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Over the past year, the Orange County Probation Department has launched an aggressive, multi-agency effort to reform juvenile detention in the county.  While pursuing the evidence-based objectives of the Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI), a project of the Annie E. Casey Foundation, Probation and other juvenile justice partners have made tremendous strides to improve efficiency in the use of secure detention beds, maximize the use of more cost-effective detention alternatives and produce meaningful data to drive decision making.

In March, 2008, the Orange County Probation Department began pursuing the objectives and strategies of JDAI.  As a first step, Supervising Probation Officers visited Ventura County to review the Ventura County Risk Assessment Instrument (RAI).  In April, 2008, a pilot project using the Ventura County RAI was initiated in Orange County to explore potential impacts and benefits if such an intrument were used.  The results of the pilot showed the potential to reduce detention rates by 22%.  This result helped to launch the aggressive efforts that followed.

To pursue the objectives and implement the JDAI strategies, it is vital to collaborate with key stakeholders throughout the juvenile justice system.  Orange County had an existing “Juvenile Court Stakeholders Meeting” that met monthly to address operational issues affecting those thoughout the system and included representatives from the Court, DA’s Office, Public Defender’s Office and Probation.  This meeting was used as the springboard for JDAI implementation.  The group was expanded to include representatives from Social Services, the Juvenile Justice Commission and the Orange County Sheriff’s Department.

A series of educational meetings were held where stakeholders were indocrinated into the JDAI principles using literature and videos from the Annie E. Casey Foundation.  The first JDAI project in Orange County would be the creation of an RAI.  An RAI Workgroup was created and began work in October 2008.  A prototype RAI was created and ready for testing by January 2009.  In January 2009, a 60-day pilot project using the Orange County RAI was initiated.  At the end of 60 days, an almost identical 21% potential reduction in detention was predicted by the pilot project and a live implementation ensued.

The RAI Workgroup continued to meet monthly and review data derived from analysis of the RAI.  After 5 months of live data, the Orange County RAI is producing an 18% actual reduction in detention (See attached).

In addition to the RAI, Orange County began looking at all areas of juvenile detention and applying the key strategies to areas where success could be easily achieved, areas the Annie E. Casey Foundation refers to as “low-hanging fruit.”

In the past 12 months, the Home Supervision Program - HSP (pre-adjudication supervision) and Accountability Commitment Program - ACP (post-commitment community supervision) were expanded through the incorporation of GPS technology.  Through the incorporation of GPS and meetings with the court and other stakeholders, the RAI and training throughout the system, the population of HSP has increased by 51% and the population of ACP has increased by 9%.

One Deputy Probation Officer position was allocated to the JDAI-supported duties of an “Expediter.”  The Expediter scans the detention population on a dailty basis and identifies minors that can possibly be handled with alternatives to detention.  This DPO assesses charges, conduct in custody and other case factors to determine suitability for alternative programs such as ACP and Drug Court.  Appropriate minors are referred to court via modification petition.

Orange County Probation operated two Youth and Family Resource Centers to provide intensive services to high-risk minors identified at a young age pursuant to the 8% solution research.  With budgetary challenges looming, the opportunity arose to treat this population using other more cost-effective strategies, while transforming the two facilities into JDAI-supported Youth Reporting Centers (YRCs) as alternatives to confinement for low-level probation violators.  The new YRC programs opened in June 2009 and are now treating approximately 80 minors who would have previously been sent to Juvenile Hall for minor probation violations.  These centers provide transportation, education, counseling, meals and cognitive-behavioral programs.

In January 2009, representatives from the Annie E. Casey Foundation conducted a pre-site visit to assess the commitment, resource potential and progress of JDAI efforts in Orange County.  The representatives met with all Juvenile Court judges, the Juvenile Court Stakeholder group and staff and managers from all levels of the Probation Department.

In May 2009, every supervisor in the department attended training in JDAI and training for all Deputy Probation Officers and Deputy Juvenile Correctional Officers is scheduled for the 2009-2010 training year.

In June 2009, Deputy Probation Officers were introduced to the concept of a “Continuum of Sanctions” for probation violations.  Data was provided to officers showing how the Juvenile Hall population was affected by incarceration on technical violations of probation with an average length of stay of 122 days.  A Continuum of Sanctions would provide guidance to DPOs in making consistent and proportionate recommendations on technical violations of probation.

From that point, supervisors began encouraging recommendations for less time on technical probation violations that did not pose a public safety risk.

With input from DPOs, a Continuum of Sanctions Workgroup was developed and began working on the project.  With approval from the Juvenile Court bench, the concept includes a new plea agreement advising new wards that DPOs have the authority to administratively impose intermediate sanctions for technical violations of probation including: Juvenile Court Work Program, community service hours, house arrest, electronic monitoring or GPS supervision, periods of time in a Youth Reporting Center or combinations of the above.

The concept also includes a “swift and certain” Admonishment Hearing for minors not complying with sanctions imposed.  A DPO can order a minor to appear in court and electronically submit a report to be calendared within 48 hours.  At the Admonishment Hearing, the Judge will have the opportunity to interact with the minor.  Incarceration is an option once all intermediate sanctions have been exhausted or based on public safety risk.

Implementation of the Continuum of Sanctions is scheduled for November 2009 and will undoubtely have a positive impact on consistency and proportionality of sanctions.  The concept also seeks to screen out minors who can be redirected without the need for incarceration while still providing immediate protection from minors presenting a public safety risk.

Sixteen months after the first pilot project began, Orange County has seen the Juvenile Hall detention rate drop 18%, the overall population at Juvenile Hall has dropped by 110 minors and two units at Juvenile Hall have been closed.  This, in light of 156 camp beds being closed in the past 8 months due to budgetary contraints for a total net reduction of 270 minors in custody.  The number of minors on Home Supervision has doubled, yet the violation rate has been reduced from 18% to 7%.  Over the course of a year, these reductions in detention will result in cost savings of over $20 Million.  

While the Annie E. Casey Foundation requires a period of time for jurisdictions to prove their ability to implement JDAI, JDAI Project Manager Bart Lubow has commented that Orange County has proven to be the best JDAI “self-starters” the Annie E. Casey Foundation has ever seen.  A final pre-site visit is tentatively scheduled for October 2009.
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