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Michigan's juvenile justice system, like many others across the county, is ripe for a
fundamental transformation -- and not a moment too soon. While proper treatment of
juveniles can lead to productive lives, our system works to increase crime and limit the future
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courts nationwide. Michigan is one of only
12 states that automatically treat
17-year-olds as adults, and our laws give
prosecutors broad power to try juveniles of
any age as adults for serious crimes. More than 500 Michigan youths, ages 15-18, are
currently doing time in adult prisons.
Yet research finds that youths tried as adults go on to commit more subsequent crime -- and
more violent crime -- than youths of the same age with similar offenses who remain in the
juvenile system. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in 2007 concluded:
"Transferring juveniles to the adult system is counterproductive as a strategy for preventing
or reducing violence."
• Second, we must reduce overreliance on secure confinement and invest in effective
community-based services. Only 24% of incarcerated teens across the country are guilty of
violent felonies. Some 45% are guilty only of status offenses, probation violations, or lesser
crimes unrelated to violence, weapons or drug trafficking.
What happens to these young people? Recidivism studies routinely show that 50% to 80% of
youths released from juvenile correctional facilities are rearrested within two to three years
-- even those who were not serious offenders prior to confinement. Moreover, locking kids up
costs taxpayers -- incarceration typically costs $200 to $300 per youth per day, far more
than intensive home- and community-based treatment models that often yield superior
results.
Counties that have made systematic changes to keep youths in their homes and work with
their families find that they can serve more kids with the same budgets, keep communities
safe and reduce recidivism. Since 2001, Berrien County has gone from 125 youths in facilities
outside the county and out-of-state, to just 18 youths outside the county, and all within
Michigan. Wayne County likewise had made dramatic changes, helping drive the number of
youths in state training schools from 1,200 in 1996 to 260 today.
• Third, we must keep low-level youthful offenders out of court. Serious juvenile crime rates
have plummeted since the mid-1990s, yet the numbers of youths adjudicated delinquent,
placed in detention, and sentenced to probation have all grown. Michigan's "zero tolerance"
policies in schools have caused countless teens to be prosecuted for fistfights and other
teenage behaviors that were once handled informally. The American Psychological
Association concluded that zero-tolerance policies are associated with more, not less,
misbehavior; and lower, not higher, academic achievement in a 2006 study.
• Finally, we must take vigorous action to reduce the shameful and persistent
overrepresentation of youths of color in juvenile justice. A handful of farsighted communities
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have shown that racial disparities can be remedied through focused efforts to review every
decision point for underlying biases and to promote practices that equalize treatment. In
Michigan, youths of color are three times more likely to be confined than their white peers.
The 2008 Kids Count report found that Michigan has higher rates of placing youths in
custody than most other states. We know we can turn this around. It's time to put our
knowledge of what works to use. And it's time to provide Michigan youths a measure of
justice worthy of the name.
ELIZABETH ARNOVITS is executive director of the Michigan Council on Crime and
Delinquency. Write to her in care of the Free Press Editorial Page, 615 W. Lafayette,
Detroit, MI 48226 or at oped@freepress.com.
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