.com/news/hinesville-pd-looks-ways-keep-more-officers-road/
https://www.police1.com/police-recruitment/ga-town-loses-pd-as-officers-chief-resign-amid-county-sheriffs-office-consolidation
https://www.georgiapolicy.org/news/councils-misdemeanor-bail-reform-proposals/
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/global/2024.html
https://www.justice.gov/archives/opa/pr/justice-department-finds-unconstitutional-conditions-georgia-prisons
https://www.governing.com/workforce/prison-violence-soars-in-georgia-as-state-faces-staffing-crisis
https://www.governing.com/workforce/prison-violence-soars-in-georgia-as-state-faces-staffing-crisis
https://law.justia.com/codes/georgia/title-50/chapter-18/article-5/section-50-18-96/
https://law.justia.com/codes/georgia/title-50/chapter-18/article-5/section-50-18-96/
https://www.rstreet.org/research/the-past-present-and-future-of-police-body-cameras/
https://cms.georgiacourts.gov/
https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/why-every-jurisdiction-should-have-automated-court-reminders/
https://news.mt.gov/Governors-Office/Governor_Gianforte_Celebrates_Recruitment_and_Retention_at_Montana_State_Prison
https://famm.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/ga-report-card-final.pdf
https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/criminal-justice-crossroads-policing-pretrial-and-post-conviction-issues-in-three-states/
https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/stalled-justice-in-the-peach-state-why-georgias-crime-problem-starts-at-pre-arrest/
https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/georgias-criminal-justice-crossroads-pretrial-issues-in-the-peach-state/
https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/georgias-criminal-justice-crossroads-post-conviction-issues-in-the-peach-state/
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