DEPARTMENT OF JUVENILE JUSTICE DEPUTY COMMISSIONER SPEAKS BEFORE THE U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

Hasan Davis Addresses Reformation on the Country’s Juvenile Justice System
  
FRANKFORT, Ky. – Kentucky Department of Juvenile Justice Deputy Commissioner Hasan Davis was one of six witnesses to speak before the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Education and Labor last week in Washington, D.C.  The representatives heard testimony on reforming the country’s juvenile justice system.
“I have worked with youth who are facing challenges for most of my adult life; I was a youth with substantial challenges for most of my childhood,” said Hasan Davis, Deputy Commissioner of DJJ.  “I know how important second chances are.  In juvenile justice, we are often lucky enough to create the possibility of second chances.”
"Much like public education, we know the juvenile justice system can be a place of redemption and rehabilitation or a place where children are thrown away,” stated Representative George Miller (D-California).  “It is a system much like K-12 education.  There are numerous examples of successful programs, as well as, programs and policies that continue to fail our children.”

Rep. Miller has made it a priority to review an updated version of the Juvenile Justice Delinquency and Prevention Act, a 35 year old piece of legislation, which was passed by the Senate Judiciary Committee on December 17, 2009.  The Act has four core requirements that states must address in order to remain in compliance and eligible for federal dollars for juvenile justice programming.  The four core requirements are Deinstitutionalization of Status Offenders, Adult Jail and Lock-Up Removal, “Sight and Sound” Separation and Disproportionate Minority Contact.
Mr. Davis’ comments and recommendations to the committee centered on the valid court order exceptions to the deinstitutionalization of status offenders (DSO) core requirements of the JJDPA. Status offenders are youth who have committed an act that would not be against the law if they were at the age of majority, like underage drinking, truancy, running away from home, etc.  The DSO provision seeks to ensure that status offenders are not held in secure juvenile facilities for extended periods of time or in secure adult facilities for any length of time. 
“These children, instead, should receive community-based services, such as day treatment, residential home treatment, counseling, mentoring, family support and alternative education,” said Davis.  “There are, however, several exceptions to this rule, including allowing some status offenders to be detained for up to 24 hours.  The VCO exception allows a judge to lock status offenders in secure detention for violating the initial court orders.”
In 2006, overuse of the valid court order exception put Kentucky in danger of becoming out of compliance with the DSO core requirement.  Kentucky judges invoked the exception nearly 2,000 times, while about 50% of states reported using the VCO less than 250 times in the same year.  After a federal audit Kentucky was in danger of losing a portion of its JJDPA allocation, this would have impacted programming and force the state to redirect other federal dollars to address the noncompliance.
With grant funding from the Kentucky Juvenile Justice Advisory Board, the Detention Alternatives Coordinator program (DAC) was piloted.  The DAC worker coordinated with detention centers and judges to identify alternatives to secure detention for low-level and status offense cases.  After the success of the pilot program in reducing the number of status youth being held in secure detention, DJJ established DAC workers at each of its detention centers.  The DAC workers were to work with judges, prosecutors and the communities to find acceptable non-secure alternatives for status offense youth. 
“Although Kentucky is being challenged by current budgetary issues, we are doing all we can to maintain and strengthen our commitment to serving the needs of challenged youth in the most effective and least restrictive environments possible,” stated Davis.  “The DAC gives the court another set of options that have proven to be successful.”
The current legislation also recognizes the importance o keeping youth out of adult jails and out of contact with adults in those facilities, but applies only to youth under the jurisdiction of the juvenile court.  According to the JJDPA once they are charged as adults, the sight and sound separation requirements no longer apply.  The senate version of the bill extends the sight and sound requirements by keeping youth awaiting trial out of the adult criminal justice system.
“Another stand-out difference between Kentucky and most other states and territories is that all of our youth, whether sentenced as juveniles or adults, are housed, educated and counseled in DJJ facilities.  A youth charged with adult time is returned before the judge at age 18 for a determination by the court as to their future fate,” Davis commented.  “We are proud of the system we are developing and even more proud of the men and women who have committed themselves to making the lives of Kentucky youth better, not worse, for having come into contact with our system.”
The House Committee members thanked Davis and his co-presenters for their testimony and voiced their consideration for reauthorizing the Act with recommended changes.  
  
 


