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As Texas counties seek cost-saving measures, it is an ideal time to reexamine juvenile de-
tention and probation. Some 50,000 Texas children pass through detention every year.1

Dallas and Harris counties have proven that detention centers can be scaled back while pro-
tecting public safety.

A Dallas County detention bed costs $54,955 a year to operate.2 Nationally, two-thirds of 
youths in detention are held on allegations of non-violent offenses. Additionally, after con-
trolling for offense severity and other factors, detained youths are three times more likely 
to enter costly long-term residential placement.3 Evidence suggests that, by mixing low-risk 
youths with more deviant peers and disrupting family life and schooling, detention actually 
increases re-offending.4 Moreover, detention does not help the victim obtain restitution.

Dallas and Harris counties implemented the Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI) 
in 2007. Since then, Dallas has reduced its detention population by 48 beds, resulting in an-
nual savings of $1 million.5 Similarly, Harris County closed a detention center and reduced 
detention costs 25 percent.6 Some 95 percent of Houston youths diverted from detention 
show up for their court date.7 

While JDAI sites receive support from the Annie E. Casey Foundation, Dallas probation di-
rector Mike Griffiths believes other Texas counties can use similar strategies to downsize 
detention and achieve net savings. 

A key element of JDAI is use of a risk assessment instrument—an inventory of factors proven 
to more accurately predict whether youths will miss their court hearing or re-offend than a 
purely subjective determination. Factors may include the most serious alleged offense, num-
ber of charges, prior adjudications, and any prior instances of failing to appear. The Texas 
Juvenile Probation Commission should provide a statewide detention screening instrument 
for the vast majority of probation departments that don’t have one.

Another component of JDAI is alternatives to detention. Among those used in Dallas is a 
day reporting center, in-home probation officer visits, GPS monitoring, and home detention. 
Only 4.5 percent of Dallas youths in an alternative program have re-offended prior to adjudi-
cation, compared to 10 percent of youths not in a program.8 At the four original national JDAI 
sites, juvenile arrests fell between 37 and 54 percent following implementation.9 

Police also need tools for diverting appropriate youths from detention, adjudication, and pro-
bation when they make an arrest. Most counties lack police first offender programs. Since 
1996, this program at the Dallas Police Department has diverted 6,154 youth first-time of-
fenders from probation, and in many instances, detention.10 The most common offenses are 
shoplifting and marijuana possession. Skills training evening classes over six weeks for the 
youth and parent emphasize personal responsibility and prevention of further lawbreaking, 
focusing on behavior contracting, discipline, drug education, goal setting, and decision mak-
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ing. School attendance is required and verified. The program costs 13 times less per day than detention and 25 percent less 
than probation.11 

A similar first offender program in Tarrant County operated by the Lena Pope Home does not immediately receive youths 
upon arrest, so it is primarily a diversion from probation, not detention. For property offenses, police first arrange a victim 
restitution agreement. The youth and their parent attend classes for seven weeks that emphasize family discipline and rela-
tionships, correcting thinking errors, and developing victim empathy. Academic remediation, including literacy instruction, 
and substance abuse treatment are also offered. Since 2005, of the 95 percent of youths who have completed the program, 
which costs 47 percent less than probation, only 8 out of 809 were adjudicated for another Class B misdemeanor or higher 
offense within a year.12

Similarly, a Maryland police diversion program requiring first-time property offenders to make restitution, perform com-
munity service, and send the victim an apology letter has an extremely low 4 percent re-offense rate.13 

While detention is needed for violent youths who pose a continuing danger, proven alternatives for many others improve 
public safety, provide justice to the victim and save money. Texas counties can turn their fiscal challenges into an opportunity 
for reforms that benefit youths, victims, and taxpayers. 
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