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Overview:

Chairman Mendelson, thank you for providing me the opportunity to testify today on behalf
of the Campaign for Youth Justice in support of B17-913, the Juvenile Justice Improvement
Amendment Act. My name 1s Liz Ryan and I am the President and CEO of the Campaign for
Youth Justice, a national organization working to end the practice of prosecuting youth in adult
court and to promote more effective approaches in the juvenile justice system as an alternative. I
also serve on the Advisory Committee of Justice for DC Youth, an organization working for a fairer
and more effective youth justice system in the District.

I would like to thank you for holding this hearing on the Juvenile Justice Improvement
Amendment Act. Our organization, along with many other organizations and individuals here in the
District, has serious concerns about the transfer of youth to the adult ciminal court and placement
of youth in the DC Jail. Several jurisdictions, such as Illinois and Connecticut, have already begun
making essential changes to state laws to reduce the number of youth prosecuted in adult court,
DC, as the nation’s capital, can act as a leader in implementing these reforms and the passage of the

Juvenile Justice Improvement Amendment Act would be a significant step towards along this route.






























(3) Children placed in adult correctional facilities are less likely to receive counseling and
therapeutic services, and educational and job training. The lack of services that youth receive
can serve as a detriment to a young offender when and if released into society;

(4) Children in adult correctional faciliies who suffer from mental health problems share many
of the same symptoms of soldiers who have returned from war and survivors of national
disasters; and

(5) Children placed in adult correctional facilities face harsher settings than youth placed in
juvenile facilities, exposing them to a greater likelihood of experiencing severe mental health
problems and decreased access to rehabilitation services.

As a result, Network researchers recommend that juvenile court judges be given the
authority to make transfer decisions that take into consideration factors other than the age and the
offense of young offenders. Current policies that encourage the “wholesale transfer of adolescents
from juvenile to adult courts™ have shown not to reduce crime and yet this is precisely the policy
that the District currently has in place.

Further, new research on the adolescent brain shows that children are still developing well
into their early 20's and that they do not have all the capacities as adults - young people sometimes
make poor decisions, are impulsive and take more risks than adults.

National organization positions on transfer, placement of youth in jails:

There is a growing trend to re-examine the prosecution of youth in adult court. The
American Bar Assoclation (ABA) is just one of the many professional organizations that has issued a
resolution calling for a change in state transfer laws. This resolution was based on seven pillars
including that: youth are developmentally different from adults; the pretrial release or detention
decisions regarding youth should reflect their special characteristics; young people who are detained

or incarcerated should be housed in separate facilities from adults; and detained or incarcerated
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youths should be provided programs that address their educational, treatment, health, mental, and
vocational needs.

In fact, just this week, the NAACP is expected to unanimously approve a resolution calling
for a reduction in the number of youth prosecuted in adult court nationally.

Attached to my testimony are position statements from other national organizations as well
such as the Council of Juvenile Correctional Administrators, the American Correctional Association,
the National Association of Counties, the National Parent Teacher Association, the American Jail
Association, and the Coalition for Juvenile Justice.

Public Opinion Does Not Support Transferring Youth to the Adult Criminal Justice System:

National polling shows that a vast majority of Americans support rehabilitating, rather than
punishing, even serious juvenile offenders. Last December, two independent polls were released
that showed that there is a strong majority in the country that supports redirecting public funds away
from incarceration and towards rehabilitative programs. These polls indicate that 72% of Americans
feel that incarcerating youth in adult correctional facilities led to subsequent crime after release, and
89% agreed or strongly agreed that rehabilitative serves and treatment would help reduce crime. In
addition, a Zogby poll, commissioned by the National Council on Crime and Delinquency last year
found that 92% of Americans believe that the decision to try a youth in adult court is best made on a
case-by-case basis by a neutral decision-maker, such as a juvenile court judge.

In August 2008, Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research conducted a poll of DC residents
regarding their feelings about youth in the District’s juvenile justice system. Iam pleased that a
representative from Greenberg Quinlan is here to testify in more depth about the poll today, but
would also like to briefly highlight some of the poll’s findings. The poll found that a huge majority
of DC residents - 77% - believe that youth charged as adults in the District should be placed in

juvenile facilities pre-trial. Vast majorities of District residents also believe that rehabilitating youth
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who commit crimes is important as it will save money, prevent future crimes, and reintegrate youth
successfully back into communities.
DC juvenile justice a national model:

We are fortunate here in the District to now have a juvenile justice system that can be an
effective alternative to prosecuting youth in adult court. DC is on the right track and becoming a
model for the nation in juvenile justice reform having recently earned the distinction as one of the
nation’s top 50 innovative programs and should seek to set the same example in reforming transfer
laws.

The reform effort is based on recommendations of the Mayor’s Blue Ribbon Commission
(BRD) released in November, 2001. These recommendations concluded that the Oak Hill facility
should be closed 2s soon as possible; that Oak Hill should be replaced with a smaller, home-like
facility for the small number of youth who may need secure confinement for a period of time; and
that funds should be reinvested into effective, community-based alternatives to detention and
incarceration. The BRC also recommended that DC reduce the number of youth in adult court and
should give judges sole authotity on the decision to prosecute youth in the adult system. In 2003,
the DC Council approved comprehensive reform legislation based on the BRC’s recommendations
to close the Oak Hill facility within 4 years of the bill’s signing into law. The reform legislation, the
Juvenile Justice Amendment Act of 2004, was unanimously approved by the Council and signed into
law by Mayor Williams in March, 2004. The legislation was supported by hundreds of DC residents
who participated in and attended DC Council hearings.

Since the legislation was signed into law, a new agency, the Department of Youth
Rehabilitation Services (DYRS), has been established to run DC’s juvenile justice system and the
agency has been elevated to cabinet level, with the DYRS director repotting directly to the Mayor.

New leadership was appointed at DYRS in January, 2005 and the agency has implemented rapid
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changes and established new programming to ensure that the reform meets its goals. DYRS is
wortking to close Oak Hill and replace it with a smaller, homelike facility for youth who may need to
be incarcerated for some period of time and more community-based alternatives to incarceration for
youth who do not pose a risk to public safety.

These reforms are based on best practices around the country that include the Missourt
“approach” to juvenile corrections, the Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative, and model
community-based alternatives to detention and incarceration. The reforms are working to reduce
the city’s reliance on incarceration as a response to juvenile crime.

For example, prior to 2005, youth stayed an average of just over 60 day (63) days at Oak Hill.
This was not based on the seriousness of the offense. Cutrently, youth who are convicted of more
serious offenses stay at Oak Hill between 9 months and 1 year. In effect, DYRS is confining youth
with serious offenses for longer periods of time in order to more effectively work with these youth.
This will improve DC’s recidivism rate and target resources at working with the most sedous and
chronic youthful offenders. Youth who do not pose a serious risk to public safety are now being
served in less costly but highly effective community-based alternatives to incarceration.

The reform effort also includes an effort to reduce the unnecessary and inappropriate use of
detention through the Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative. This would reduce recidivism and
increase positive outcomes for youth. To reduce the unnecessary and inappropriate use of
detention, long stays in detention and shelters need to be dramatically reduced and the city must
make use of more effective alternatives to detention. We support shortening the waiting period for
youth pending adjudication in court for this reason.

Finally, the reform is focusing on expanding the “continuum of care” so that youth have

access to effective, community-based alternatives to incarceration.
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Recommendations:

The bottom line is that jails, and DC Jail is no exception, are simply not equipped to protect
youth from the dangers of adult jails. Nor do jails have the capacity to provide necessary
educational or other services. Despite the fact that the DC Jail has added many new services,
including educational services, I will reserve judgment on these since many of them appear to have
been initiated in the past week or month and very little detail has been provided on the quality or
accessibility of these programs and services. Jail administrators, such as the DC Department of
Corrections, can strive to keep youth safe once they are in the jail, but they are not responsible for
how many youth enter their facilities. Transfer laws such as those found in DC flood the adult
system with young people who would be better served in the juvenile justice system. We know from
the research that this approach does not promote public safety and that there are no research
findings that show that prosecution of youth in adult court or placement of youth in adult jails
mncrease public safety. The good news is that we have an alternative that works and so the District
does not have to continue along a course that does not work to promote public safety.

In light of research, public opinion, and the improvements to the juvenile justice system in
the District, we strongly recommend that the Council pass the Juvenile Justice Improvement
Amendment Act of 2008. This bill will make significant progress on having humane, research-
driven treatment for youth in the District.

In conclusion, on behalf of the Campaign for Youth Justice, I would like to express our
suppott fot the Juvenile Justice Improvement Amendment Act and urge the Council to pass this bill
during this Council session. I look forward to working with you, Chairman Mendelson, as well as
the other members of the Committee in getting this bill passed

Thank you for your time and consideration.
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