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What are the current JJDPA provisions regarding protection of youth in juvenile detention and 
correctional facilities? 
 

The JJDPA currently does not address abusive conditions and practices in juvenile facilities.  
Traditionally, states have been responsible for institutional conditions and practices.   
 
How should the JJDPA be strengthened to protect youth in detention and correctional facilities? 
 
New provisions should be added to the JJDPA that: 
 

• Require states to stop dangerous practices such as hog-tying and pepper spray that 
create an unreasonable risk of physical injury, pain, or psychological harm, and require 
states to assure that JJDPA funds are not used for dangerous practices; 

 
• Establish incentive grants for States to reduce or eliminate state-supported use of 

dangerous practices, unnecessary use of isolation and room time, and unreasonable use of 
restraints; 

 
• Establish incentive grants for States to provide evidence-based mental health, 

substance abuse and rehabilitative services to youth in custody; 
 

• Provide financial support for States to conduct necessary training for facility staff and 
to adopt best practices in programming, behavior management, and security; 
 

• Establish community advisory groups to monitor all juvenile detention and 
correctional facilities and, where appropriate, seek to improve conditions in those 
facilities; 

 
• Require the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) to collect 

data from the states and report to the public on uses of dangerous practices, 
isolation and room time in the nation’s juvenile detention, correctional and residential 
treatment facilities; and 

 
• Make best practices available nationwide through research, training and technical 

assistance to improve dangerous conditions of confinement and reduce unnecessary use 
of isolation and room time. 

FACT SHEET:  NEEDED JJDPA REFORMS TO PROTECT INCARCERATED YOUTH 



 
 

Why are these changes needed? 
 
Reports of widespread abuses in institutions across the country demonstrate the importance of 
updating the Act to ensure the safety of children in custody. 
 

• In California, authorities failed to provide adequate medical and mental health treatment, 
and facility staff regularly used pepper spray on youth.1   

• In Indiana, staff sexually assaulted youth in one facility, and failed to protect youth from 
violence in several juvenile facilities.2   

• In Mississippi, staff in state facilities hog-tied youth, put them in shackles, and stripped 
youth and put them in dark rooms for 12 hours a day.3  

• In Ohio, girls in a state facility were sexually assaulted by male staff.4   
• In Texas, youth filed hundreds of complaints over physical and sexual abuse and repeated 

use of pepper spray by staff in juvenile facilities.5 
• In Maryland and Tennessee, youth were restrained on the ground by staff using 

dangerous methods; three youth died at two facilities in such restraints.6   
 
Youth should be safe when taken into custody; they should not leave the juvenile justice system 
worse off than when they entered.  National experts agree that the best way to keep youth safe in 
custody is through a combination of adequate staffing; engaging programming; effective 
behavior management focused on positive youth development; and a clear system for responding 
to crises that incorporates effective de-escalation techniques and uses safe methods of physical 
restraint only as a last resort. 
 
The federal government, through OJJDP, has an opportunity to improve the safety of 
incarcerated youth by requiring states to examine their staffing, programming and crisis response 
strategies in juvenile justice facilities and eliminate dangerous practices.  States need more 
technical assistance and training in order to replace dangerous practices with safer approaches, 
and national data collection will support these efforts.  Incentive grants can encourage innovation 
and develop more models of effective, safe care for youth in custody. 
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