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New Law Creates Sentencing Policy Advisory Council 
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Legislation creating the Illinois Sentencing Policy Advi-
sory Council (SPAC) unanimously passed both houses of 
the Illinois General Assembly and was signed into law by 
the governor on August 25, 2009, as Public Act 096-0711. 
SPAC is designed to evaluate and enhance the Illinois 
criminal justice system and inform policymakers for help 
in bettering the system.

This article explains the reasons SPAC was proposed 
and discusses how the council will function to improve 
sentencing policies and practices in Illinois.

I. reasons for the Sentencing Policy Advisory Council 
SPAC was created as a result of the CLEAR1 Commission, 
which was convened in 2005 to correct errors in the Crim-
inal Code of 1961 and the Unified Code of Corrections.2 
Early on during its work, the CLEAR Commission realized 
that not enough sentencing data are readily available to 
permit a timely and comprehensive analysis of sentencing 
in Illinois.3 

In Illinois, sentencing information is separately col-
lected by numerous entities involved in the criminal 
justice system, including state and local police, county 
clerks, county-level and state-level probation departments, 
the Illinois Department of Corrections, the Illinois Crimi-
nal Justice Information Authority, and the Administrative 
Office of the Illinois Courts. See 730 ILCS 5/5-8-8(d), (e). 
These data are largely used for management purposes and 
not for analysis of the criminal justice system as a whole. 
Moreover, this information is often unshared and difficult 
to obtain.4 

In considering how to resolve this issue, the CLEAR 
Commission took guidance from how other states have 
worked to improve their criminal justice systems.5 CLEAR 
then recommended to Illinois lawmakers that they pro-
pose legislation creating SPAC, which is based largely on 
existing sentencing commissions and will collect, main-
tain, and analyze all relevant sentencing data.

In addition, the CLEAR Commission believed that 
access to this information might help legislators curb the 
number of people in, and the costs of, the Illinois criminal 
justice system. Presently, Illinois has approximately 
45,000 prisoners.6 Last year, roughly 35,000 people were 
sent to state prison. 7 About the same number were 

released during that time.8 Furthermore, Cook County jail 
is the largest in the United States, often holding 10,500 
people on any given day, with an annual census exceeding 
100,000 detainees.9 Of the 98,000 people released from 
the Cook County jail in 2007, about 13,000 to 15,000 were 
repeat offenders who were released multiple times through-
out the year.10 

As of 2005, the total population of those under the 
jurisdiction of the Illinois criminal justice system at the 
state and local levels was approximately 230,000.11 If this 
population made up a city, it would be the second largest 
in Illinois.12 Moreover, in 2008 alone, Illinois spent approx-
imately $1.3 billion on its department of corrections. 13 

II.  how SPAC Will Work to Promote Better Sentencing 
funding and Policies

The centerpiece of SPAC’s work will be its sentencing 
database, which will allow SPAC to perform its core func-
tions. The database will consist of all relevant sentencing 
data, including crime trends and resources available to aid 
legislative and executive action. See 730 ILCS 5/5-8-8(d)(1).
To create the database, SPAC will rely on information 
already being collected by other agencies, as noted previ-
ously. See 730 ILCS 5/5-8-8(e). 

Upon completion of the database, SPAC will use the 
information to perform its five main duties. First, SPAC 
will ascertain the current status of the Illinois criminal 
justice system. See 730 ILCS 5/5-8-8(d)(1). Second, SPAC 
will prepare annual criminal justice population projections, 
which will include both correctional and community- 
based supervision projections. See 730 ILCS 5/5-8-8(d)(2). 
Third, SPAC will rely on the data to analyze proposed sen-
tencing legislation. SPAC will help lawmakers determine 
the likely effect of the legislation on current sentencing 
policies and practices and will provide information to 
further evidence-based sentencing. See 730 ILCS 
5/5-8-8(d)(3). 

Fourth, SPAC will ensure that resources and facilities 
are available to carry out sentences imposed on offenders. 
Along with this undertaking, SPAC will help set rational 
priorities for use of those resources, a task involving the 
preparation of criminal justice resource statements that 
identify the practical effects of proposed sentencing 
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legislation. The statements will contain such information 
as correctional populations, county and local government 
resources, and court processes. See 730 ILCS 5/5-8-8(d)(4). 

Finally, SPAC will conduct any task or study related to 
sentencing policy that is requested by the governor or the 
General Assembly, and any other function required to 
carry out its goals. See 730 ILCS 5/5-8-8(d)(5), (6). SPAC 
must submit an annual written report of its findings to the 
governor and the General Assembly. See 730 ILCS 
5/5-8-8(f).

SPAC’s effectiveness will be based in large part on its 
ability to synthesize succinctly a large amount of informa-
tion, as well as on policymakers’ actual and constructive 
use of that information. Public Act 96-0711 includes a 
sunset provision repealing SPAC on December 31, 2012, 
which will require the General Assembly to reauthorize 
SPAC if the council fulfills its goals.

III. Conclusion
Public Act 096-0711 provides a solid framework for mov-
ing Illinois sentencing policy and practice in an informed 
and positive direction. SPAC will help educate policymak-
ers not only on how the criminal justice system presently 
operates but also on how proposed changes will likely 
affect sentencing policy and practice in the future. With 
this information, Illinois is better positioned to reach its 
sentencing goals of punishing and rehabilitating offenders 
in a cost-effective manner.
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