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Greater use of electronic m&‘uitoring and home deten-
tion has helped reduce crowding at Juvenile Hall.

Owrcmwdlng eases at Juvenile Hall

L\\,"L/V\g €

\/eWer Latinos kept |n custody;

By MICHAEL IACUESSA
SENTINEL CORRESPONDENT

FELTON — Billy, a 17-year-old, has been in and out of
Juvenile Hall since he was 13.

He recalls the days when mattresses were on floors and

“you had to step on someone’s bed to get to the toilet.”

Just three years ago, crowding at Santa Cruz County
Juvenile Hall was serious enough to warrant cries for
expansion, attention from the state and even questions of
constitutionality.

Since then, the number of inmates has dropped by up
to 50 percent. This year, the hall has been over its legal lim-
it of 42 juveniles on just a few days, down substantially
from a daily average of 57 in 1998.

R

more home detenttlon used

In addition, Bﬂly notes space-saving renovations, such
as doors that swing out to allow new plastic bunks to be
placed so they are away from the toilets.

The conditions at Juvenile Hall and the decline in
inmates has less to do with a drop in crime than it does in
giving more scrutiny to who should be detained. That
scrutiny is being done by a task force formed in 1999 that
includes almost every player in the juvenile detention
process.

According to John Rhoads, the county’s chief probation
officer, not all children sent to juvenile hall in the past
belonged there.

“There are a lot of ways to handle children in a less
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trictive manner,” he said. “It has
t@-be an efficient, fair system without
" iicreasing public safety risks.”

~Rhoads came to Santa Cruz in 1997
with a background in detention
reform. He headed a similar effort in

cramento and makes presentations
on the subject at conferences across
the country.

1He also has been affiliated with an
imitiative called Ann E. Casey Juve-
nile Detention Reform, from which
fiany of Santa Cruz’s ideas have been
taken since the initiative’s inception
in-1992.

#Initially, he said the task force
1oked at the number of children going
through the system, how quickly they
were released and the array of options
available.

Some of those alternatives have
included more reliance on electronic
bracelets and home-monitoring pro-

. grams, expanded counseling provid-
ed by Fenix Service in Watsonville and
the addition of an expediter to ensure
cases are not being unnecessarily
delayed in the system. Fenix coun-
selors work with the kids and their
families every day, spending about a
week at a time with each family before
moving on to the next family.

One of the biggest changes in the
probation department is the drop in
Latino detainees. The high ratio of
Latinos in juvenile hall had come
under criticism in recent years.

_ Latinos once made up 64 percent of
inmates, despite only representing
one-third of children ages 10 to 17 in
the county. The number . of Latinos
detained at Juvenile Hall, however,
has fallen by 18 percent since that
peak.

There have been no shortage of opin-
ions as to why so many Latino chil-

‘There is a rush to punish without looking at the
underlying causes of delinquency.’

VyYLMA ORTIZ, CENTER FOR JUVENILE AND CRIMINAL JUSTICE

* dren were being locked up.

“A lot of it isn’t probation keeping
them in, it’s police officers arresting
them,” said public defender Jamyrson
Pittori. “You have to follow the chain
of why they are in detention.”

Rhoads, however, said he chose to
focus primarily on areas within the
Probation Department’s control.
Instead of trying to determine where
racism may have been a factor or
proposing moving Juvenile Hall from
Felton, a considerable distance from
the South County where most Latinos
reside, he tried more practical
changes.

“One of the things we discovered
was that we didn’t have enough cul-
tural capacity in the department,” he
said. “We increased the bilingual
capacity in the department by up to 42
percent. We also increased the cultural
competency in the department to more
closely reflect the community we
serve.” :

The result was an increased ability
to find a parent or other adult to
release children to, even if it meant
providing transportation. And with
the aid of mental-health and crisis-pre-
vention programs and the greater abil-
ity to explain how the programs
worked, more parents accepted taking
the children home.

Rhoads also increased the hours for -

an intake officer working weekends
to help prevent juveniles from being
detained over the weekend unneces-
sarily.

“We took a very proactive stance to
eliminate artificial barriers not relat-
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ed to the risk issue itself” he said. “It
was4 matter of bringing in awareness
and building a culture within the
department that accepts that. It takes
time for that to happen.”

Ellen Campos, the district attorney
associated with Juvenile Hall, said
when the task force meets every six
weeks, there is not always agreement.
She said the Probation Department
and District Attorney’s Office clash on
some issues. She sometimes believes
the Probation Department focuses too
much on keeping inmate numbers
down. ;

“For my department, it’s a concern
for public safety and also the fact that
some kids just need to be in Juvenile
Hall,” she said. “The focus has been
on rehabilitation, but sometimes the
best thing for them is to keep them in
the hall.”

Nonetheless, she said the electron-
ic bracelet and home monitoring pro-
grams have been effective.

In fact, 95 percent of those on home
supervision have made all their sub-
sequent court dates without commit-

- ting a new crime. For those on elec-

tronic monitoring, the success rate is
98 percent.

Santa Cruz County is being used as
amodel by the Center for Juvenile and
Criminal Justice, a nonprofit organi-
zation in San Francisco and Wash-
ington, D.C., which lobbies for alter-
natives to detention.

Vylma Ortiz, an attorney for the
organization, said the probation
department has been able to set up a
system where there is more individ-

_ual attention and an accurate roni-

toring of statistics to determine what
programs have been effective or not.
“A lot of places, they don’t keep

track apd there is never really an eval-
uation of whether a program works,”
she said. :

As an example, she singled out a
family conferencing initiative, in
which a probation officer sits down
with the child, the family and a coun-
selor to figure out the underlying caus-
es of delinquency.

“Many probation officers are jailers
and they want to lock kids up. There

isarush to punish without looking at °

the underlying causes of delinquen-
cy,” she said.

Billy, who has spent a lot of his teens
running away from group homes, also
has noticed the change in attitude of
the probation department. He said
they seemed more focused on getting
him home with his mother. He also
notices a change in attitudes at Juve-
nile Hall.

“Before, the staff here really didn’t
care,” he said. “The staff now will
work with you if you do something
wrong.” . :

One area Santa Cruz has in its favor,
which other counties experiencing
crowding do not, is its speedy judicial
process. The state’s average length of
stay in juvenile halls is 27 days. San-
ta Cruz was below that average even
when it was overcrowded. Now it is
down to nine to 10 days.

The addition of an expediter who
monitors cases on a daily basis to
ensure none fall through the cracks
has “helped make it a little bit faster,”
Rhoads said. That alone contributes
to reducing the inmate population.

“The kid also feels the consequences
right away,” Ortiz said. “It’s not like
the kid gets arrested for shoplifting
and doesn’t go back to court for a cou-

v
"
"
i
-

Bill Lovejoy/Sentinel file

Efforts to release youngsters from detention have helped to reduce the
crowding that was evident at Juvenile Hall in 1999.

ple months.”

The county’s juvenile population is
expected to increase during the next
15 years. The greatest increase in
crime among juveniles in the past

decade has been for violent offenses..

Approximately one in five arrested fall
in that category.

The problem is not unique to Santa
Cruz County. California incarcerates
more teens than any other state, near-
ly twice the national average.

The problem peaked in Santa Cruz
County in January 1997, with a daily
average of 61 inmates. That brought
an increase in disruptive incidents,
inadequate segregation between gen-
ders and less room for health care and
education. :

“Any time you double up kids in a
room, you are opening the door to

physical abuse, sexual abuse, them not
getting along,” said Laura Garnett,
assistant superintendent at Juvenile
Hall. “The tension is higher when
overcrowded and day-to-day necessi-
ties like meal times and showers take
longer.”

Jane, a 17-year-old first incarcerat-

_ edatage 11, has served more than two

years at Juvenile Hall. The girl, who
said drug problems have kept her in
trouble, notes conditions are far bet-
ter now. ] .

Although, she adds the point system
for gaining extra time out of the room
has gotten stricter.

“When there are a lot more people
here, the staff is more stressed out,”
she said. “They split the group, too, so
you get less time out. That hasn’t hap-
pened in a long time.”




