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BRINGING YOUTH HOME: A National Movement
to Increase Public Safety, Rehabilitate Youth and
Save Money
Over the past several years, many states across the country have dramatically
reduced the number of youth held in secure facilities. Some states have achieved
these reductions by downsizing existing populations in secure facilities; others have
shuttered entire institutions.1 While the population reduction is noteworthy in and of itself,
it has been accompanied by powerful data. Most states that have downsized or closed
facilities have been able to save or reallocate money2 while protecting public safety, due to
the high expense of incarceration, and the greater effectiveness of less costly communitybased alternatives. Additionally, evidence shows that these population reductions have
not, as some may have predicted, led to an increase in youth crime; in fact, crime rates
have either remained steady or even declined, demonstrating an increase in public safety.
The simultaneous increase in public safety and reduction of secure facility populations
is supported by research indicating that community-based supervision is as effective as
incarceration for youth who have committed serious offenses.3
This paper includes examples of states that have reduced their juvenile facility populations
and are now not only reaping the rewards of new found funds that can be redirected into
more effective community-based services for youth, but also seeing a better return on their
investment in terms of juvenile rehabilitation and public safety. These positive changes
are the result of many factors. Some closures have been mandated by legislatures, while
others are the result of reform-minded administrators who acknowledge more appropriate
and effective ways to respond to court-involved youth. Other closures have resulted from
lawsuits that have exposed horrific conditions in facilities and regular abuse. In almost all
cases, however, these changes represent years of dedicated work from local advocacy
organizations, often in partnership with private foundations and government stakeholders.
The paper closes with specific tips on how to downsize wisely, and ways to maximize the
benefits of facility closures.
This paper provides a profile of just a small sampling of the many states that are decreasing
the number of youth in secure facilities or closing facilities outright. It is not a comprehensive
picture, but rather just the tip of the iceberg of the momentous change traveling across the
country. NJJN has identified changes across most of the U.S., including: Arizona, Arkansas,
Colorado, Connecticut, Georgia, Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky, Massachusetts, Michigan,
Mississippi, Missouri, New Mexico, Rhode Island, Virginia, and Wisconsin. And even as this
document is being written, new legislation is being passed and new practices and policies
are being implemented that will bring more youth home. Please stay tuned for more updates
as NJJN follows this growing trend.
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ALABAMA
Thanks in large part to strong executive and judicial leadership, as well as advocacy by
the Southern Poverty Law Center, Alabama has dramatically reduced the number of youth
committed to secure facilities. Prior to decreasing the number of commitments to secure
facilities, Alabama’s Department of Youth Services (DYS) was spending nearly 75 percent of
its budget on incarcerating youth, over a third of whom were locked up primarily for status
offenses and technical violations.4 Counties participating in the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s
Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI) drove the initial reductions in commitments in
2007. Deeper reductions statewide were inspired by the passage of juvenile justice reform
legislation in 2008 and the creation of a new grant process for community-based alternatives
in 2009-2010.5

THE FACTS:
• The average daily DYS population shrank from 1,084 in May 2007 to 582 in March 2011, a
46 percent reduction.6
• Despite drastic cuts to the DYS budget—peaking at $3.3 million in cuts in FY 2009—the
department was able to increase its funding of non-residential community-based services
by $2.4 million between FY 2007 and FY 2010, thanks to the money saved on incarceration.7
• As commitments to DYS decreased between 2006 and 2010, total juvenile arrests declined,
including a 40 percent decline in Part II offenses.8

CALIFORNIA
California is notorious for the number of people incarcerated by the state, and in the past, youth
were certainly no exception. However, recent years have brought litigation around dangerous
conditions in the facilities, which has resulted in media attention, stakeholder education about
the problematic conditions, advocacy by a broad spectrum of organizations (including the Youth
Justice Coalition and the National Center for Youth Law), and increased costs to the state for the
confinement of youth. These developments have led to higher numbers of youth being treated
by community-based programs in some counties, legislation restricting the types of offenses
that can lead to state imprisonment,9 and budget realignment that redirects funds from state
juvenile justice to the counties. These practice and policy changes, along with an unfortunate
increase in direct files to adult court, have contributed to a dramatic drop in the population sent
to California’s state youth facilities over the past fifteen years.10

THE FACTS:
• The population of California’s youth prisons has declined from a staggering 10,122 in 1996
to 1,254 at the end of 2010, a nearly 88 percent decrease.11
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• At a rate of $218,000 per year per youth in 2007, California avoided spending over $525
million on incarceration between 2007 and 2010 by decreasing the numbers of incarcerated
youth and making corresponding facility closures.12
• From 1996 to 2009, both felony and misdemeanor arrest rates for juveniles steadily declined
to their 25 year lows.13
• Juvenile felony arrests have declined from 2,902 in 1991 to 1,290 in 2009, a 50-year low.14

DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA
Washington, D.C.’s former institution for adjudicated youth, Oak Hill, had a reputation for
horrid conditions, lack of services and overcrowding. The Omnibus Juvenile Justice Act of
2004 required closure of Oak Hill and the development of a smaller, rehabilitative facility, as
well as other system reforms related to competency, confidentiality, evaluations, individual
treatment plans, family involvement, and best practices.15 New leadership at the Department
of Youth Rehabilitative Services (DYRS) in 2005 continued this commitment to reducing the
number of low-risk youth in confinement without jeopardizing public safety, and reserving
incarceration only for youth who are genuine threats to the community. A strong coalition of
advocates, including Justice for DC Youth and DC Lawyers for Youth, helped push for and
usher in changes to the treatment of system-involved youth. In 2009, DYRS closed Oak Hill
and opened the much smaller New Beginnings Youth Development Center, modeled after
Missouri’s smaller, rehabilitative facilities.

THE FACTS:
• The committed population at Oak Hill declined from 130 in 2005 to 70 in 2009. The current
capacity at New Beginnings is 60.16
• In 2004, 45 percent of the youth committed to DYRS were confined in Oak Hill, 26 percent
were in Residential Treatment Centers (RTCs), and only 29 percent were in the community.
By 2008, only 13 percent of DYRS committed youth were confined in Oak Hill, 11 percent
were in RTCs, and 63 percent were in the community.17
• At a rate of $311,345 per youth per year in 2009, D.C. avoided spending over $18.5 million
on incarceration between 2005 and 2009 by decreasing the population at Oak Hill.18
• Recidivism within 12 months of returning to the community for youth newly committed to
DYRS declined from 31 percent in FY 2004 to 25 percent in FY 2007.19
• Juvenile arrests for Part I serious offenses in D.C. declined by nearly 21 percent from 2007
to 2010.20

FLORIDA
A combination of budget crises, new programs, and innovative practice reforms has
enabled Florida to close a number of public and private facilities over the past five years.
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In 2004, Florida launched its Redirection project, which aims to divert troubled youth
from residential placements to more effective, family-focused, evidence-based treatment
options.21 Redirection focuses on two evidence-based programs: Multisystemic Therapy and
Functional Family Therapy. The Florida Department of Juvenile Justice has further reduced
commitments through practice innovations such as probation reform (encouraging the
adoption of progressive response policies to limit the commitment of technical violators) and
the implementation of the Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI). Despite substantial
progress in the last six years, Florida continues to incarcerate hundreds of low-risk youth22—a
phenomenon that drove the enactment of reform legislation in 2011 that is intended to limit
the institutionalization of youth adjudicated of misdemeanor offenses. Advocates in the state,
including the Children’s Campaign, Inc. and Southern Poverty Law Center, continue to work in
collaboration with state officials to improve and downsize Florida’s juvenile justice system.

THE FACTS:
• DJJ commitments dropped from 8,897 in FY 2004-05 to 6,402 in FY 2008-09, a 28
percent reduction.23
• DJJ has eliminated more than 2,300 beds over the past six years, reducing its overall
capacity of 6,012 in FY 2006-0724 to a capacity of 3,639 as of June 2011.25
• This reduction in commitments and overall capacity saved the state more than $130 million
—decreasing DJJ’s budget for residential institutions from $331 million26 to $199 million.27
• Serious juvenile crime, i.e., felony referrals, dropped 25 percent between FY 2005-06 and FY
2009-10.28 Total juvenile arrests declined by 21 percent between 2005 and 2010.29

KANSAS
Kansas is an example of a state with a smaller juvenile justice population that was able
to shut down two secure facilities for youth and free up a significant amount of money
without compromising public safety. In 2008, Kansas closed the 121-bed Atchison Juvenile
Correctional Facility for boys and in 2009 the state closed the Beloit Juvenile Correctional
Facility for girls, a 66-bed facility.

THE FACTS:
• The population of Kansas’ juvenile correctional facilities declined from a monthly average of
410 in FY 2007 to a monthly average of 332 in FY 2010, a 19 percent decrease.30
• In 2008, the Kansas Juvenile Justice Authority estimated it would save $1.9 million in FY 2009
and $3.7 million in FY 2010 due to the closure of the Atchison Juvenile Correctional Facility.31
The state projected a savings of $1.4 million in FY 2009 from the Beloit facility closure.32
• Juvenile arrests in Kansas decreased by nearly 13 percent between FY 2006 and FY 2009,
from 17,871 to 15,579.33
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NEW YORK
Thanks in part to visionary leadership by the State Commissioner and persistent pressure by
the advocacy community, including the New York Juvenile Justice Coalition and its allies, the
New York State Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS) has downsized or closed 18
facilities since 2007, with eight additional facilities slated for closure or downsizing in 2011.
These closures occurred in tandem with a federal Department of Justice investigation, which
found that staff in a number of New York State facilities routinely used excessive physical force
against residents and that the facilities failed to provide constitutionally adequate mental health
care. Additionally, a class-action lawsuit was filed alleging unconstitutional conditions of
confinement in state-operated facilities.
New York also passed a fiscal realignment program through the 2011-12 Executive Budget,
which will open up the state’s dedicated detention funding stream to community-based
alternative programs.34 The budget additionally maintains a separate stream of $8.3 million
for community-based programs and treatment and requires the local detention administering
agency to use a detention risk assessment instrument to inform decision making.35

THE FACTS:
• Over the past ten years, the number of youth referred for facility placement with OCFS
declined from 2,313 in 2000-2001 to a population of 627 youth in January 2011, a 73
percent decrease.36
• State officials report that facility closures and downsizing have saved New York State
$58 million.37
• Outside of New York City, juvenile arrests decreased by 49 percent—from 28,042 to
14,293—between 2000 and 2009.38
• In New York City, juvenile arrests for major felonies decreased by 22 percent between 1999
and 2007.39

OHIO
In 1994, Ohio launched the RECLAIM Ohio program, which aims to divert youth from the
state-run Ohio Department of Youth Services (ODYS) to community-based alternatives to
incarceration by offering counties fiscal incentives.40 In 2008, ODYS settled a class action
lawsuit that alleged abusive, inhumane and illegal conditions, policies and practices in
ODYS facilities.41 The settlement compelled Ohio to make sweeping reforms to its juvenile
justice system, and led to facility closures and downsizing. In FY 2010, the six counties that
contributed the highest number of admissions to ODYS facilities received “Targeted RECLAIM”
and Behavioral Health and Juvenile Justice (BHJJ) funds in order to reduce their admissions
beyond the standard RECLAIM Ohio requirements. All along, Ohio advocacy organizations,
including the Children’s Law Center, Juvenile Justice Coalition, and Voices for Ohio’s Children,
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have been working with state officials to push for the necessary changes to ODYS policies and
practices, as well as state reimbursement structures.

THE FACTS:
• The average daily population in ODYS facilities dropped 40 percent between FY 2002 and
FY 2010.42
• Felony commitments to ODYS facilities decreased from 2,215 in FY 2000 to 836 in FY 2010,
a 62 percent reduction.43
• The six counties participating in Targeted RECLAIM and BHJJ reduced their admissions by
over 39 percent from FY 2009 to FY 2010.44
• By closing four juvenile facilities, Ohio will free up over $57 million in operational expenses
that have previously been spent on incarceration.45
• The number of youth arrested in Ohio decreased by 25 percent between 2001 and 2009.46

TEXAS
Thanks to ongoing advocacy efforts by state groups including Texas Appleseed, Texans Care
for Children, and the Texas Criminal Justice Coalition, Texas has been moving to downsize and
reform its juvenile justice system over the past several years. In 2007, the Texas Legislature
passed a reform bill (S.B. 103) in response to a high profile abuse scandal in some of its
youth facilities.47 The law led to a drastic reduction in the population of youth committed to
the Texas Youth Commission (TYC) by barring commitment of a juvenile to the state agency
for anything less than a felony and reducing the age of incarcerated young adults from 21
to 19. Five facilities were ultimately closed. Since 2007, the Legislature has implemented
fiscal realignment strategies that shift resources to county juvenile probation departments to
supervise youth no longer eligible for TYC commitment, and to divert those youth who are
still eligible but who can be more safely and more effectively served near home. In 2011, the
Legislature cut $117 million from the TYC budget as a budget reduction measure. In response,
TYC is closing three secure facilities and consolidating two more. The Legislature also passed
a juvenile justice restructuring bill in 2011 that merges TYC with the oversight agency for
county juvenile probation departments and establishes a framework that prioritizes community
programs over incarceration.48

THE FACTS:
• TYC’s residential population has decreased from 4,800 in FY 2006 to 1,798 in FY 2010, a 63
percent decline.49
• S.B. 103 resulted in the provision of an additional $57.8 million to Texas counties to handle
the youth who previously would have been sent to TYC facilities, about half the cost of
sending these youth to TYC.50
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• The closure of two facilities in 2009 saved TYC $115 million, $45.7 million of which was
reinvested in diversion funding for juvenile probation departments.51
• Delinquency adjudications declined by nearly 19 percent between FY 2008 and FY 2010,52
while juvenile arrests in Texas declined by 8.6 percent from 2006 to 2009.53

Downsizing Done Right
The trend toward facility closures and the reduction in the number of youth in secure
confinement is promising. States can achieve the best results for budgets, public safety, and
youth by considering the factors below as they downsize juvenile facility populations.

TREAT YOUTH APPROPRIATELY
Downsizing is an opportunity to utilize and develop programming that is the most effective for
youth and public safety and financially sensible for states and communities. The adult criminal
system is not designed for youth in conflict with the law, and it is not adequately equipped to
serve such youth successfully.55 Many states are recognizing that youth must be treated as
youth, and should be retained in a juvenile system that is designed specifically for their needs.56
Likewise, while youth may well benefit from mental health services, not all youth who come
into conflict with the law need the in-depth treatment provided by residential mental health
programs.57 States should be careful not to “squeeze the balloon” and simply shuffle youth from
juvenile facilities into adult prisons, mental health facilities, or other institutions. Additionally,
as the population of youth incarcerated in juvenile facilities declines, states should consider
opportunities to more effectively serve juvenile offenders who are confined in adult facilities by
transferring them back to the safer and more developmentally appropriate juvenile system.

REEVALUATE WHICH YOUTH ARE BEING INCARCERATED
Many states default to incarcerating youth who have committed crimes. Secure facility
population reductions give states the opportunity to be thoughtful and deliberate in their
decisions to lock up youth. States should use a validated risk assessment tool to evaluate
whether or not a youth is truly a threat to public safety and should be incarcerated.58 Likewise,
states should assess the needs of each youth and thereby determine an appropriate
disposition that involves programming specifically tailored to each youth. Lastly, states should
consider whether the infraction committed by a youth truly warrants incarceration; many states
incarcerate large numbers of youth who have committed relatively minor offenses and whose
chances for rehabilitation are much greater in a community-based program. The removal of a
youth from his or her family and placement in a secure facility should always be the disposition
of last resort, and for the shortest time possible.59
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STAY FOCUSED ON DISPROPORTIONATE MINORITY CONTACT
Nationally, African American and Latino youth are overrepresented at every point in the
juvenile justice system and are transferred to the adult system at rates disproportionate
to those of white youth.60 This disproportionate minority contact (DMC) with the juvenile
and criminal justice systems increases as youth move deeper into the system; the highest
rates of disproportionality are seen in commitments to juvenile residential placements and
incarceration in adult prisons.61 Downsizing secure facility populations presents a unique
opportunity to look at DMC from a different angle: rather than only focusing on youth who
enter the system, states can carefully evaluate which youth are released from facilities,
and ensure equitable treatment of all youth. The policies and practices that lead to facility
closures or downsizing should be, at a minimum, neutral with regard to race and ethnicity,
and ideally targeted at reducing disproportionality in confinement. Additionally, as with
all aspects of the juvenile justice system, states should ensure careful data collection on
downsizing and facility closures as a means to evaluate DMC and planned reforms, and to
develop further solutions as needed.

ENSURE ACCOUNTABILITY
Some states that have closed state-run facilities have instead contracted with private
companies to run institutions or residential treatment centers for youth.62 Some private
companies run excellent programs for youth. However, accountability is an issue with all
privately run programs and facilities, and private companies may prioritize profits over the
safe care and well-being of youth.63 When a state enters into a contract with a private
company, there must be a clear plan for both internal and external oversight in order to
ensure proper protections for youth and their families. States must also scrutinize any
claims by private companies that they offer a less expensive option for youth, to ensure
that claimed expenses account for contract oversight costs, transportation costs, general
overhead costs, and other expenses that are spread across agencies (such as education and
health care costs).64

KEEP YOUTH IN HOMELIKE SETTINGS
Facility shutdowns should lead to expanded use of local, community-based programs, which
are usually much less expensive, and more effective, than traditional secure confinement.65 If
youth must be removed from their communities, they should be placed in small facilities with
homelike characteristics, in close proximity to their home communities.66 The closure of secure
facilities presents an opportunity to get youth out of larger, prison-like institutions and to avoid
the numerous, proven ill effects of institutionalization.67 When deciding which facilities to close,
states should ensure that youth are not transferred to a more secure environment due to the
closure of a lower security facility, but rather are moved into the least restrictive, most homelike
environment possible.
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REDIRECT FUNDS TO ALTERNATIVES TO CONFINEMENT
States can save significant funds by shuttering juvenile institutions. The American Correctional
Association estimates that it costs nearly $88,000 per year ($240.99 per day) on average for
each youth in a residential juvenile facility, and some states report costs as high as $726 per
day (nearly $265,000 per year) for a juvenile residential bed.68 Additionally, states may find that
as youth are moved out of secure facilities and into less restrictive programs that target their
underlying needs, additional federal funding through Medicaid and Title IV-E might become
available.69 In light of the high costs of incarceration and the current fiscal climate, many
governors, legislators, and administrators are planning or considering facility closures.
As states move toward downsizing and facility closures, they should consider the best ways
to reinvest at least a portion of the cost savings into community-based programs for youth in
conflict with the law. Such investments will ensure that youth are adequately supported by
proven programming, which in turn will help truly rehabilitate youth and reduce recidivism,
thereby increasing public safety and saving money in the long term.70
States can also consider legislatively enacting a fiscal realignment plan to reduce incarceration
costs for the state, while incentivizing counties to develop effective community-based
alternatives to incarceration. In such models, states offer financial incentives to counties that
keep youth out of state institutions and instead treat youth locally. Wisconsin, California,
Illinois, and Ohio have had much success with fiscal realignment models, and several other
states are currently considering such legislation.71

CONCLUSION
Due to the squeeze of shrunken budgets, there is more reason than ever to reduce the
number of incarcerated youth. Ample evidence from many states shows that such population
reductions do not have negative consequences, but instead serve as a means to reduce
spending while treating youth in a more appropriate and effective way. As states search for
ways to plug fiscal holes, they should consider the economic and social benefits of using
incarceration only as a last resort and for the shortest time possible.72 States should first
look to serve youth in conflict with the law through proven, cost-effective, community-based
programming.
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