Guiding Principles of Juvenile Justice Reform for Texas

Fall 2010

The following principles should guide the efforts of Texas policymakers and stakeholders in shaping a more effective, efficient, and just juvenile justice system.

1. Changes in the governance structures of various components of the juvenile justice system should not be confused with reform. While governance and organizational structure may have a significant impact on the delivery of services to youth, they do not in and of themselves constitute meaningful reform.
2. The adult prison system and the adult model of criminal justice are damaging and ineffective options for youth, ignoring their needs for age-appropriate rehabilitation and treatment services.  The state should look for ways to remove those youth who are housed in adult prisons and jails and instead place them in more appropriate juvenile settings.    

3. Recognizing that proven, non-institutional, community-based programs are less expensive and more effective than secure facilities, Texas should move away from prioritizing state spending on institutional care and towards an emphasis on using taxpayer dollars to fund proven and effective community-based services for youth and families.  

4. The state should keep all but the most serious juvenile offenders (those who present a significant risk to public safety) out of secure facilities.  True reform means that significantly fewer youth are incarcerated and more are being treated at home with appropriate strength-based and family-focused interventions and supports. Or, if necessary to protect public safety, youth should be housed in out-of-home programs conducive to rehabilitation.  Closing state-run facilities while merely increasing the size of secure county-run facilities does not represent a step towards reform.
5. For confined youth, Texas should move towards a juvenile justice system of small juvenile justice facilities that prioritizes youths’ treatment needs, provides meaningful rehabilitation in a therapeutic environment, and locates youth in or near their home communities.   
6. Facilities should be staffed with qualified personnel who are trained to meet the needs of youth who require mental health, substance abuse, and sex offender treatment.  Facilities should also offer services to address traumas that youth have experienced.  Consistent with the goals of providing effective, trauma informed treatment, staff supervising youth should receive continuing training in the safest protocols possible with respect to restraints, verbal de-escalation techniques, suicide risk and prevention, sexual assault, protection of vulnerable youth, and recognition of signs that a youth that may be overmedicated or having adverse reactions to medication.
7. Funding should follow the youth; if more youth are being served at the county level, the state should redirect funding to counties for the provision of appropriate and effective community-based, non-institutional services in those locations.
8. Better monitoring, oversight, and reporting of county programs should be ensured by providing the Texas Juvenile Probation Commission (TJPC) the mandate and resources to regularly conduct on-site inspections of both secure and non-secure facilities, use a graduated sanctioning system for facilities that fail to comply with set standards, and provide an annual report to the Legislature addressing violations of standards.
9. To better protect youth and ensure appropriate treatment and services for them, the Office of the Independent Ombudsman (OIO) should have its jurisdiction expanded so that it can provide oversight over youth anywhere they are being held in correctional settings in Texas, whether at the county or state level, in adult prisons and jails, or juvenile secure facilities. The OIO’s effectiveness could be enhanced with a structure that allows for the operation of regional offices.

10. As another means of better protecting youth, the state should consider contracting with legal aid entities to provide confined youth with legal advocates to help with civil legal issues such as child custody and other family law or child welfare matters, post-adjudication issues for which counsel is not provided, and civil rights actions. 

11. The state should continually foster and protect resources and programming that help youth succeed during and after juvenile justice system involvement. Educational services (including reading and behavior improvement programs) that support workforce and vocational development are especially critical for easing the re-integration of youth into their home communities.
The following organizations support these Principles:

	Advocacy, Inc.
	American Civil Liberties Union of Texas

	Texas Appleseed
	Texans Care for Children

	Texas Criminal Justice Coalition
	

	
	

	
	


