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Bending the Curve

Juvenile corrections reform in Texas

Overview
During the past six years, Texas overhauled its juvenile corrections system, enacting a series of reforms that led

to a significant reduction in the state-level committed population and yielded millions of dollars in cost savings
while protecting public safety.

Problem

During the 1980s and 1990s, Texas responded to an increase in juvenile arrests with stiffer penalties for juvenile
offenders. Those changes, coupled with expanded funding for secure state facilities, led to a near-tripling of the
number of committed youth between 1993 and 2001

To accommodate this growth, Texas built one of the nation’s largest juvenile corrections facilities, with planned
capacity of more than 600 beds, in the early 2000s.2 In 2007, abuse was exposed in several secure state
facilities, prompting a comprehensive juvenile corrections reform effort in the state.3

Figure 1
Policy Reforms Help Reduce Secure Facility Population
Texas secure residential average daily population, 1990-2011
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Reforms

Beginning in 2007, Texas took a series of steps to overhaul its juvenile corrections system, with a focus on
encouraging local, evidence-based supervision for low-level youth offenders in order to improve system efficiency
and public safety while reducing costs.

¢ Authorizing legislation: In 2007, Senate Bill 103 mandated a comprehensive package of reforms, including a
ban on committing juveniles to secure state facilities for misdemeanor offenses; a reduction in the maximum
age of youth permitted in those facilities, from 21to 19; and creation of a release review panel to ensure that
youth are prepared to return to the community.*

¢ Redirected resources: In 2007, $57.8 million that would have been used to house juveniles adjudicated for
misdemeanors in secure state facilities was redirected to relevant counties to support local, evidence-based
programs for offenders.®

¢ Incentive funding: In 2009, Texas created the Commitment Reduction Program, which provides grant funding
to county probation departments that manage appropriate juvenile offenders locally, rather than committing
them to secure state facilities.® Programs funded through the grants must be cost-efficient and evidence-
based and demonstrate reductions in recidivism to be eligible for renewed funding.” Texas appropriated $45.7
million in 2009 and an additional $39 million in 2011 for the program.®

o Standardized tools: Texas also implemented a statewide, Web-based, validated assessment tool to assist
judges in making disposition decisions by identifying the levels at which each youth is at risk for recidivism.?

o Streamlined system: In 2011, Senate Bill 653 created the Texas Juvenile Justice Department to streamline and
integrate the residential functions of the Texas Youth Commission and the community-based programs of the
Texas Juvenile Probation Commission.”® The legislation continued the reforms begun in 2007, prioritizing the
development and use of evidence-based alternatives to commitment to state facilities.

Figure 2
‘Texas Redirected Millions to Support Community Alternatives
Investments for youth diverted from secure facilities, 2007-13
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Impact

The reforms of the past six years contributed to a significant reduction in the committed juvenile population and
helped Texas save substantial funds while boosting public safety.

¢ Commitments down: The number of new admissions to state facilities fell 59 percent between fiscal 2007 and
2011, from more than 2,300 to 960."

e During the same period, the percentage of dispositions resulting in commitment to state facilities was cut in
half.”?

e The average daily population in secure state youth facilities declined 62 percent, reducing the state’s daily
population to pre-1993 levels.”

o Costs reduced: Texas has closed or consolidated seven secure state facilities since 2008, saving the state
more than $50 million annually.™

¢ Public safety improved: Arrest trends and a recent analysis of reoffending by the Texas Legislative Budget
Board suggest that the reforms have helped boost public safety.

o Statewide juvenile arrests dropped 27 percent between 2007 and 2011.”

e There has been a slight decrease in the recidivism rate of youth on probation. While 13.4 percent of youth
placed on probation in 2007 were incarcerated within three years, that rate fell to 12.3 percent for those
placed on probation in 2009."®

e Three-year reincarceration rates for juveniles released from secure state facilities in 2009 remained at the
historical average of about 47 percent.” This is an improvement because the shift to community programs of
juveniles adjudicated for less serious offenses means the facilities are managing a more violent population.

Figure 3

Public Safety Was Maintained as Number of Youth in Secure
Facilities Dropped
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