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Dear Members of the Committee,

Thank you for allowing me this opportunity to present testimony regarding Interim Charge Number 5, which
will examine the plausibility of extending juvenile court jurisdiction to 17-year-olds, who are currently
considered adults in Texas. This possible policy change will permit these youth to access age-appropriate
rehabilitative programs and services that are unavailable in the adult system, as well as enable adult facilities
to better comply with the Prison Rape Elimination Act.

ADULT JURISDICTION IN TEXAS: THE HARMS TO 17-YEAR-OLDS IN THE ADULT SYSTEM

In Texas, certain rights are granted to teens when they reach 18 years of age: the rights to vote, join the
military, and buy a lottery ticket are among them. Unfortunately, the right to be charged as an adult for a
criminal offense comes sooner. The day a teen turns 17, he or she is legally considered an adult despite the
seeming consensus that adulthood begins at 18. Not only is this practice inconsistent with our societal
consensus for “maturity,” it also inconsistent with “common sense — what every parent knows” — and what
neurological research has confirmed: youth of this age are inherently less likely to consider the potential
outcomes of their actions, prone to risky behavior, and more vulnerable or susceptible to negative influences
and outside pressures.’ Because of these distinctive attributes of youth, which thankfully youth outgrow with
time, there is less justifications for treating them as adults and subjecting them to adult punishment.

These youth may be exposed to isolation and detention within an adult jail setting or incarceration within a
prison setting — all of which pose a severe danger to youths’ mental and physical health. Sadly, the majority of
these youth are charged with nonviolent and misdemeanor offenses that could be adequately handled in
other ways, without subjecting them to an adult criminal record.? In the juvenile justice system, these low-
level offenses would most likely result in release back into the community, orders to attend rehabilitative
treatment, and oversight while completing treatment.

KEey FINDINGS

* The most common offenses for 17-year-old youth are minor offenses, such as violation of liquor laws,
public drunkenness, vandalism, and larceny theft.> Of the 17-year-olds who were arrested in 2014, 96%
were arrested for nonviolent and misdemeanor offenses.*

* Setting the age of adult criminal justice jurisdiction at 17 negates neurological research findings that
identify this age as a crucial point in developing cognitive reasoning.’

* Research shows that young people who are kept in the juvenile justice system are less likely to re-offend
than young people who are transferred into the adult system. According to the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, youth who are transferred from the juvenile court system to the adult criminal
system are approximately 34% more likely than youth retained in the juvenile court system to be re-
arrested for violent or other crimes.®

Texas Criminal Justice Coalition ® 1714 Fortview Road, Suite 104 ® Austin, Texas 78704 ® (512) 441-8123 ® www.TexasCJC.org



* Regardless of legislative action on this jurisdictional issue, Texas county jails cannot continue housing 17-
year-olds with adult inmates or in isolation cells without financial cost.” The Prison Rape Elimination Act
(PREA) requires all offenders under 18, even those in the adult criminal system, to be housed separately
from adults in all lockups, jails, detention centers, and prisons. Noncompliance can result in a 5 percent
penalty on several federal formula funds and block grants, which support state and local law enforcement
agencies throughout Texas.® For example, Dallas County spends approximately $79,850 per week to
separate 17-year-olds from adults.” Harris County has had to evacuate entire floors to move one or two
17-year-olds to the shower.”® Smaller counties are logistically unable to provide “sight and sound”
separation and/or avoid placing youth in insolation without retrofitting facilities at tremendous expense.**

e Research has shown that adult correctional facilities are a breeding ground for violence and abuse.™
Youth are over eight times as likely to have a substantiated incident of sexual violence while in state
prisons than adults in these same facilities.

* Studies have shown that raising the age of juvenile jurisdiction to 18 will ultimately save Texans $88.9
million for every cohort of seventeen-year-olds moved into the juvenile system in Texas.™*

* The United State Supreme Court has set the age of adulthood at 18 years old, and provided procedural
protections for youth that differ from adults.”® Because 17-year-olds in Texas are considered adults by
state law and juveniles by federal law, confusion and jurisdictional questions arise when 17-year-olds are
arrested.

CoSsT-SAVING AND PUBLIC SAFETY-DRIVEN SOLUTION

The Texas Criminal Justice Coalition recommends that Texas raise the age of juvenile jurisdiction for both
misdemeanors and felonies from 17 to 18. This expansion of juvenile jurisdiction is consistent with federal
constitutional law and promotes a juvenile justice system focused on public safety, youth rehabilitation,
fairness, and fiscal responsibility. This change will reduce confusion and jurisdictional questions that arise
when 17-year-olds are arrested.

CONCLUSION

Thank you again for allowing me the opportunity to testify regarding Interim Charge Number 5. The current
practice of forcing 17-year-olds under adult criminal jurisdiction not only goes against the societal consensus
for “maturity,” it also defies scientific findings that have found youth at this age to be incapable of anticipating
the ramifications of their actions. The juvenile system is better equipped to handle youths’ rehabilitative
needs, while still providing accountability and important tools for personal responsibility.
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