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Great improvements seen at Santa Clara County juvenile ranches

By Karen de Sá

kdesa@mercurynews.com
Posted: 08/07/2009 05:00:00 PM PDT

Updated: 08/10/2009 06:24:12 AM PDT

[image: image1.jpg]




 INCLUDEPICTURE "cid:image002.jpg@01CA19AA.ECE31440" \* MERGEFORMAT [image: image2.jpg]




 INCLUDEPICTURE "cid:image003.jpg@01CA19AA.ECE31440" \* MERGEFORMAT [image: image3.jpg]




 INCLUDEPICTURE "cid:image004.jpg@01CA19AA.ECE31440" \* MERGEFORMAT [image: image4.jpg]




 INCLUDEPICTURE "cid:image005.jpg@01CA19AA.ECE31440" \* MERGEFORMAT [image: image5.jpg]



Santa Clara County has transformed its military-style boot camps for juvenile offenders into homey ranches that are safer and more conducive to treatment, according to a new analysis from a renowned criminal justice research center.

Designed for youths who have committed violent or repeated crimes and would otherwise head for tougher state facilities, the county ranches had long been considered failures — criticized for everything from how they warehoused kids to endemic violence and high recidivism rates. However, in a report released this week, the National Council on Crime and Delinquency praises the overhaul of the two youth ranches, located in rural South San Jose and Morgan Hill.

Probation Chief Sheila Mitchell hired the research center in November to independently evaluate the new ranch program, which was created after a 20-person county delegation traveled to Missouri, hailed as a national model for juvenile offenders.

"Traditionally, these camps had a very, very high failure rate," serving as a conveyor belt into state prisons, said Barry Krisberg, the council's president. "Santa Clara County shows there's a different way to do this."

The new ranch program — based on the Missouri model — combines several key elements for reforming juveniles who've committed crimes as serious as felony assault or armed robbery: Living "pods" of a dozen youths, staff trained in therapeutic rather than brutish tactics, and six months of post-release support focusing on family connections. 

Like other counties statewide, valley officials want to avoid sending youthful offenders to costly state facilities, which are now laboring under a court order to correct inhumane conditions. And since their transformation in 2007, the William F. James Boys Ranch in Morgan Hill and the coed Muriel Wright Residential Center in San Jose are "much safer and much more productive environments," Krisberg said in an interview. 

New arrests and probation violations of youths in the facilities have dropped from 47 percent to 25 percent, according to the report. The number of fights, gang-related incidents and possession of contraband has also plunged.

A 17-year-old now at the James Ranch said he was skeptical when he arrived in January. He'd been locked up five times since he was 15, following his father's footsteps on a path toward prison. "But I started realizing how much they cared about me here," he told the Mercury News, "and that made me start caring as well." 

The new environment seems to be working to change behavior — at least while youths are there. Less promising is what happens once they leave. The report found that within a year of leaving the ranches, 28 percent of kids are rearrested, down from 31 percent. Probation violations have also improved only slightly, just 2 percent.

These findings troubled some juvenile justice watchers, including directors of community-based agencies who argue that many youths now in the ranches would be better served in smaller therapeutic group homes closer to their families. 

Although the ranches are now more homelike, they are circled by security fencing, and the youths wear uniforms and file across campus in silent formation with their hands behind their backs. The program, at six to eight months, is twice as long as it was before the 2007 change, a detention many youth advocates and public defenders call excessive.

"It's nice that they're less violent while they're in the program, and it's nice that staff are being trained, but what is the long-term impact?" said Sparky Harlan, the 26-year director of the nonprofit Bill Wilson Center, which offers a network of group homes and shelters for troubled youths. "The outcome needs to be what happens after the kids leave the program, not while they're in it."

Mitchell agrees. But she and Krisberg argue that the early data is promising, particularly given plans to expand "aftercare" by better engaging families and offering treatment instead of punishment when teenagers slip up and take a drink or a puff.

"We're constantly examining all the things that are going to keep them on a good path," Mitchell said. "Our goal is to have no kids re-offend."

This week, her department received praise from county supervisors who are pleased with the transformation, even those who concede the benefits have proved limited so far.

In ranch visits over two years, the Mercury News found a mostly calm environment. Doors are left unlocked. Large barracks of 96 steel-frame beds have been replaced by dorms featuring wooden bunk beds with board games and guitars lining the walls. In between their studies and vocational training, youths at the ranches take yoga, ceramics and Zumba classes. Group therapy sessions are held at least three times a day.

And for a recent salsa-making competition, the teens used peppers, onions, tomatoes and cilantro they grew themselves.

What's more, it's evident there is a genuine affection with staff — even with those who concede they once had to be harsh to enforce order. With 100 hours of new training, ranch counselors say they are now better equipped to confront the roots of criminal behavior, probing the effects of childhood trauma, mental illness and drug abuse. 

"Before it was us lecturing them, and they thought, 'I'm going to do this because I'm being watched,' " said ranch supervisor Anne Elwart. "Now they leave with the sense that 'I'm going to do the right thing because it's the right thing to do. They're open. They're ready for change." 

In interviews, teenagers agreed that the new approach works. Consistently, they described their ranch experience in sharp contrast with months they spent in juvenile hall cells, where they said they simply became more efficient criminals.

"You just learn how to steal a car better," offered one 18-year-old girl completing eight months at the Muriel Wright ranch. 

"The good thing about here is the counselors help with all the drama I'm going through," said another 18-year-old, detained for a carjacking and robbery. 

But her next move will be more difficult. She said her neighborhood is a mess of drugs and gangs: "When you go back to your house, you're like 'How am I supposed to cope with all of this?' "

