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TO:  The Honorable Della Au Belatti, Chair 

The Honorable Kim Coco Iwamoto, Vice Chair 
House Committee on Public Safety 

 
FROM: Mark Patterson, Chair 

Hawaiʻi Correctional System Oversight Commission 
 
SUBJECT:      House Bill 1628, Relating to Compassionate Release 

Hearing: Wednesday, February 4, 2026; 9:00 a.m. 
 State Capitol, Room 411 

 
Chair Belatti, Vice Chair Iwamoto, and Members of the Committee: 
 
The Hawaiʻi Correctional System Oversight Commission (HCSOC) submits testimony in strong 
support of House Bill 1628, relating to compassionate release, which establishes a protocol for 
compassionate release for certain ill or seriously debilitated incarcerated persons. 
 
Our team has personally witnessed the suffering of elderly, seriously ill, and dying individuals in 
Hawaiʻi’s correctional facilities. Many of these individuals no longer pose a threat to public safety, 
yet remain incarcerated under conditions that are medically complex, emotionally painful, and 
often inhumane. Compassionate release would allow terminally ill, elderly, or incapacitated people 
to spend their final months with family, preserving dignity at the end of life while still ensuring 
careful review standards, eligibility requirements, and public safety. 
 
The Commission has collectively worked on this legislation in collaboration with the Department 
of Corrections and Rehabilitation, the Hawaiʻi Paroling Authority, and community partners. This 
bill reflects a shared commitment to public safety, human dignity, fiscal responsibility, and the 
values that define Hawaiʻi. 
 
From a fiscal and operational standpoint, Hawaiʻi spends significant public resources incarcerating 
elderly and medically frail individuals, often incurring extraordinarily high medical expenses 
without corresponding public benefit. Recently, the House Committee on Public Safety hosted an 
informational briefing to inform and educate the committee about best practices for medical release 
programs adopted by correctional systems throughout the United States. During this briefing, it 
was shared that: 

• The average annual cost of incarceration exceeds $100,000 per person 
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• Some critically ill incarcerated individuals have required medical expenses exceeding 
$900,000 in a single year 

• Another individual’s care surpassed $2 million in just one quarter, including emergency 
medical evacuation and hospitalization 

• In one case, a single prescription consumed over 90% of the department’s annual 
medication budget, diverting care from others in custody 

 
The State of Hawaiʻi must pay out-of-pocket for all incarcerated individuals’ medical costs, 
including hospital care, specialty treatment, high-cost medications, medical escorts, and staff 
overtime for off-site appointments. By contrast, when eligible individuals are released into the 
community, they can qualify for Medicare or Medicaid, shifting significant healthcare costs away 
from Hawaiʻi taxpayers. 
 
Additionally, compassionate release can help correctional staff. The Commission’s 2025 
Correctional Staff Survey Report, based on responses from over 800 correctional employees, 
found that Hawaiʻi’s correctional staffing crisis has reached a critical and unsustainable level. Key 
findings include: 

• Mandatory overtime, chronic vacancies, and unsustainable workloads 
• Approximately 60% of staff report serious health impacts due to job stress 
• High levels of PTSD, depression, burnout, and emotional exhaustion 
• Nearly 30% vacancy rates in some facilities, forcing staff to cover essential posts through 

excessive overtime 
 
Staff also reported that caring for critically ill and dying incarcerated individuals places a heavy 
emotional, logistical, and clinical burden on an already strained workforce. Compassionate release 
would ease pressure on correctional medical staff, allowing them to redirect time, attention, and 
resources toward the broader incarcerated population, improve safety, and reduce burnout. 
 
Lastly, this legislation is deeply aligned with Hawaiʻi’s values of aloha, kuleana, restorative 
justice, and community healing. It recognizes the disproportionate impact incarceration has on 
Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander communities, and offers a pathway grounded in compassion, 
accountability, and fairness. For all these reasons, the Commission respectfully asks you to pass 
this bill.  
 
Should you have additional questions, the Oversight Coordinator, Christin Johnson, can be reached 
at 808-849-3580 or at christin.m.johnson@hawaii.gov. Thank you for the opportunity to testify. 
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