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Pre-1970

• In Kentucky, the 
incarceration 
population < 3000 
people until the 
1970s

• Until 70s, no major 
prison construction 
had occurred in 
Kentucky for three 
decades

• No people 
incarcerated under 
the department of 
corrections authority 
in county jails.

1970s

• Uniform Controlled 
Substances Act adopted in 
1970

• War on Drugs officially 
launched in 1971

• States began criminalizing 
cannabis

• Kentucky implemented 
new Penal Code

• New harsh criminalization 
laws including expansion 
of Persistent Felony 
Offender laws 
implemented in 1974 

• By 1976 the state had 
opened three new 
minimum security prisons

1980s and 1990s

• Birth of “Zero 
Tolerance” and “Just 
Say No” rhetoric

• Several key pieces of 
federal legislation, 
such as Anti-Drug 
Abuse Act passed in 
1986 and 1994 Crime 
Bill

• Incarceration for 
nonviolent drug 
offenses alone went 
from 50,000 to 
400,000 between 
1980 and 1997

2000s to today

• In 2020, an estimated 
450,000 people were 
incarcerated in local 
jails, youth detention 
centers, or state and 
federal prison for a 
drug offense

• 46% of the over 
144,000 people 
incarcerated in 
federal prison were 
for drug sentences
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