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The collaborative should measure the impact of  ra-
cial and ethnic disparities at the key case-process-
ing points. Our experience has revealed that much 
waste and delay rests in court processing, which is 
particularly detrimental to youth of  color and poor 
youth and is directly related to the services available 
to youth and a sense of  urgency regarding access 
to those services. Too often, paperwork and other 
bureaucratic delays result in youth languishing in 
detention unnecessarily. 

I. Creating Alternatives to Detention (ATD’s)

Alternatives to detention (ATD’s) are an important 
element of  disparities reduction work. Once a ju-
risdiction has identified a population of  youth of  
color that can safely be released, alternative super-
vision must be established or improved upon in the 
community. We work with jurisdictions to create 
or better utilize a variety of  alternatives. The JDAI 
monograph of  ATD’s36 is an excellent primer and 
resource for information about the varieties of  al-
ternatives available to jurisdictions. 

At the BI, we stress the importance of  alternatives 
to detention being targeted for specific populations 
of  youth of  color and being safe, accessible, cultur-
ally competent and linguistically appropriate. 

Jefferson Parish in Louisiana, for example, is in 
the process of  implementing a “trackers program” 
to serve as an alternative to detention for both its 
pre-adjudicated population and youth on the back-
end of  the court process. Traditionally, two key 
elements of  a tracker program are consistent con-
tact and supervision of  the youth and open lines of  
communication between the tracking service pro-
viders and its system partner (usually probation). 
Many successful tracker programs also feature a 
series of  culturally-appropriate services including 
mentoring, counseling and family-based services. 

Jefferson’s tracker program will provide opportuni-
ties for pre-adjudicated youth to be released back 
to the community upon intake with the support 
of  a “tracker” to assist them in reporting to court, 
so that they do not incur new offenses by missing 
court dates. Trackers will also provide an alterna-

36 http://www.aecf.org/KnowledgeCenter/Publications
     Series/JDAIPathways.aspx
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tive to detention for probationers who are having 
problems staying compliant with the terms and 
conditions of  their probation. This latter group is a 
key contributor to Jefferson’s detention population. 
Therefore the tracker program is expected to help 
to reduce the parishes’ use of  detention.  

Another example is Baltimore City, Maryland, 
where stakeholders used data to identify a difficult-
to-serve population of  youth who were regularly 
failing the community detention alternative for 
reasons including non-compliance or prior viola-
tions. In partnership with the Department of  Juve-
nile Services, the Mayor’s Office of  Employment 
Development and the Family League of  Baltimore 
City, the stakeholders developed a detention alter-
native called the Pre-Adjudication Coordination 
and Training Center. 

Similar to an evening reporting center, the Pre-
Adjudication Coordination and Training Center’s 
purpose is to ensure that youth appear for sched-
uled court hearings, avoid arrest prior to the court 
appearance and are prepared in court with a com-
prehensive needs assessment with an individual-
ized service plan designed to assist the court, the 
youth’s family and their case managers in finding 
community-based resources to help the youth avoid 
further system involvement. 

During its second year of  operation, 97 percent of  
the Center’s youth appeared for their subsequent 
court hearings. Further, 100 percent of  the youth 
received the individualized service plan at the time 
of  their court hearing.     

It must be noted that another issue the governing 
collaborative should examine is whether the juris-
diction’s probation department operates such alter-
natives or if  they should contract with a community 
agency. Regardless of  which approach is used, the 
governing collaborative should monitor the alterna-
tive’s impact on disparities. 

Ultimately, no publication can detail all the obsta-
cles, nuances and issues that stakeholders  may en-
counter. However the approaches we have outlined 
provide the key elements we believe necessary to 
gain traction in working to reduce disparities. 
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ver two centuries ago, German philoso-
pher Johann Christoph Friedrich von 
Schiller introduced his immutable law of  
events, stating that “into today already 

walks tomorrow.” 

As professionals and community members vested 
in the future of  the next generation, we cannot al-
low the over-incarceration of  youth of  color to go 
unchecked. Our mandate must be to create fair, 
equitable and humane approaches for children in 
trouble with the law, which have positive, service-
oriented interventions and consequences, and maintain public safety.

Tools and technologies alone cannot bring about disparities reform without understanding and engaging 
the structural ecology in which the politics of  race and ethnicity manifest in a particular locale. As we 
discussed, juvenile justice systems should be viewed as living organisms that reinforce values through 
structural policies, practices and procedures. They are not objective institutions, but rather a conglomera-
tion of  interdependent child-serving entities that protect their turf, attack their enemies and perpetuate 
themselves. Successful reform work requires an awareness of  institutional culture and strategic thinking 
about the rules and limitations of  the system. 

That said, any jurisdiction that implements the processes enumerated in this publica-
tion will be excellently positioned to achieve marked results in their effort to reduce 
racial and ethnic disparities in their local juvenile justice system. Our ultimate goal, as 
an organization that helps jurisdictions embark on such reform work, is to help reduce 
widespread inequities nationwide that have resulted in the confinement of  70 percent 
of  youth of  color, though they comprise only 38 percent of  the total U.S. youth popula-
tion. We believe it is important to lend our institutional talents to naming and ending 
the practice of  incarcerating low and medium-risk youth of  color and poor youth in 
lieu of  an appropriate place for services or parental care. We continue to lift up our 
voices to bring a sense of  urgency to this critical problem. 

Civil rights leader Cesar Chavez once said that “the love for justice that is in us is not only the best part of  
our being but it is also the most true to our nature.” Justice demands that we be ever vigilant about who 
suffers and who is shielded from harm. 

All youth deserve to be treated fairly by the systems meant to serve and protect them. By undertaking the 
efforts described in this publication, we believe the system and its players will be taking steps closer to a 
juvenile justice system that no longer over-utilizes detention for nonviolent and first-time offending youth, 
who we know are better served in community-based alternatives to detention that are less costly, offer op-
portunity for change, and better outcomes for public safety.

Pinhole photograph taken by female inmate at Remann Hall Juve-
nile Detention Center, Tacoma, WA | Steve Davis. 

O
Conclusion

Civil rights leader 
Cesar Chavez once 

said that “the love for 
justice that is in us is 

not only the best part 
of our being but it is 
also the most true to 

our nature.” 
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