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Facing the Future: Juvenile Detention in Alameda County

Juvenile Detention: The Gateway to Juvenile Justice

Juvenile detention is the entry way into the juvenile justice systemand the cornerstone uponwhich
the sygem isbuilt. At the point of detention, most of our young people face the bleakness of therr likely
futures. Unfortunately, being incarcerated in a detention facility is a strong predictor of continuing
incarceraion in the juvenile and adult justice systems.

The purpose of detention according to the Nationd Juvenile Detention Association is “the
temporary and safe custody of juvenileswho are accused of conduct subject to the jurisdictionof the court
and requirearestricted environment for ther own community’ ssafety while pending legd action™. In other
words, detentionshould be used to protect the public and to insure that youth appear beforethe court for
ahearing. Although detention centersare defined as pre-adjudication holding facilitiesfor dangerousyouth
or those likdly to fleethejurisdiction, they are increasingly used for other purposes (e.g., holding youth who
are waiting placement).

The effect of incarcerating youth in detention facilities is fdt most acutely in minority communities
I nthis nation, African Americans make up 41 percent of detained youth? and areincarcerated at threetimes
their representation in the genera population. Latinos are dso over-represented indetention facilities. In
Alameda County, the over-representation of incarcerated African Americansis even more pronounced.
While African Americans make up gpproximately 15 percent of the total population in the County?, they
comprise the majority (61 percent) of the bookings into juvenile hal*.  In fact, 89 percent of the youth
admitted to the Alameda County juvenile hal are children of color.

Meanwhile, acrossthe sate of Cdifornia, there has been ajuvenile detention facility construction
boom. Cdliforniadready had one of the highest incarceration rates in the country. Now, the Legidature
through the Board of Corrections has provided construction grants for new juvenile facilitiesin 40 of the
58 counties. Cdiforniaisincreasing its capacity to detain youth by 50 percent, adding 3,150 new beds,
in addition to replacing 1,300 existing detention beds®. The growth in detention is fueled by old crime
trendswhenthe number of juvenile arrests were at their peak. Inthe past tenyears, fdony juvenile arrests
in Cdifornia have declined by 45 percent®.

As the nation’ s foremost resource on juvenile justice research and practice, the Nationd Council
on Crime and Ddinquency (NCCD), has seen many jurisdictions use detention beds ingppropriately or
conduct inadequate planning for future bed needs. NCCD has along history of unparaleled experience
in helping juvenile justice policymakers and practitioners use research-based evidence to effectively plan
for the future of the children in ther jurisdictions. It is with this experience, that we chalenge the
policymakersand community members of Alameda County and across Cdifornia to examine the factsand
make the appropriate decisons for juvenile detention reform.



Therearefour ample and generdly accepted tenets uponwhichan evidence-based juvenile justice
plan should be based.

1. In a civil society, incarcerating a person must be justified and used appropriately.

Thefird step inplanningisto determine who isbeing detained, onwhat charges, and for how long?
Policymakersand the public must determine whether the detention center isbeing used appropriately for
their community. Some youth who are held in the Alameda County juvenile hal could be held or
supervised in less redrictive environments. Given the fact that detained youth often fall deeper into the
system, the decision to detain youth should be used only when absolutely necessary.

2. Conditions within facilities must be safe and appropriate.

If we choose to take away a person’s liberty, then he or she mugt be safe in our custody. Our
responsbility is even greater when we are incarcerdting a child. Providing adequate conditions of
confinement are an integra part of any juvenile justice plan. The Nationd Juvenile Detention Associaion
dates that juvenile detention must provide:

“awiderange of hdpful servicesthat support the juvenile sphysicd, emotiond, and social
development. Hepful services minimdly include: education, recrestion, counsding,
nutrition, medica and hedth care services, reading, vidtaion, communication, and
continuous supervision.”’

The conditions of confinement within the Alameda County juvenile hal are not acceptable. We
agree with loca policymakers that the current fadlity in San Leandro is inadequate and needs to be
replaced. If thefacility isasunsafeasloca policymakers and practitioners have stated, then young people
should not currently be housed in the facility. With the saismic and other safety concerns, policymakers
cannot wait five years until anew facility is built, they must act NOW.

3. The system (should wor k) to minimizefailure to appear in court and offending while
under court supervision.

There are programs that have demondstrated their effectiveness as detention dternatives. The
purpose of detention is to assure tha youth appear in court and do not endanger the public prior to
disposition. These dternatives have been shown to minimize both non-appearance and offending?.

Alterndives to detention are underutilized in Alameda County. It isvitd to place the youth who
are admissble for dternatives into the right program, and leave vauable detention beds for those who must
be incarcerated for public safety reasons.



4, Finances should be used wisely and directed to the most cost effective strategies.

Incarcerationisexpensve. Not only arefacility construction costshigh, but the operating costscan
be astronomical. For instance, the Probation Department estimates that the cost of care for one month
for each youth inthe juvenile hdl is$4,745°. We are currently in an economic downturn with budget cuts
imminent & the federd, state, and local levd. It istime for bdt tightening, not loosening. Policymakers
have aresponghility to direct resourcesto programs that best serve the public interest for the lowest cost.
The proposed facility expanson will bevery expensve inthe long termand will not best serve the interest
of public sefety.

In addition to these four tenetsrdiable datamust guide policy and practice. True evidence-based
planning is paramount and it should become clear from the next section that the proposed detention
expansion is not based on sound evidence.

Facts From Fiction: Juvenile Justice Statisticsin Alameda County

Alameda County is moving forward with building a new juvenile justice complex in Dublin. The
current juvenile hal in San Leandro has a capacity of 299 youth. One mgor component of this complex
was a proposed 540 bed detention facility. The bed space projections were part of a report caled the
Alameda County Needs Assessment and Master Plan, referred to hereas“The Plan” 2. After muchpublic
debate, the number of proposed new detention beds has been reduced to 420.

Before presenting the data, it is important to discuss an underlying assumption that has been
accepted by most of the Alameda County policymakers. This assumption isthat the locd justice system
isfunctioning optimaly. Why would the County base along-term bed space needs assessment on numbers
produced by ajugtice systemthat is currently functioning poorly? This method assumes that the goal isnot
to improve the system, but smply to accept the status quo. We bdievetha whileit isnecessary to examine
data from the past to look forward to the future, itisalso crucid to create policies and programs aimed at
improving the functioning of our systems and not assume that the future of our childrenwill go from bad to
worse.



The firgt important trend to examine is the number of juvenile arrests. Figure 1 shows the tota
number of juvenile arrests in Alameda County and the number of felony arrestsby year. Mirroring trends
inthe rest of the state, there has beenavery large decrease (41 percent) inthe number of juvenilesarrested
for fdoniesin Alameda County between 1991 and 2000. These arrest trends do not point to the need for
an increased number of detention beds.

Figure 1
Total and Felony Juvenile Arrests for Alameda County
1991 - 2000
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Source: Criminal Justice Profile 1991-2000, Criminal Justice Statisitics Center, California Department of Justice,
online http://caag.state.ca.us/cjsc/statisticsdatatabs, 2001.

Besides being based on negative assumptions, The Plan used faulty data upon which to base
projections of future bed space needs. As pointed out in The Plan, the data used for the andysis has a
criticd flaw, youthwho turn18 are deleted fromthe database. Clearly the data from earlier yearswill be
more incomplete than from the most recent years. Thus, it is inaccurate to use this database when
examining trends.



The discrepancy in the numbersisvigblein Figure 2. The Plan shows alow number of referrds
in 1991, thus claiming an increase in referrads from 1991 to 1997 (of 18 percent). Data from the Annua
Reports of the Probation Department tdl a dragtically different sory. The Annua Reports show a
decrease of five percent in the number of referras to the Probation Department during the same time
period. The decreasng number of referrds continues into 1999 (the most recent data available to usin
an Annua Report). In 1999, the Probation Department reported 10,527 juvenile referrals. When
caculated fromthe base year of 1991, thisreflectsamarked 14 percent decrease inthe number of juvenile
referrals.  The decrease in the number of referrals does not point to a need to increase the number of
detention beds.

Figure 2
Alameda County Probation Juvenile Referrals
1991, 1994 and 1997
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Source: Rosser | nternational/Alameda County Team, Alameda County Juvenile Justice Complex: Needs Assessment
& Master Plan, December, 1998; Annua Reportsfrom the Alameda County Probation Department, 1991, 1994, 1997




This downward trend is mirrored in the number of overdl detentionsin the County. Agan, there
isadifferenceinthe trend reported for juveniledetentionsinthe The Plan, and the trend based ondatafrom
the Probation Department’s Annual Reports. Figure 3 illustrates the difference; while The Plan reports a
two percent increase in the numbers of detentions between 1991 and 1997, Annua Report dataindicate
that there was adecrease of 12 percent decrease inthe number of detentions. When 1999 datais used to
cdculatetrends, the number of detentions decreased by dmost 19 percent, withatotal of 5,525 detentions
in 1999. The gpparent decrease in the number of admissons to detention, surely would not lead one to
plan alarge expansion of the number of beds.

Figure 3
Alameda County Probation Juvenile Detentions
1991, 1994 and 1997
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Source: Rosser | nternational/Alameda County Team, Alameda County Juvenile Justice Complex: Needs Assessment
& Master Plan, December, 1998; Annual Reportsfrom the Alameda County Probation Department, 1991, 1994, 1997



It is dso important to note that The Plan would predict grosdy different juvenile hdl populations
thanhave actudly beenlivinginthe facility. The data submitted by the Probation Department to the Board
of Corrections shows a population hovering around current capacity and generaly under 300 (shown
graphicdly in Figure 4).

Figure 4
Average Quarterly Population in the Alameda County Juvenile Hall
July 2000 - July 2001
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Source: California Board of Corrections, Quarterly Juvenile Detention Survey submitted by the Alameda County
Probation Department.



Even when examining the highest population numbers for the most recent months available from
the Board of Corrections, we do not see the extraordinarily high numbers that are predicted in The Plan.
Fgure5 showsthat evenonthe most crowded day inJune 2001, therewere 339 youthinthe juvenile hall.
As dtated earlier, this large population is in part due to a system that could be substantialy improved.
Detention dternatives could be created and case processing could be expedited to reduce the amount of
time ayouth must be held.

Figure 5
Average Monthly Population and Highest Population
in the Alameda County Juvenile Hall
May 2001 - August 2001

400

334 339 324

300

200

100

0
May June July Aug
2001

==Average Monthly Population —Highest One Day Population

Source: California Board of Corrections, Monthy Juvenile Detention Survey submitted by the Alameda County
Probation Department.

Besides having serious doubtsabout the vdidity of the dataused, we al so questionthe methodol ogy
used for making the projections. The projection technique used, cdled ARIMA, isinflexible becauseit is
based purdy on higtoricd trend data. With thistechnique, policymakers cannot eva uate options based on
various policy choices. Other projection techniques alow decision-makers to examine the effects that
policy and program changes would have on the detention population't. The other main methodological
problemwith The Planisthat bed space was projected based onthe highest population countsand not the
average population count. Using the highest population count for detention is not a generaly accepted
practice because it can grosdy overestimate the need for beds.



Thus, thefallowingthree methodol ogica factors contributed to an exorbitant estimate of bed space
needs. 1) using a projection modd that did not take into account policy changes, 2) beginning with an
inflated estimate by using the high population count, and 3) using inaccurate trend data

Our Troubled Youth: Meeting Their Needs

While using accurate numbers and methods to predict needed bed space is anecessary bedrock
of any planning approach, the needs of the troubled young people entering the system must dso be
considered. Wemust design policiesand programsto address these needs without tracking youth deeper
into the justice system.

One of the most important needsis placing youth in the appropriate setting as quickly as possble.
According to the Alameda County Probation Department, approximately one out of four youth in the
juvenile hdl are awaiting placement in a non-secure placement such as a group home or foster care
placement™?. These youth spend an average of two months incarcerated even though they are supposed
to be placed in a group home or foster home. Many fewer youth are held in the hal on very serious
offenses. On average approximately 12 percent of the youth in the juvenile hal are the most serious
offenders awaiting transfer to the adult system.

With the help of the Alameda County Probation Department in 2000, NCCD conducted a study
of the needs of youth in the juvenile hdl. These data represent the responses of 361 youth entering the
detention center between February and May of 2000.

# One quarter of dl youthwere placed indetentionfor awarrant on a previous charge or for falling
to appear in court.

# Twenty-two percent of dl youthentering to juvenile hdl stated that they had witnessed or beenthe
victim of shootings, stabbing, or other forms of severe violence,

# About oneinfive youthreported that police or child protective serviceworkerswere caled to ther
home as a result of domedtic disputes. Femaes were more likely than maes to report
police/agency contact as a result of family/housahold disputes; twenty-nine percent of females
reported one or more incidents.

# More than one quarter (twenty-eight percent) reported that they had previoudy been removed
from their home by the court.

# Six percent said they had children of their own.



# Hve percent were homeess or had been homeless in the past year and six percent had been
without food, heet, water, or dectricity in their home for more than three days.

# Almos one-hdf of dl youthhad been suspended fromschool inthe past year and 16 percent were
expelled.

Clearly, mogt of the children and teens entering the detention center have had troubled pasts.
Among other difficulties, they have witnessed violence, suffered abuse and neglect, and failed in school.
There are many good people working diligently in Alameda County to protect these young people and
provide services for them. However, the cost of bed expansion in financiad and socid terms will only
detract fromthese services. More programs and better policies need to be implemented so the County can
intervene and shut the revolving door, rather than widening the door so more youth can be further
traumatized and stigmatized by incarceration.

Recommendations

NCCD makes the following recommendations based on the best available data, our nationa
experience of detention reform, and our previous work with Alameda County:

#

#

Replace the juvenile hdl because the facility is old, unsafe and decrepit.

Since the hdl hasbeenfound to be sasmicdly or otherwise unsafe, create an emergency plan
to protect and remove the young people as soon as possible.

Determine the number of secure beds necessary usng sound methodology, accurate data, and
policy and program options that make use of the best known detention and alternative
practices.

Use proven detention dterndives to reduce the unnecessary incarceration of certain
populations of youth (e.g., youth awaiting placement, non-serious offenders, specified
probation violators) and redirect some funding from the Crime Prevention Act (CPA) 2001,
Temporary Assstance for Needy Families (TANF), and Juvenile Accountability Incentive
Block Grant (JAIBG) to pay for the start up of these aternatives.

Creete a high-level management position in the Probation Department to move cases through
the systerm more quickly and reduce the ingppropriate use of detention.

Embrace the enthusiasm and optimism of young people, such as those involved with Books
Not Bars. Our young people are not the enemy, they are our future.
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