PRI Testifies:
Juvenile Justice Planning Requires Expanded Commitment to
Accountability, Transparency, Community Engagement, Sustainability
On Tuesday, June 3, 2014, the Progressive Research Institute (PRI) 1 testified before the Douglas
County Board of Commissioners.2 Our testimony was in response to the County’s plans to
financially support a collective impact3 approach to create a strategic plan and implementation
process to overhaul the County’s juvenile justice system. Our testimony outlined our grave
concerns about the project, related to accountability, transparency, community engagement,
and sustainability. Only with intense resolve and determination to do things completely
differently do we believe that the core values of all of the entities that make up Douglas
County’s juvenile justice system can evolve from a focus on the punitive, to ideals that embrace
a just, open, engaged, equitable and accountable system grounded on evidence-based, datedriven approaches.
The Board of Commissioners was presented with the proposal for the strategic planning project
at its meeting on May 6, 2014,4 by a representative of the New York State-based consulting
organization, FSG (http://www.fsg.org/). At its June 3, 2014 meeting, the Board of
Commissioners voted unanimously in favor of the 10½-month contract with FSG, totaling some
$700,000.5 According to the contract, the project is a public-private venture. Although the
County will be the contractor, County tax payer dollars will pay for only one-fifth of the total
cost of the project; the remaining four-fifths will be supported by equal contributions from the
following three foundations and one individual benefactor: The Sherwood Foundation; The
Peter Kiewit Foundation; The Lozier Foundation; John A. Scott.

Board of Commissioners:
PRI applauds the County’s interest in juvenile justice system reform. Furthermore, we
understand that an organization from outside Douglas County might bring needed
neutrality and independence to this process. Our concerns about the project are related
to accountability, transparency, community involvement, and sustainability following
FSG’s departure after the termination of its 10½-month contract.

PRI is an Omaha-based, nonprofit think tank that expands democracy by using research on issues of local
concern to foster community awareness, engagement and partnerships for action.
2
PRI’s June 3, 2014 testimony can be viewed at approximately minute 166 of the videotaped session
available at: http://www.douglascounty-ne.gov/board-meetings/videos.
3
FSG defines collective impact as a process that “occurs when organizations from different sectors agree to solve a
specific social problem using a common agenda, aligning their efforts, and using common measures of success”:
http://www.fsg.org/OurApproach/CollectiveImpact.aspx.
4
A videotape of the May 6, 2014 meeting of the Douglas County Board of Commissioners can be viewed at:
http://www.douglascounty-ne.gov/board-meetings/videos.
5
The contract can be viewed in its entirety in Appendix A.
1
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The Douglas County juvenile justice system is unhealthy—it delivers bad outcomes, has
an over-representation of youth of color,6 is plagued by gridlock, and despite deep
infusions of funding and other resources over the past several years aimed at datadriven, evidence-based reform,7 has changed little. Individuals and organizations from
the Black, Hispanic, and Native American communities whose children are overrepresented among the County’s population of incarcerated juveniles are not embraced
and welcomed into existing planning and reform efforts.
To date, there has been no County funding and/or other resources to these
communities of color, aimed specifically at expanding their awareness of—or capacity to
engage in—assessment, strategic planning, implementation and evaluation of juvenile
justice reform efforts. Given all of the above, we greatly fear that without intense resolve
and determination to do things completely differently, on the parts of everyone
concerned with the juvenile justice system, the FSG project may be an unsustainable
waste of some $700,000.
But, despite these profound worries, PRI also clings to the hope that Douglas County’s
juvenile justice system will change. If adopted, we hope that the FSG planning process
will lead to successful implementation of strategies that will repair our ailing system and
lead to healthy and positive outcomes. Therefore, the purpose of this testimony is to
more specifically detail our concerns with the current system, and provide a brief
explanation of what we believe should be required if there is to be any hope of
sustaining the outcomes of the FSG project, should the County elect to support it.
Snapshot of Systemic Problems in Douglas County’s Juvenile Justice System:


Outcomes & Racial Injustice: The system delivers unacceptably poor outcomes to
the children with which it comes into contact and that is particularly true for children
of color.8 In many cases, desired outcomes have never been clearly defined, and
therefore are not measured.



Accountability: A system without effective mechanisms of accountability is not
required to act responsibly. There are two huge problems related to accountability
facing Douglas County’s juvenile justice system:
(1) The system includes a multitude of entities controlling outcomes, and therefore
no one is in charge. No answerable, single entity is charged with: (a) Setting
meaningful goals by and for system stakeholders, including the public, (b)

6

Nearly 51% of youth held in Douglas County’s juvenile detention center are Black (see Voices for Children in
Nebraska’s Kids Count in Nebraska Report, p. 52: http://voicesforchildren.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/KidsCount-2013-FINAL2.pdf), yet only 17% of youth under age 17 in Douglas County are Black (see Douglas County
Comprehensive Juvenile Services Plan 2012-2015, p. 12:
http://www.ncc.ne.gov/pdf/strategic_plans/county_juvenile_services/Douglas_County_Comp_Plan.pdf).
7
In 2010, the Annie E. Casey Foundation began funding the Juvenile Justice Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI)
in Douglas County with the aim of improving outcomes for children caught up in the system. Yet, today, over 90%
of the children in detention in Douglas County are there for low-risk misdemeanor and/or status offenses.
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Establishing regularly scheduled performance reviews, (c) Enforcing the
consistent use of evidence-based, outcomes-oriented procedures and practices,
and (d) Making corrections to overcome failures.
(2) Nebraska legislation uses vague and ambiguous language to define the reasons
that a child may be detained. When legislation is poorly written and imprecise,
there is vast room for various interpretations, which in turn creates opportunities
for over-incarceration.


Data & Evaluation: The paucity of available data is a significant barrier to change.
The system can’t determine where it wants to go without a firm understanding of
where it is now. Collecting data to assess the existing condition of the system, as
well as the condition of the children in its care, is essential. Yet, data is neither
systematically collected nor analyzed. System-wide attempts to unify and analyze
data are forestalled, and, on those sporadic occasions when data is collected and
analyzed, the analysis is ignored.9



Transparency: Despite assertions to the contrary, data is not openly shared, even
between entities traditionally associated with the system (e.g., juvenile detention
center, county attorney, probation, courts, police, etc.) and requests for data to these
entities, by the public, are routinely thwarted.



Rhetoric v. Reality: Terms such as “collective impact,” “community engagement” and
“data sharing” are frequently used during the development of juvenile justice policy,
but seem to be abandoned during the actual implementation of policy.

Suggested strategies to transform Douglas County’s juvenile justice system:


An Informed, Capable Public: Only an informed, capable public can successfully
take part in transforming its own destiny. It is the responsibility of the system to be
open and transparent and to keep the public up to date about how it functions—
especially the people of color and low-income people whose children are
disproportionately incarcerated. It is also the responsibility of the system to help
expand the capacity of the public—which is part of the system—to successfully
engage in planning and problem solving to transform the juvenile justice system and
their relationship to that system.



Racial/Economic Justice & Balance of Power: Increasing racial and economic justice
will only happen through authentic community engagement, inclusion and power
sharing with grassroots activists and organizations10 that are representative of,
and/or trusted by, the Black, Hispanic, Native American, and low-income youth and

9

One glaring example of a costly report that remains unutilized is the 2009 “Evaluation of the Guardian Ad Litem
System in Nebraska” by Pitchal, Freundlich and Kendrick, of the National Association of Counsel for Children:
http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.naccchildlaw.org/resource/resmgr/nebraska/final_nebraska_gal_report_12.pdf
10

See Appendix B for a list of suggested community engagement participants.
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their families who are disproportionately represented in the juvenile justice system. A
transformed juvenile justice system requires that equal weight in decision-making
about the system (i.e., assessment, planning, implementation, monitoring and
evaluation) be given to the public as to those entities traditionally associated with the
system (e.g, juvenile detention center, county attorney, probation, courts, police,
etc.). Finally, authentic community engagement and shared power requires the
positive, inclusive participation of vulnerable, disadvantaged and marginalized
individuals and groups.


Accountability: Establish an effective mechanism for system oversight. Develop,
enhance and monitor clear goals and clear standards, develop effective processes
for data collection and maintenance, and enforce the requirement that these goals,
standards and processes are actually used. Work to write and pass legislation that is
clear, precise and explicit.



Commitment to Sustaining Outcomes: A sustainable system has the ability to
achieve long term desired outcomes through a continual and ongoing process of
mutual adaptation to changing needs and a shared commitment to evolving goals.
The process must include continuous monitoring and evaluation of both process and
outcomes. While measuring outcomes for the children and their families caught up in
juvenile justice is critical, it is also crucial to measure institutional, organizational and
structural change, development and transformation.

In conclusion, we believe that the core values of all of the entities that make up Douglas
County’s juvenile justice system can evolve from a focus on the punitive, to ideals that
embrace a just, open, engaged, equitable and accountable system grounded on
evidence-based, date-driven approaches. For the sake of the wellbeing of the children
and families of Douglas County, this transformation must take place sooner rather than
later.
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APPENDIX B
To succeed, community engagement within the Douglas County juvenile justice system
must intentionally include a very specific list of committed, trusted community activists
and grassroots organizations strongly linked to the Black, Hispanic, Native American
and low-income communities that are disproportionately represented among the
County’s juvenile justice population:
Organizations & Individuals:















A’Jamal, Advocates & Associates
Black Men United
Community Conversations
Family Advocacy Movement
Heartland Workers Center
Laura McCormick
Leo Louis II
Malcolm X Center
Nebraska Urban Indian Health Coalition
Progressive Research Institute
Project Everlast
Project Keeping North Omaha Safe for Everyone (K.N.O.S.E.)
South Omaha Community Care Council
South Omaha Violence Intervention and Prevention (SOVIP)
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