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Chaplain Torrey Kershaw, left, walks with a prisoner at the Circleville
Juvenile Correctional Facility. Because of privacy laws, The Dispatch
cannot show identifiable images of juvenile inmates.

Huge reductions in juvenile-incarceration rates are nothing new for
Ohio, where the number of young felony offenders sent to prison has
plummeted over the past two decades.
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A new national study by the Office of Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention shows the state is a national leader in
diverting juveniles to lower-cost community programs instead of
prison.

While the national average of juvenile incarceration rates fell 55
percent overall from 1997 to 2013, Ohio figures showed the number
of young people sent to prison dropped 80 percent, in part because of
RECLAIM, a 1995 program that has pumped $1 billion into
community juvenile-corrections programs.

Today, 491 juveniles are being held in three Ohio Department of
Youth Services facilities and four contract agencies — a far cry from
1997, when an average of 2,025 offenders were incarcerated in 12
state lockups and some contract agencies.

While not the only consideration, taxpayer cost is a factor. A day in a
youth prison costs an average of $561 compared with $204 for
community facilities.

Franklin County Juvenile Court Judge Elizabeth Gill, one of eight
Ohioans who attended a recent Council of State Governments youth-
incarceration summit in Austin, Texas, said diversion programs are
cheaper than state youth prisons and keep kids out of “criminal
school.”

“Statistics show that spending even one night in a juvenile-detention
center reduces a youth’s chance of graduating from high school by 50
percent. It exposes him or her to people who’ve done a lot worse
things. You’re basically sending him to criminal school and exposing
him or her to more trauma.”

Prison alternatives for young people are not a “hug-and-release
program,” Gill added. “I’m not talking about being soft on crime. I’m
talking about being smart on crime. My job would be a whole lot
easier if I always sent them to detention centers. I wouldn’t have to
think about it.”

“The goal is to give these youth the best opportunity to grow into
healthy, productive members of our society. They are kids. Kids mess
up.”

State statistics reflect the radically changed nature of youth-detention
programs in Ohio.

Back in 1997, 15,096 youths were sentenced, with 2,521 sent to the
Department of Youth Services.

By 2008, the number of adjudicated young people was cut nearly in
half to 7,999, with 1,303 sent to eight juvenile prisons.

Last year, 4,674 went through the courts, and 439 were sentenced to
three juvenile prisons.

The agency’s annual budget has dropped by $58 million since 2008,
with nearly 40 percent of the current $206 million budget earmarked
for community programs.

“It’s been a win-win for the whole state,” said DYS Director Harvey J.
Reed. “All the research says the closer kids stay to home, the better
they do. Keeping that connection intact whenever possible is the best
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way to go.”

Reed said the state has concentrated on several programs, including
RECLAIM, a behavioral-health initiative, and funding more
community services.

Still, DYS officials say they don’t think the agency is likely to go away.

“I don’t see us going out of business,” Reed said. “There’s always
going to be kids and families that have problems. Our big challenge
here and across the country is kids with mental-health issues.”

Reed’s agency handles felony offenders ages 10 to 21 sentenced from a
county juvenile court. In addition to the detention facilities, DYS
serves 80,000 young offenders in 600 community programs.

The national conference pointed out that despite successes in
reducing the number of juveniles sent to prison, the return or
recidivism rate remains high, up to 80 percent in some states after
three years of release.

Recidivism is generally calculated after three years, showing how
many inmates re-offend and return to prison. The three-year DYS
recidivism rate for 2011, the last year available, was 47.2 percent.
That was a decrease from the 52.1 percent rate in 2005.
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