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Dear Members of the Committee,

Thank you for allowing me the opportunity to testify on much-needed items in the Legislative
Appropriations Request (LAR) for the Texas Juvenile Justice Department (TJJD, the Department).

The Texas Criminal Justice Coalition (TCJC) has been closely monitoring the juvenile justice system in Texas
for years, and as an organization we support a community-based system that safely reduces the number
of kids in secure confinement while addressing the root causes of crime, increasing public safety, and
saving taxpayers money.

SUPPORTING TJJD’s BASE REQUEST: AN INVESTMENT IN THE FUTURE OF TEXAS KIDS

TCJC supports the Department’s base General Revenue request of $647.7 million for the 2020-2021
biennium. As stated by Department Director Camille Cain, TJJD’s intention is “to keep youth as shallow in
the system as possible, providing greater access to family and support systems, and to leverage trauma-
informed care to meet the real needs of youth, enable them to better regulate their own behavior, and
increase their chances of success when they return to their communities.” We encourage the Legislature
to recognize the myriad of critical services provided by the Department and provide the funding
requested by Director Cain. Failing to approve these funds will result in poor outcomes for kids and
could compromise the safety of Texas communities.

A line-item review of the goals and strategies in the Department’s 2020-2021 appropriations request
indicates a movement towards improving community-based service and trauma-informed care. By
approving the funding requested in strategies 1:1:1, 1:1:3, 1:1:5 and 1:1:8 — prevention and intervention,
community programs, commitment diversion initiatives, and regional diversion alternatives — the
Legislature can help the Department become a successful front-end agency, in which best practices and
programs are implemented to keep kids in the shallowest end of the system possible and better ensure
their positive outcomes. Similarly, by approving the funding requested in strategies 2.1.1., 2.1.4, 1.1.8,
2.2.1,, and 3.1.2. — assessment, orientation, and placement; education; integrated rehabilitation
treatment; the Office of the Inspector General; and parole programs and services — the Legislature can
strengthen the Department’s efforts to help kids safely and successfully reintegrate back into our
communities.

EXCEPTIONAL ITEMS REQUESTED BY TJJD

The Department is requesting an additional $53.8 million in exceptional items, many of which TCJC
supports, including an expansion of regionalization, validated risk/needs assessment for probation
departments, emergency mental health stabilization, PREA compliance, body cameras, and trauma-
informed care training.

Recent assaults within youth facilities — and the consequent reforms to the state’s juvenile justice
system that have come at the urging of Director Cain — have emphasized the importance of serving kids
in their communities and keeping them “closer to home.”? As research has indicated, kids who are served
in their communities and near their positive supports experience better outcomes and are less likely to
recidivate.® The funds requested for probation enhancements and an expansion of regionalization aim to
achieve sustainable funding levels for local departments as they continue their collective progression
towards creating a strong front-end agency.
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DETERMINING EFFICACY: THE NEED TO SHIFT FROM DEFICITS TO POSITIVE OUTCOMES FOR KIDS

Despite comprehensive reforms to Texas’ juvenile justice system over time, the Department continues to
struggle in meeting the goals that have been laid before it by legislators. The goal of “creating a system
that produces positive outcomes for youth, families, and communities,”* for instance, is one that will
never be reached unless the agency begins to measure its efforts in a manner that is more reflective of
what is being done to meet this goal (e.g., improvements for kids in work readiness, school performance,
community involvement, and behavioral health). Although recidivism is an important and historical
measure in juvenile justice, it alone cannot be used as the sole measure of the system’s success.

For years, researchers have cautioned legislators against measuring system performance chiefly by
recidivism because it “miss[es] important measures of the system’s day-to-day performance, obscuring
the role that citizens can and should play in promoting secure communities.”> Based on this research, TCJC
strongly recommends that the Legislature restructure the current performance measures being used to
determine system effectiveness to more appropriately reflect the goals that the Department has been
asked to meet.

BUILDING CAPACITY FOR RAISING THE AGE

Texas is now one of only four states that automatically sends 17-year-olds accused of a crime to the
adult criminal justice system, regardless of the fact that 95% of them are arrested for nonviolent and
misdemeanor offenses.® “Raising the age” would start 17-year-olds off in the juvenile system but give
judges the discretion to transfer kids with the most serious offenses to the adult system on a case-by-
case basis. This expansion of juvenile jurisdiction promotes a juvenile justice system focused on public
safety, rehabilitation, fairness, and fiscal responsibility.

As legislators and advocates continue to work toward raising the age of automatic criminal responsibility
in Texas, it is important for the Department and local probation departments to continue diverting low-

risk kids from the juvenile justice system to help ensure capacity for any additional 17-year-olds.

COoST-SAVING AND PUBLIC SAFETY-DRIVEN SOLUTIONS

e Invest in the success of Texas kids by supporting TJID’s base request for the 2018-2019 biennium.
As TJJD progresses towards becoming a strong front-end agency, it is imperative to provide support
to counties with the intent of achieving specific outcomes (e.g., more successful kids, intact families,
and safer, heathier communities).

e Strongly consider additional funding to assist the Department in supporting local probation
departments, expanding regionalization, and enhancing trauma-informed care. In June 2018, the
Department announced long-term plans to reform Texas’ juvenile justice system, envisioning a model
that can keep kids closer to home and be built on a foundation of trauma-informed care.” Legislators
should strongly consider the approval of the exceptional items discussed above that will support the
Department’s long-term goals.

e Consider the costs of raising the age of automatic adult criminal responsibility in long-term budget
projections. In addition to funding the Department’s exceptional items relating to increased local
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resources to build capacity, the Legislature should include the cost of raising the age in long-term
budget planning.

e Ensure system efficacy by reconstructing TJJD’s overall performance measures. Recidivism cannot
be a system’s sole measure of success. Intermediate outcomes (e.g., parental involvement, school
engagement, therapeutic progress) are absolutely necessary to determine whether the state’s
juvenile justice system is achieving what it was created to achieve, the rehabilitation of kids.
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