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Missouri’s Safety Valve: Better Justice and Public Safety for Taxpayers 
 

Missouri Budget Snapshot: The Missouri Department of Corrections’ (DOC) budget is 

currently 

- Too big: In fiscal year 2017, the state of Missouri appropriated over $300 million to the 

DOC to cover the costs of their adult correctional institutions alone. 

- Growing larger: Since FY 2007, the DOC budget appropriation has increased 24 

percent.  

- Wasting taxpayer dollars: Evidence shows that mandatory prison terms are ineffective 

and keep many people locked up longer than necessary. This depletes funds that could be 

better spent on more effective public safety policies.   

 

HB 1739 & SB 748: Smart Sentencing Solutions That Save Missouri Millions 
 

HB 1739 (Rep. C. Smith) and SB 748 (Sen. Emery) will reduce excessive sentences and restore 

fiscal responsibility to the Department of Corrections through the creation of a “safety valve” 

exception to mandated prison terms. These safety valve bills will:  

 Avoid $3.9 million per year in prison costs by permitting more reasonable sentences 

for some MPT offenders: The safety valves allow – but do not require – judges to depart 

from minimum prison term (MPT) sentencing provisions1 for offenders that fit certain 

criteria.2 Based on calendar year 2016 DOC admissions data,  

o 1,616 offenders sentenced to minimum prison terms would have been eligible for 

a reduced sentence had the safety valve been in place. Of these,  

 950 were sentenced to a 40% MPT; 

 411 were sentenced to a 50% MPT;  

 255 were sentenced to an 80% MPT. 

o The safety valve would have reduced sentences for these 1,616 offenders by an 

average of 1.28 years;  

o Assuming that only 20 percent of these eligible MPT offenders actually received a 

sentence reduction under the safety valve, Missouri would avoid $3.9 million in 

future corrections costs.3 

 Avoid an additional $165,000 per year in prison costs by permitting more 

reasonable sentences for some people facing statutory (non-MPT) minimum prison 

terms: The bills also give judges flexibility to give qualifying offenders less prison time 

than the applicable statutory minimum sentence, even if the person is not facing an MPT. 

Based on calendar year 2016 DOC admissions data,  

o 654 offenders sentenced to a statutory minimum sentence would have been 

eligible for a reduced sentence had the safety valve been in place. Of these, the 

vast majority were convicted of class C felonies, as follows: 

 10 were convicted of a class A felony (10-year statutory minimum);  

 93 were convicted of a class B felony (5-year statutory minimum);  

 551 were convicted of a class C felony (3-year statutory minimum).  



o A safety valve reduction of the statutory minimum sentence by just one year 

would save the state  

 $1,521.25 per class A and B offender and per class C DWI offender; 

 $1,217 per class C drug and nonviolent offender. 

o If only 20 percent of eligible offenders in each felony class and offense type 

actually received a sentence just one year shorter than the statutory minimum 

under the safety valve, Missouri would avoid $165,633.70 in future corrections 

costs.  

 Use taxpayer dollars more responsibly: Shorter prison sentences for less dangerous 

offenders save money that Missouri can reinvest in more effective methods of promoting 

public safety. The $4 million saved by HB 1739 and SB 748 could be spent on drug 

treatment, overdose prevention, victim services, rape kit testing, or community policing, 

for example – all of which save lives and make Missouri safer. 

 

 

Safety Valves Are State-Tested and State-Approved  

 
Safety valves have been utilized in states across the country to reduce wasteful spending and 

improve public safety. For example:  

 

 In 2013, Georgia passed HB 349, granting judges the use of a safety valve. This reform 

was part of a package that helped Georgia avoid spending $246 million on corrections 

and the construction of new prisons. The state was instead able to reinvest $47 million 

into their accountability court systems. The rate of nonviolent offenders in Georgia 

prisons has fallen by 4 percent since 2012. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 Section 558.019, RSMo, requires people to serve 40, 50, 80, or 85 percent of the sentence, depending on the 

person’s number of prior prison commitments, before becoming eligible for parole.  
2 In both bills, people would be ineligible for the safety valve if the crime involved the use, attempted use, or 

threatened use of serious physical force by the defendant against another person, resulted in serious physical injury 

to another person by the defendant, involved sexual conduct against a minor, or involved the brandishing or use of a 

firearm by the defendant.   
3 This figure is based on the Missouri DOC CY2016 admissions of individuals serving a minimum prison term 

(MPT) under section 558.019 of the Missouri Revised Statutes, assuming that 20% of eligible offenders in each 

group would receive relief. Our cost estimate was calculated by first finding the average sentence length for each 

offender group, the average time served under MPT for each offender group, and the average time served should 

they be sentenced under the guidelines and not MPT. We then calculated reduction in sentence by finding the 

estimated difference between time served under MPT and time served under guidelines. This number was then 

multiplied by the direct cost of incarceration ($6,085 per year). Finally this average cost savings per offender was 

multiplied by the estimated number of prisoners who would have received relief in 2016. Our estimates throughout 

this factsheet do not include the offsets to avoided costs that might accrue due to offender recidivism. 

                                                        


