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Background 
In North Carolina in 2021, 109 jails across 93 counties were in operation and able to house people. The 
total capacity of these facilities was 27,412 as of December 2021. Generally, the majority of people 
detained in jail are held pretrial. However, jails also house other individuals, such as those serving 
sentences. Together, these individuals comprise the North Carolina jail population. This brief provides an 
update to the Lab’s previous reporting on jail populations. It provides an update on the size of the jail 
population in 2021 and changes in total occupancy from the previous year. Although this report largely 
focuses on statewide trends, county and facility-level information is available upon request. 
 
How many people were detained in 2021? 
The average number of people detained per month in 2021 was 17,295, a 2% increase over that average 
for 2020. The average jail population peaked at 18,884 in September and hit its lowest point at 15,881 in 
April.  
 

 
 
These averages, however, do not reflect the larger number of people who entered and exited North 
Carolina jails in 2020 and 2021. Rather, they represent the average number of people held in North 
Carolina jails throughout the year. 
 
How much of the state’s jail capacity was used in 2021? 
Although the average number of people detained in 2021 was higher than in 2020, occupancy was 
unchanged: an average of 64% of the statewide capacity was used in both 2020 and 2021. This remained 
fourteen percentage points lower than the 2019 average of 78%.  
 

 
1 The June report was updated in September 2022 to correct for missing data in the calculation of 2021 county 
occupancy rates. 
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The primary reason occupancy remained flat despite an increase in the average number of people 
detained is that two jails increased capacity and a third became available to house people. These 
changes increased average statewide capacity from 26,450 in 2020 to 27,129 in 2021.2 
 
How did county occupancy change in 2021? 
In 2021, average jail occupancy (i.e., average number of occupants divided by average capacity) fell or 
remained unchanged in thirty-seven (40%) of the ninety-three counties with active jails. The remaining 
fifty-six (60%) counties experienced increases in their average occupancy rates. For county-specific 
changes, see Appendix A.  
 
Figure 1. Change in County Occupancy Rates: 2020 – 2021  
 

 
 

 
2 A jail’s capacity only is counted if it is able to house people overnight (some jails are not used or equipped for this 
purpose) and it is in a state of repair such that it can accept people. 
* Seven counties lacked an active jail that was capable of housing people overnight. These are depicted in gray in the 
map. Graham County experienced a substantial increase in its occupancy because it typically houses individuals out-
of-county but was unable to do so due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The size of this increase was far outside the range 
of changes in other counties, which distorted the color of these counties in Figure 1. This county is therefore also 
depicted in gray as having “no data.” Appendix A includes county-specific data for all counties, including Graham. 
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Were any jails over capacity in 2021? 
In 2021, thirteen (12%) jails had an average annual occupancy of over 100%. In other words, 1 in 8 
facilities had an average annual occupancy above stated capacity. Five jails consistently had greater than 
100% occupancy throughout the year. For the remaining eight jails, occupancy was below 100% at 
various points in the year but nonetheless averaged over 100%.  

 
 
But this annual measure understates the number of facilities that exceeded capacity at any point in 
2021. Twenty-seven (25%) facilities exceeded 100% capacity during at least one month of the year. This 
ranged from a low of eight facilities exceeding capacity from January through March to as many as 
twenty-one facilities in August. Generally, fewer jails exceeded capacity in the first half of the year 
compared to the second half.  
 

Conclusion 
Data from 2021 suggest that, overall, the North Carolina jail population remains relatively unchanged 
from 2020, though there is considerable variation at the county level. The Lab will continue to monitor 
and update its reporting on the state jail population on a semi-annual basis. More detailed data is 
available upon request. Please contact the Lab with any questions or recommendations about current or 
future reporting on jail populations.  
  

1 in 8
Jails averaged over 100% of occupancy in 2021.
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Appendix A – County Occupancy Rates: 2020 – 2021  
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