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Move the Department of Juvenile Justice from Public Safety to the Public Health Secretariat 

 

● Currently, the Virginia Department of Juvenile Justice (DJJ) is housed under the Secretary 

of Public Safety and Homeland Security. This structure reinforces the harmful narrative that 

children are threats to their community and in need of punitive, rather than rehabilitative 

treatment. The DJJ should be relocated to the Secretary of Health and Human Resources 

to reinforce and support the purpose and mission of the DJJ to protect the public by 

preparing court-involved youth to be successful citizens. 

 

● Moving away from punishment and embracing rehabilitation.  

○ For every year spent in a youth prison in Virginia, a young person’s probability of 

being arrested for another crime increases by nearly one third. 

○ Virginia’s most recently published 3-year re-conviction rate for youth committed and 

released from a juvenile prison is 73.5%. 

 

● Youth engagement in criminal behavior often stems from living in environments profoundly 

overburdened with lack -- a clear public health issue.  

○ More than half (50.4%) of all commitments to the care of DJJ in FY2020 were for 

crimes related to stealing (burglary, larceny, robbery) 

○ In some communities, overwhelmingly communities of color, policies and practices 

rooted in systemic racism have limited access to robust education, living wage jobs, 

appropriate healthcare, and other supports key to creating and sustaining healthy 

and safe communities.  

○ As of 2020, over 90 percent of youth incarcerated in Virginia required mental health 

services, and more than 70% of youth entering youth prisons demonstrated 

significant symptoms of a mental health disorder at the time of admission. An 

overwhelming majority of incarcerated youth are from communities living well below 

Virginia’s poverty line. 

 

● COVID-19 has further illustrated how youth incarceration is a public health issue.  

○ Young people in juvenile facilities, and the staff that works there, are more 

vulnerable to the virus due to the congregate setting; with the potential to also 

increase the spread of the virus in surrounding communities.  

○ The COVID-19 pandemic and its disparate impact on Black and brown communities 

have demonstrated what statistics continue to reveal in youth incarceration data. 

According to a monthly survey conducted by Annie E. Casey of juvenile justice 

systems in more than 30 states, by May 2020, youth detention centers across the 

U.S. were releasing White youth at a 17% higher rate than Black youth. 

○ As COVID-19 continues to force cities and states to reevaluate their budgets, we 

must prioritize creating healthier living environments and providing jobs that pay a 

living wage for young people, rather than leaving systemic issues unresolved that 

lead to higher likelihood of criminalized behaviors, incarceration, and the greater risk 

of contracting COVID-19 inherent in congregate settings. 

http://www.djj.virginia.gov/documents/about-djj/DRG/FY2020_DRG.pdf
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● For young people to learn and recover from even their worst mistakes, we must address the 

root causes of their behaviors.  

○ We must increase investments into creating healthy communities and decrease 

spending on the carceral system.  

○ For a continuum of alternatives to incarceration to be successful, it must provide 

culturally-competent services and supports provided by individuals who know and 

understand the situations and environments youth in trouble come from; and who 

are invested in helping youth and communities transform together.  

○ Everything must be on the table: housing and community revitalization projects in 

under-resourced neighborhoods, job and skills programs, counseling, meaningful 

relationships with caring adults, restorative justice practices, and other healing-

centered interventions proven to help youth and families thrive. 

 

● Moving DJJ to the Public Health Secretariat is a necessary step towards positive change. A 

paradigm shift that helps us continue building a youth justice system that serves youth and 

keeps families and communities safe by addressing the needs of the whole youth and not 

just the behavior that led to justice system involvement.   

 

 

 


