
In August 2022, the Council on Criminal Justice convened the Veterans Justice Commission to assess the factors 
that drive veterans’ justice system involvement, the adequacy of transitional assistance for military service 
members as they reenter civilian life, and the effectiveness of the justice system response when veterans break 
the law. 

The Commission has found that one in three of the nation’s 19 million veterans report having been arrested at 
least once in their lifetime, and at last count, an estimated 181,500 veterans were incarcerated in local, state, 
or federal facilities. Former service members make up nearly 8% of those in state prisons and 5% of the federal 
prison population.

While data-based tools exist to verify a person’s veteran status, only 9 of the nation’s 18,000 law enforcement 
agencies and 11% of its 3,100 jails are using them, relying instead on veterans to self-identify. But many 
veterans fail to do so because of shame or fear of losing benefits. Hundreds of jurisdictions now operate 
specialized Veterans Treatment Courts, but participation is often restricted to minor offenses, and just 36 of 
2,300 prosecutors’ offices reported operating veteran-specific diversion programs. As a result of these and other 
holes in the system, veterans miss out on diversion opportunities or treatment targeting the service-related 
trauma and other conditions that often drive their criminal behavior.

The first report from the Commission – Honoring Service, Advancing Safety: Supporting Veterans from Arrest 
through Sentencing – provides three recommendations to improve and expand support for veterans in the front 
end of the criminal justice process, from arrest through criminal sentencing.

Recommendations

Improve definition and identification of veterans involved in the criminal justice 
system
Federal, state, and local criminal justice agencies and courts should improve 
processes for identifying veterans in the criminal justice system and adopt a uniform 
definition of “military veteran” for use in those processes.

Create a continuum of alternatives to prosecution and incarceration for justice-
involved veterans
Federal and state governments should adopt statutory frameworks that incentivize 
and improve veterans’ diversion, deferred adjudication, participation in treatment 
courts, sentencing mitigation, and record clearance.

Establish a national center on veterans justice to improve justice-involved veterans 
programs through research and coordination
The federal government should create a National Center for Veterans Justice to lead 
a coordinated effort to improve outcomes for veterans in the criminal justice system.   

https://counciloncj.org/veterans-justice-commission/


Each recommendation is accompanied by a summary of findings as well as a list of detailed actions to guide 
implementation.

The recommendations are grounded in a preliminary assessment of veterans in the criminal justice system 
prepared for the Commission. That report examined the complex dynamics underlying veterans’ justice-system 
involvement, from deployment- and combat -related risk factors to “bad-paper” discharges that block access to 
Veterans Administration benefits such as mental health and substance abuse treatment. 

Future reports from the Commission will examine problems veterans face during their transition from military to 
civilian life and at the back end of the justice system, during incarceration and reentry.  
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