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TYC reforms are good for Texas
Bipartisan effort is a rare bright spot in 82nd Legislature.
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Four years ago, the Texas Youth Commission was a national embarrassment. An internal
investigation uncovered sexual abuse at one TYC facility in West Texas. When news of that
investigation became public, evidence of a broad pattern of sexual abuse and physical
mistreatment poured in from juvenile prison facilities across the state.
A U.S. Justice Department investigation followed. That review found conditions at a TYC
facility in Edinburg were so bad that they violated the constitutional rights of juvenile inmates.
Those ugly revelations prompted a long process of juvenile justice reforms that have continued
in this legislative session. In fact, the bipartisan reform effort championed by Sen. John
Whitmire, D-Houston, and Rep. Jerry Madden, R-Richardson, is one of the few bright spots in a
session marked by partisan vitriol.
Texans have a well-deserved reputation for being tough on crime. But reformers on both sides of
the political spectrum realized that locking the door and throwing away the key for juvenile
offenders is simply bad policy.
Tough justice for juvenile offenders too often turns potentially productive citizens into hardened
criminals. As a fiscal issue, it's far more expensive to incarcerate than it is to utilize treatment
programs that actually have a track record of reducing recidivism.
That's the common-sense thinking at the heart of the current reforms, which were signed into law
by Gov. Rick Perry last week. They include the recommendation of the Sunset Advisory
Commission to merge the Texas Youth Commission with the Texas Juvenile Probation
Commission and put all of the state's juvenile justice efforts under the new Texas Juvenile
Justice Commission.
The reforms continue the trend away from institutionalizing juvenile offenders and instead
emphasizing community-based treatment programs. As San Antonio Express-News staff writer
Patricia Kilday Hart reported from Austin, the number of juveniles in TYC custody has declined
from 5,000 in 2006 to 1,400 today. The juvenile crime rate has fallen over the same period.
Whitmire and Madden claim closing TYC facilities while sending offenders and state money to
local rehabilitation programs will save as much as $150 million during the next biennium. That's
good for taxpayers. As important, it offers a better chance of actually rehabilitating
those offenders.

The bill signed by Perry is a milestone. It doesn't mark the end of the reform effort, however.
Lawmakers with oversight authority must be vigilant about auditing the effectiveness of
rehabilitation programs and ensuring that counties have the resources to deal with
juvenile offenders.
The Texas Juvenile Justice Commission must not fall prey to the same bureaucratic pathologies
that afflicted the Texas Youth Commission.

