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Restraining device: Juveniles who cause trouble at the Fred C. Nelles Youth Correctional Facility in Whittier (Los Angeles County) are confined to cages when

receiving instruction or counseling.

[ets rehabilitate kids, not punish them

By Jeff Adachi

ast week, during state Senate hear-

ings on California’s youth correc-

tional system, Sen. Gloria Rome-
ro, D-Los Angeles, proposed a radical
idea: the complete dismantling and elim-
ination of the California Youth Author-
ity. Prompted by a lawsuit filed by the
Prison Law Office, juvenile justice ex-
pertsappointed by the state attorney gen-
eral who investigated conditions at the
CYA found that the 4,600 youth incarcer-
ated in its 11 facilities are not being reha-
bilitated, as mandated by law, but are be-
ing punished.

The experts’ reports detailed an atmo-
sphere of “intense fear and violence”;
daily incidents of gang savagery; denial
of basic psychiatric, medical and drug
treatment; lack of educational programs;
and the use of iron cages, Mace and
23-hour-a-day lockdowns to discipline
youth.

How could an agency that is supposed
to enhance, educate and xeform children
have gone so wrong?

California’s juvenile justice system
was first established in 1859, when the
Legislature created the San Francisco In-
dustrial School. As the population of in-
carcerated youth increased, more facil-
ities were built and the Legislature even-
tually ordered the courts to stop sending
juvenile offenders to adult prisons. In
1941, the CYA was formed and given
statewide jurisdiction over juvenile de-

_tainees and parolees. In the late 1960s, di-

rector Allen Breed instituted wide re-
forms and established rehabilitative pro-
grams at the CYA.

But the CYA eventually became the
victim of politics. As crime increased,
politicians began making piecemeal
changes to juvenile justice legislation,
which eliminated many of the delin-
quency-prevention programs. Funding
cuts drastically curtailed the agency’s
programs, Tesulting in fewer casework-
ers, psychologists and teachers, and facil-
ities became overcrowded. As adult cor-

rections became a more significant part
of the state’s budget, the emphasis was
changed to incarcerating, rather than re-
habilitating youth. Gov. Pete Wilson's
“Tough on Juvenile Crime” initiative —
Proposition 21 — signaled that the state’s
top official favored punishment of juve-
niles over rehabilitation; Gov. Gray Da-
vis' administration continued Wilson’s
mandate.

Adding to the CYA’s difficulties is the
fact that its leadership has lacked conti-
nuity and stability. The director of the
CYA is a political appointee of the gover-
nor and is subject to removal with each
administration. In the past 20 years, the
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the juveniles who are serving time and
their families. The reality is that every
youth committed to the CYA, regardless
of his or her crime, will one day be releas-
ed to the community, as youth are held
only until they reach the age of 25. When
released, they return home with few
sldlls and, predictably, more than 40 per-
cent commit crimes again.

Yet, if given proper opportunities and
guidance, 95 percent of youth offenders
can be rehabilitated. According to Kath-
erine Larson, who has more than two de-
cades of experience working in vouth
corrections systerns, youth require one-
on-one attention, positive discipline, em-
pathic staff strategies and mentoring, fol-
lowed by intensive supervision when
they are released on parole. They also

peed culturally sensitive literacy train-
ing, academics, substance abuse and vo-

cational training and family involve-

ment and support.

Some years ago, Larson conducted
two extensive federally funded studies on
the CYA. She took a group of 15 “incorri-
gibles,” selected by the CYA, provided
them with social cognitive training, and
compared their recidivismn rates to a con-
trol group who did not receive the train-
ing. The results were stunning: Recidi-
vism was reduced by 60 percent and vio-
lent crime by more than two-thirds.
Youths who received the training were
also seven times more productive than

dozens of studies on
how the CYA can correct its operations,
the organization has not improved over
the past 20 years. Each new director has
promised change but not delivered. Wal-
ter White III, appointed last December
by Gov. Amold Schwarzenegger, has al-
50 pledged to reform the CYA, agreeing
to begin phasing out his staff’s use of iron
cages to house youth. While leadership is
essential, however, the problem is much
bigger than any one person.

At last week’s hearings, the legislative
analyst said that the CYA should be elim-
inated, because CYA commitments have
dropped from 10,000 in the late 1990s to
less than half that amount. According to
the analyst, the decrease was caused by a
drop in juvenile crime, along with a Sen-
ate bill requiring counties to pay the part

of the state’s commitment costs — esti-
mated at $80,000 per youth — that dis-
couraged counties from sending youth
to the CYA.

In San Francisco, where alternative
placement programs are emphasized,
only three of the 1,500 youth represented
by the public defender last year were
committed to the CYA With Alameda,
San Mateo, Santa Clara, San Joaquin and
San Francisco counties presently calling
for a moratorium on CYA commitments
because of this latest report, it is likely
that the CYA population will shrink even
further.

But if the CYA is dismantled, what
will happen to the youths it houses? The
legislative analyst proposed using the
agency’s $450 million budget to provide
subsidies to counties that run successful
local programs. In San Francisco, this
would mean more funding for programs
such as the Log Cabin ranch, a city-
owned facility in Woodside that can
house up to 130 youth, but now houses
only 20 because of lack of funding, Many
counties have already developed success-
ful programs that focus on preventive
strategies and youth development, such
as Santa Cruz’s Juvenile Detention Alter-
natives Initiative program, which uses
soccer to teach gang members how to get
along and has its own culinary arts acade-
my. The money would be better spent on
programs such as these, which educate
youths instead of locking them in iron
cages.

However, the question remains
whether the Legislature has the political
will to change an agency that has repeat-
edly demonstrated its inability to rehabil-
itate juveniles. Many hope that the tragic
suicide of the two youths found hanging
in their cells in the CYA’s Preston facility
in February will serve as a wake-up call.
As the mother of the one of the deceased
vouths told lawmakers, “I'm praying that
you do what you say you're going to do.”

Jeff Adachi is the public defender of
the City and County of San Francisco.




