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San Francisco's Juvenile Justice Center, 375 Woodside Avenue. San Francisco's own 150-bed hall was among the facilities built during the 

1999–2010 expansion documented in this report. 



  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Between 1999 and 2010, California undertook the 
most significant expansion of county-run juvenile 
detention facilities in its history. By November 2007, 
at least 58 construction and renovation projects had 
been completed across 41 counties, including 22 
entirely new facilities built from the ground up, 
supported by more than $438 million in state and 
federal construction grants (Corrections Standards 
Authority, 2007; Teji, 2012). Subsequent legislation, 
including SB 81 in 2007 and AB 1628 in 2010, 
increased lease-revenue bond financing for local 
juvenile facility construction from $100 million to 
$300 million (BSCC, 2026b; Legislative Analyst's 
Office, 2019). This expansion unfolded while youth 
arrests were in a sustained decline (California 
Department of Justice, 1990–2015; BSCC, 1999–
2010). 

This expansion was not a response to rising crime. 
Rather, it reflected a convergence of political fear, 
flawed forecasting models, and public financing 
mechanisms that incentivized detention 
construction. Consultant projections routinely 
overstated future detention populations, and 
federal and state funding structures made large-
scale infrastructure projects financially attractive to 
counties, even as the evidence pointed firmly in the 
opposite direction. 

The consequences remain visible today. California 
maintains far more juvenile detention capacity than 
it uses. While state and federal funding helped 
counties absorb construction costs, counties were 
left to bear the ongoing costs of staffing, 
maintenance, medical services, and security 
infrastructure. Confinement is the most expensive 
option counties operate and among the least 
effective at reducing reoffending (Mendel, 2011; 
Justice Policy Institute, 2009). 

California built for a crime wave 
that never came — and is still 
paying for it. 

 

 

 

 

 

Key Findings 

California dramatically expanded juvenile 
detention capacity as youth crime declined.  
At least 58 construction and renovation 
projects were completed across 41 counties 
(1999-2007), including 22 new facilities, 
supported by more than $438 million in state 
and federal grants. SB 81 and AB 1628 later 
authorized an additional $300 million for 
juvenile facility construction. 
•  Expansion occurred during a sustained, 
historic decline in youth crime. By 2015, 
arrests fell more than 70 percent from their 
1994 peak.   
•  Population forecasts overstated future 
detention needs. Many consultant projections 
relied on the crime peaks of the early 1990s 
and failed to adequately account for declining 
arrests, policy changes, and other emerging 
trends.  
•  Federal and state funding incentives 
rewarded construction over prevention, 
lowering counties’ upfront capital costs while 
leaving them responsible for long-term 
operating obligations.  
• California now maintains substantial excess 
juvenile detention capacity, with statewide 
utilization at roughly 31 percent. 

 

Core Recommendations 

• Right-size California’s juvenile detention 
system through statewide utilization audits 
grounded in demonstrated need.  
• Reinvest in community-rooted nonprofit 
organizations providing youth services, 
diversion, mental health support, and other 
community-based alternatives to confinement.  
• Expand and prioritize diversion and 
restorative practices as the default response 
for low and moderate risk youth, reducing 
unnecessary reliance on detention. 
• Strengthen accountability and transparency 
in population forecasting through mandatory 
independent review and regular comparison of 
projections with actual outcomes before 
forecasts are used to justify major capital 
investments. 
• Realign fiscal priorities so prevention and 
youth development receive investment parity 
with physical infrastructure. 



  I. INTRODUCTION 

California’s juvenile detention expansion between 
1999 and 2010 represents a defining chapter in the 
state’s youth justice history. During this period, 
counties dramatically increased detention capacity 
even as youth arrests and crime rates fell to historic 
lows. Understanding how this happened — and why 
it persists — requires examining the political, 
demographic, and fiscal forces that shaped 
decisions made decades ago. 

The historical context is critical. A temporary rise in 
youth crime between 1987 and 1994 had already 
subsided by the mid-1990s. Yet the political 
aftershocks of that spike — amplified by media 
narratives and discredited theories predicting a 
wave of violent youth offenders — continued to 
shape policymaking well into the next decade. 
Subsequent research and plummeting youth crime 
demolished the super-predator myth, but the 
damage was already done. 

California’s detention expansion was not driven by 
rising youth crime. It was driven by political fear, 
flawed and inflated population forecasts, and 
funding structures that rewarded construction over 
prevention. These forces converged to produce an 
oversized detention infrastructure disconnected 
from actual youth behavior and long-term public 
safety trends. 

The implications are enduring and structural. 
Counties remain financially responsible for facilities 
built to house populations that never materialized. 
Resources are tied to maintaining empty beds 
rather than strengthening families and 
communities. Most importantly, the expansion 
reflects a broader lesson about policymaking: when 
fear and incentives outweigh evidence, the resulting 
structures shape systems for decades. 

This report examines how that misalignment 
occurred — and how California can move toward a 
more balanced, fiscally responsible, and youth-
centered future. 

  II. DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE AND THE POLITICS 

OF FEAR 

Beginning in the 1980s and accelerating through the 
1990s, California underwent profound demographic 

transformation, driven by immigration, birth rate 
shifts, and internal migration patterns. (California 
Department of Finance, Various years) Youth of 
color, particularly Latino, Black, and Asian American 
youth, became an increasingly large share of the 
state’s child and adolescent population. 

These shifts reflected California’s evolving diversity 
and economic dynamism. Yet in political discourse, 
demographic change was frequently cast not as an 
evolution, but as a warning. Public debate 
increasingly linked population growth among youth 
of color to predictions of instability, disorder, and 
rising crime, despite statewide data showing 
sustained crime declines. 

These anxieties did not arise in a vacuum. They 
drew on a broader current of 1990s thinking, 
exemplified by Herrnstein and Murray’s The Bell 
Curve (1994), that tied race to a purported 
“cognitive underclass” and to criminality, and that 
openly contemplated expanded confinement and 
segregation as society’s response. The book’s 
central claim — that measured differences in 
intelligence have a racial basis — has been utterly 
discredited and thoroughly rejected. There is no 
racial basis to intelligence. Human beings do not 
differ in innate capacity by race; what register as 
group differences are artifacts of unequal access to 
opportunity and the circumstances of life, which 
manufacture disparities where none are intrinsic. At 
the time, however, this racist pseudoscience lent a 
veneer of scholarly authority to fears that were 
about the changing color of California’s youth 
population (Herrnstein & Murray, 1994). 

Demography became destiny in 
political rhetoric — despite all 
evidence to the contrary. 

Commentators and policymakers suggested that 
California’s changing youth population would 
inevitably produce escalating violence, echoing 
broader national narratives of youth threat. 
Statistical projections about population growth 
were selectively interpreted as forecasts of crime 
growth, even as arrest data showed sustained 
declines beginning in the mid-1990s. 

Media coverage amplified these anxieties. High-
profile crimes received disproportionate attention, 
while broader data demonstrating falling youth 
crime rates received little notice or visibility. 



The result was a policy climate in which fear-based 
narratives, rather than empirical evidence, helped 
drive long-term infrastructure decisions. Counties 
built detention space not in response to actual 
trends, but in anticipation of a feared future. 

  III. THE 1987–1994 CRIME SPIKE AND 

POLITICAL OVERREACTION 

Youth crime in California did increase between 1987 
and 1994, mirroring a broader national trend. 
Juvenile violent arrest rates rose substantially 
during this period, contributing to heightened 
public concern (California Department of Justice, 
1990–2015). However, the increase was temporary. 
By the mid-1990s, arrest rates had already begun a 
sustained and dramatic decline that would continue 
for decades. Yet the political response to the spike 
far outlasted the spike itself. 

During the early 1990s, the super-predator 
hypothesis gained national prominence. First 
articulated by John DiIulio, it predicted the 
emergence of a generation of remorseless, violent 
youth who would overwhelm schools, communities, 
and justice systems (DiIulio, 1995). The theory was 
racialized at its core. DiIulio attributed the coming 
wave of youth violence to what he termed the 
“moral poverty” of Black inner-city neighborhoods, 
and in a 1996 essay he forecast that as many as half 
of the predicted super-predators would be young 
Black males (DiIulio, 1995). The prediction was not 
merely alarmist, it was empirically baseless. Juvenile 
crime did not surge; within a few years it had fallen 
by more than half. By 2001 DiIulio himself had 
repudiated the theory, telling the New York Times 
he was sorry for any unintended consequences and 
that he wished he could have stopped it before it 
took on a life of its own (Becker, 2001). Although 
the hypothesis lacked empirical support and was 
later widely discredited (National Research Council, 
2013), it had already profoundly shaped legislative 
debates, public perception, and in California long-
term decisions about how much detention space to 
build. 

 

Period Youth 
Arrest 
Trend 

Political 
Narrative 

Policy 
Response 

Long-Term 
Impact 

1987–
1994 

↑ ~40–
60% 
increase; 
peak 1994 

Youth 
violence 
framed as 
crisis 

Tough-on-crime 
legislation 

Heightened 
fear; 
groundwork 
for 
expansion 

1995–
2000 

↓ ~45–
50% 
decline 
from peak 

Continued 
warnings 
of future 
violence 

Infrastructure 
planning 
continues 

Expansion 
justified 
despite 
declining 
crime 

2000–
2010 

↓ ~60–
65% 
below 
1994 peak 

Lingering 
super 
predator 
rhetoric 

58+ projects 
across 41 
counties 

Structural 
overcapacity 
embedded 

2010–
2015 

↓ 
 >70% 
below 
1994 peak 

Public 
safety 
rhetoric 
moderates 

Facilities 
remain 
operational 

Persistent 
fiscal strain 

Table 1. Youth Crime Trends vs. Political Response (California, 
1987–2015). Sources: California Department of Justice; National 
Research Council (2013). 

The data demonstrates a clear pattern: while youth 
arrests fell sharply beginning in 1995 — ultimately 
declining more than 70 percent from their 1994 
peak — the policy trajectory continued in the 
opposite direction. Infrastructure planning and 
detention expansion accelerated during a period of 
sustained contraction. 

The super-predator narrative transformed a 
temporary crime increase into a perceived 
generational threat. Youth were framed not as 
adolescents capable of growth and change, but as 
irredeemable dangers requiring containment. 

Policy became untethered from 
reality. The facilities constructed 
during this era stand as physical 
reminders of decisions made in 
anxiety rather than in evidence. 

  IV. WHAT THE DATA ACTUALLY SHOWED 

The empirical record during California’s detention 
expansion era was not ambiguous. Beginning in the 
mid-1990s, the state experienced one of the most 
sustained and dramatic declines in youth crime in 
modern history. Yet this reality remained largely 
disconnected from infrastructure planning and long-
term capital investment decisions. After peaking in 
1994, youth arrest rates began a steep and 



consistent downward trajectory that continued for 
more than two decades. The decline was not 
temporary, cyclical, or isolated to a single offense 
category. Violent crime, property crime, and overall 
juvenile arrests all fell dramatically (California 
Department of Justice, 1990–2015). The pattern 
mirrored national trends and was reinforced by 
developmental research emphasizing adolescent 
maturation and desistance. 

Equally important, detention populations followed 
this downward trajectory. As fewer youth entered 
the system, the average daily population in juvenile 
halls declined steadily (BSCC, 1999–2010). By the 
early 2000s, precisely when many counties were 
planning or breaking ground on new facilities, 
California was already experiencing historically low 
levels of youth confinement relative to the previous 
decade. Contemporaneous analysis showed that 
youth incarceration and youth crime were declining 
in tandem, undercutting any claim that confinement 
was driving the drop (Males & Macallair, 2010). 

The racial dimension of this forecasting failure 
deserves to be stated plainly. The youth whose 
growing numbers were cast as a gathering threat — 
Latino, Black, and Asian American adolescents — 
were precisely the population whose arrest rates 
then fell furthest and fastest. The generation 
predicted to bring unprecedented violence instead 
drove one of the steepest and most sustained crime 
declines in California’s recorded history (California 
Department of Justice, 1990–2015). The super-
predator was never a demographic reality; it was a 
projection of racial fear onto a changing population. 
California did not merely build for a crime wave that 
never came. It built for a racialized crime wave that 
the data, in the end, spectacularly refuted. 

Year / 
Period 

Youth Arrest Trend 
(Approx.) 

Change from 
1994 Peak 

1994 (Peak) Highest recorded youth 
arrest rate 

Baseline (100%) 

1995–2000 Sharp and sustained 
decline begins 

↓ ~45–50% 

2000–2010 Continued decline 
through expansion era 

↓ ~60–65% 

2010–2015 Stabilization at historic 
lows 

↓ >70% 

Table 2. California Youth Arrest Trends, 1994–2015. Source: 
California Department of Justice, Crime in California (1990–
2015). 

The expansion was built for growth. 
The data showed contraction.  

 

The most striking feature of this trajectory is not the 
early-1990s spike — it is the depth, speed, and 
durability of the decline that followed. An honest 
approach would have asked: How much detention 
space is now unnecessary? How should 
infrastructure be resized to reflect shrinking 
populations? How can fiscal savings be redirected 
toward prevention and community stability? 

Instead, many planning processes treated the 1994 
peak as a baseline reference point. By anchoring 
projections to a historical high-water mark rather 
than to contemporary trends, policymakers 
effectively disregarded the defining feature of the 
data: sustained contraction. 

 

  V. FORECASTING ERRORS AND THE 

CONSULTANT PROBLEM 

A central driver of California’s juvenile detention 
expansion was the widespread reliance on 
consultant-generated population forecasts that 
significantly overstated future detention needs. 
These projections were presented as neutral, 
technical assessments. In practice, they were 
grounded in assumptions that failed to reflect 
emerging realities in youth crime trends and 
juvenile justice reform. 

Consultants hired to evaluate or justify construction 
projects routinely forecast substantial increases in 
juvenile detention populations. County planning 
documents and grant applications submitted to the 
BSCC during this period, including those from Los 
Angeles, San Bernardino, and Fresno counties, 
consistently projected a return to early-1990s peak 
detention levels, despite the sustained decline 
already visible in DOJ arrest data. 

Methodological Flaws 

The forecasting models exhibited recurring 
structural weaknesses that were not minor 
statistical errors, they reflected institutional bias 
toward cautionary expansion. Five patterns 
recurred across county planning documents: 



● Static Baseline Assumptions: Heavy 
reliance on peak-year data rather than 
incorporating the sustained post-1995 
decline. 

● Failure to Model Policy Change: Limited 
consideration of diversion programs, 
probation reform, or declining admission 
rates. 

● Linear Growth Assumptions: Demographic 
growth treated as proportionally predictive 
of detention demand. 

● Insufficient Sensitivity Analysis: Continued-
decline scenarios were rarely tested or 
presented as alternative pathways. 

● Lack of Independent Validation: Forecast 
methodologies were seldom subjected to 
external peer review before being 
embedded in capital plans. 

Institutionalization of Inaccurate Forecasts 

Perhaps most consequential was not simply that 
projections were inaccurate — but that they 
became institutionalized. Once incorporated into 
formal planning documents, consultant forecasts 
migrated from analytical tools to governing 
assumptions. They were embedded in county 
juvenile justice master plans, state facility 
construction grant applications, capital 
improvement proposals, and legislative hearings. 

In this context, projections acquired the authority of 
official documentation. Numbers presented as 
technical estimates were treated as neutral 
evidence of inevitable future demand. Forecasts 
were no longer hypotheses to be tested against 
emerging data; they became premises upon which 
long-term investments were justified, creating a 
self-reinforcing cycle with no automatic 
reassessment mechanism. 

Speculative projections hardened 
into concrete and steel. 

The forecasting failure was not merely technical — 
it was institutional. Correcting this legacy requires 
transparent methodologies, independent peer 
review, mandatory reconciliation of projections 
with actual data, and a cultural shift away from 
planning for imagined crises. 

  VI. FEDERAL AND STATE INCENTIVES 

The expansion of California’s juvenile detention 
infrastructure did not occur in a fiscal vacuum. It 
unfolded within a funding environment that made 
construction financially advantageous — even when 
demographic and crime trends did not justify it. At 
the center of this dynamic were two reinforcing 
forces: federal crime-control policies of the 1990s 
that normalized large-scale correctional expansion, 
and California’s state-level construction grant 
programs that subsidized capital costs while leaving 
counties responsible for long-term operations. 

Together, these policies shifted the institutional 
question from “Is expansion necessary?” to “Can we 
afford not to build while funding is available?” In 
effect, the financial architecture of the period 
altered the cost-benefit calculus for local 
governments. 

The 1994 Federal Crime Act 

The Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act 
of 1994 marked a pivotal moment in national 
criminal justice policy. The legislation authorized 
billions of dollars for prison construction, law 
enforcement expansion, truth-in-sentencing 
incentives, and crime prevention initiatives. (Violent 
Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act, 1994) 
Although juvenile facilities were not the primary 
funding target, the political and fiscal climate 
generated by the Act reinforced a national 
expansion ethos, normalizing correctional 
infrastructure growth as a legitimate public safety 
strategy. 

Federal funding streams often rewarded 
jurisdictions demonstrating compliance with ‘tough 
on crime’ standards. Two federal grant programs 
channeled direct funding to local juvenile systems: 
the Juvenile Accountability Block Grant (JABG), 
administered through OJJDP, allowed counties to 
use portions of awards for detention technology, 
security infrastructure, and limited facility 
improvements. Title II Formula Grants, also 
administered through OJJDP, primarily supported 
programmatic purposes but in some counties 
funded planning and compliance upgrades tied to 
juvenile facility operations. (Office of Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Various years) 



California’s State Construction Grants 

California reinforced the federal climate of 
expansion through state-administered juvenile 
facility construction grants between 1999 and 2010. 
These programs covered a substantial portion of 
capital costs — often exceeding half of overall 
project expenses. Counties were required to 
provide matching funds and assume long-term 
operational responsibility, but the availability of 
major state capital contributions fundamentally 
altered local fiscal calculations. 

Lease-Revenue Bonds: The Financing 
Mechanism and Its Controversies 

The dominant vehicle for California’s juvenile hall 
construction program was the lease-revenue bond 
— a financing instrument that SB 81 (2007) and AB 
1628 (2010) deployed to authorize $300 million in 
construction capital. The same mechanism had 
been used the same year, on a vastly larger scale, to 
finance AB 900: a $7.7 billion adult prison 
construction bill (Buschell, 2007). 

The use of lease-revenue bonds for correctional 
expansion was controversial on multiple grounds. 
The most fundamental objection was democratic: 
unlike general obligation bonds, which 
constitutionally require voter approval before 
issuance, lease-revenue bonds carry no such 
requirement. As CJCJ noted in its contemporaneous 
critique of AB 900, legislators were “undoubtedly 
fearful of public reaction to the massive 
expenditure” — and chose a financing vehicle 
specifically because it bypassed a statewide election 
(Buschell, 2007). The same logic applied to SB 81: 
$300 million in juvenile detention construction was 
committed to multi-decade debt without the 
California public ever having the opportunity to 
vote on it. 

A second objection was fiscal: lease-revenue bonds 
are more expensive than general obligation bonds. 
A third was structural: as CJCJ observed of AB 900, 
“categorizing prison expansion as a revenue-
producing project is highly suspect” (Buschell, 
2007). Detention facilities do not generate user 
fees, tolls, or market revenues — the economic 
rationale typically offered for revenue bond 
financing. 

AB 900 ($7.7 billion, adult prisons) and SB 81 ($300 
million, juvenile halls) were enacted the same year, 
by the same legislature, using the same financing 
instrument. Together they represented California’s 
carceral infrastructure strategy for an era: build 
now, pay later, and do not ask the public. 

Two additional state programs complemented the 
construction grants. The Juvenile Justice Crime 
Prevention Act (JJCPA), enacted in 2000, indirectly 
supported county expansion of local juvenile 
systems. More directly consequential was the 
Youthful Offender Block Grant (YOBG), established 
in 2007: YOBG funded counties to retain youth 
locally — but without corresponding investment in 
community alternatives, it intensified pressure to 
maintain and expand local detention infrastructure. 
Capital grants subsidized building, while block 
grants subsidized filling those buildings. 

Funding 
Stream 

Years Fed/State Role in Construction 

JABG (OJJDP) Late 
1990s–
2010s 

Federal Technology, security 
upgrades, limited facility 
improvements 

Title II Formula 
Grants (OJJDP) 

Ongoing Federal Planning and compliance 
upgrades tied to facilities 

JJCPA 2000–
present 

State Indirectly supported 
county juvenile system 
expansion 

Youthful 
Offender Block 
Grant (YOBG) 

2007–
present 

State Increased pressure for 
local facility expansion 

SB 81 
Construction 
Program 

2007–
2015 

State $100M initial; expanded to 
$300M total via AB 1628 

AB 1628 (SB 81 
Expansion) 

2010 State Added $200M in lease-
revenue bond authority 

County GO 
Bonds / 
Certificates 

Ongoing Local–
State 

Matching funds alongside 
SB 81 grants 

SB 823 / DJJ 
Realignment 

2021–
present 

State SYTF conversion, 
renovation, juvenile hall 
retrofits 

2022–23 
Improvement 
Allocations 

2022–
present 

State Therapeutic space, 
education areas, 
remodeling 

Table 3. Major Federal and State Funding Streams for California 
Juvenile Detention Facility Construction and Renovation, 1998–
Present. Sources: BSCC; LAO. 

The detention boom of 1999–2010 cannot be fully 
understood without recognizing how fiscal 
architecture shaped policy outcomes. In total, state 



grant and lease-revenue bond programs for juvenile 
facility construction — the pre-2007 BSCC 
construction grants ($438M+) combined with the SB 
81/AB 1628 bond authority ($300M) — authorized 
well over $700 million for juvenile facility 
construction statewide. The pre-2007 construction-
grant total reflects the $438,612,750 in state and 
federal funding invested across 41 counties as 
documented by CJCJ (Teji, 2012). No comparable 
investment was made in community-based 
alternatives. Public safety funding rewarded 
expansion. The consequences are still being paid. 

  VII. THE DETENTION BOOM (1999–2010) 

Between 1999 and 2010, California undertook the 
largest expansion of county-run juvenile detention 
infrastructure in its history. What was publicly 
framed as modernization, compliance, and forward-
looking planning became, in practice, a statewide 
building boom that dramatically increased 
detention capacity during a period of sustained and 
historic youth crime decline. 

Counties pursued expansion through multiple 
pathways: construction of entirely new juvenile 
halls, replacement facilities significantly larger than 
the structures they replaced, capacity expansions 
framed as regulatory compliance, and hardened 
security-oriented architectural designs modeled on 
adult correctional facilities. 

Infrastructure expanded as the 
underlying population shrank. 

County-by-County Construction Record (1999–
2007) 

The following table documents every county 
construction and renovation project funded 
through state and federal grants and completed by 
November 2007, as recorded by the Corrections 
Standards Authority (CSA, 2007). Projects are 
categorized as New Construction, Major Expansion, 
or Renovation. 

 

County Type Project Description Grant Award 

Alameda New 

Construction 

330-bed hall 

replacing 299-bed, 

48-year-old facility 

$33,113,670 

Butte New 

Construction 

120-bed hall 

replacing 60-bed 

$8,040,000 

County Type Project Description Grant Award 

facility (net gain: 60 
beds) 

Contra 

Costa 

Major 

Expansion 

Added 240 beds, 

demolished 120 

dilapidated beds (net 

gain: 120) 

$23,239,425 

Del Norte New 

Construction 

34-bed hall replacing 

38-year-old facility 

(net gain: 26 beds) 

$4,747,623 

El Dorado New 

Construction 

40-bed hall (two 20-

bed housing units) 

$4,020,000 

Fresno New 

Construction 

240-bed hall 

replacing 265-bed, 

46-year-old facility 

$24,120,000 

Fresno Major 

Expansion 

County-funded 

additional 240-bed 
commitment facility 

County funds 

Glenn Renovation Added 14 beds and 

related support space 

$686,500 

Imperial Major 

Expansion 

Added two 10-bed 

maximum-security 
living units 

$2,600,086 

Kern New 

Construction 

120-bed medium-

security facility; 80 

existing beds 

converted (net gain: 
120) 

$12,060,000 

Kings Renovation Remodeled 
maximum-security 
unit; capacity 
17→22 beds 

$669,898 

Lake Renovation Added 12 beds; 

replaced roof 

$552,896 

Lassen Major 

Expansion 

Added 40 beds; 

MOU with Modoc, 

Plumas, Sierra 
Counties 

$2,000,000 

Los 

Angeles 

Major 

Expansion 

Added 240 beds at 

Los Padrinos (net 

gain: 184) 

$49,465,625 

Los 
Angeles 

Major 
Expansion 

Added 240 beds at 
Central Juvenile Hall 

(net gain: 157) 

(same award) 

Madera New 

Construction 

70-bed hall replacing 

30-bed, 42-year-old 

facility (net gain: 40) 

$7,871,152 

Marin Renovation Added 9 beds $305,343 

Mendocino Renovation Added 12 beds and 

new intake center 

$1,572,345 

 

Merced New 

Construction 

120-bed hall 

replacing 48-bed, 
53-year-old facility 

(net gain: 72) 

$6,031,000 

Monterey Major 

Expansion 

Added 63 beds; net 

gain: 38 beds 

$943,620 



County Type Project Description Grant Award 

Napa New 
Construction 

60-bed hall replacing 
34-bed, 47-year-old 

facility (net gain: 26) 

$5,378,888 

Nevada New 

Construction 

60-bed hall replacing 

19-bed, 46-year-old 

facility (net gain: 41) 

$5,394,854 

Orange Major 

Expansion 

Added 60 beds to 

existing juvenile hall 

$4,872,000 

Placer Renovation 15-bed housing unit 

supplement 

$963,511 

Riverside New 
Construction 

99-bed juvenile hall $5,956,527 

Riverside Major 

Expansion 

Two 25-bed units at 

Indio Juvenile Hall 

(same award) 

Sacramento Major 

Expansion 

Added 90 beds at 

Sacramento County 
Juvenile Hall 

$11,723,247 

Sacramento Major 

Expansion 

Added 60 beds at 

W.E. Thornton 

Youth Center 

(same award) 

San 
Bernardino 

New 
Construction 

200-bed high desert 
facility (ten 20-youth 

units) 

$27,187,727 

San 

Bernardino 

Major 

Expansion 

Added 80 beds at 

West Valley 

Juvenile Facility 

(same award) 

San Diego New 
Construction 

380-bed juvenile hall $39,198,000 

San Diego Major 
Expansion 

Added 30-bed 
maximum-security 
unit 

(same award) 

San 
 

San 

Francisco 

New 
Construction 

150-bed hall replacing 
132-bed, 51-year-old 

facility (net gain: 18) 

$15,075,000 

San Joaquin Major 

Expansion 

Added 60 beds; net 

gain: 14 beds 
$5,015,000 

San Mateo New 

Construction 

180-bed hall + 30-bed 

girls camp; net gain: 
47 beds 

$21,105,000 

Santa 

Barbara 
Major 
Expansion 

30-bed max-security 
unit at Santa Maria 

$9,040,000 

Santa 

Barbara 
Major 

Expansion 

90 beds at Susan J. 

Gionfriddo Facility 
(same award) 

Santa Clara Major 
Expansion 

Added 210 beds; net 
gain: 24 beds 

$20,071,384 

Shasta Renovation Replaced 60 metal-
frame beds; ADA 

improvements 

$63,182 

Siskiyou New 

Construction 

40-bed Charlie Byrd 

Juvenile Justice 

Center (net gain: 16) 

$4,179,108 

Solano New 
Construction 

90-bed facility 
replacing 60-bed, 40-

year-old hall (net 
gain: 30) 

$12,943,000 

County Type Project Description Grant Award 

Solano Major 
Expansion 

Added 28 single-
occupancy rooms 

(same award) 

Sonoma New 
Construction 

140-bed hall replacing 
120-bed, 50-year-old 

facility (net gain: 20) 

$8,088,947 

Stanislaus Major 

Expansion 

Added 128 beds; net 

gain: 128 beds 
$6,890,000 

Tehama New 

Construction 

30-bed facility (net 

gain: 21 beds) 
$1,540,000 

Tulare New 

Construction 

90-bed Juvenile 

Rehabilitation Facility 

replacing 72-bed, 51-

year-old hall 

$11,480,000 

Ventura New 
Construction 

100-bed juvenile hall 
replacing 60-bed, 48-
year-old facility (net 
gain: 40) 

$8,200,000 

Yolo Renovation Added 18 beds; HVAC 
and security upgrades 

$1,295,000 

Yuba New 
Construction 

60-bed facility 
replacing 40-bed, 39-
year-old hall (net 
gain: 20) 

$4,500,000 

Table 4. County-by-County Juvenile Hall Construction Record 
(1999–2007). Source: Corrections Standards Authority (CSA). 
(2007). Completed construction projects. Sacramento, CA: 
CDCR. 

Overcapacity and Underutilization 

The results of this expansion are now documented 
in statewide data. California counties collectively 
maintain 9,113 rated juvenile detention beds while 
confining approximately 2,862 youth on any given 
day — a statewide utilization rate of roughly 31 
percent, with 6,252 beds sitting empty. Some 
individual counties operate facilities at utilization 
rates of 20 percent or less. No county is operating 
at or near rated capacity. The system is not merely 
oversized at the margins. It is structurally 
misaligned at scale (BSCC, 2022). 

This is not a temporary condition produced by an 
unusual moment. It reflects the cumulative 
outcome of building for a crime wave that never 
came, while youth crime declined continuously for 
two decades. The facilities are not empty because 
of a recent policy change. They are empty because 
they were never needed at the scale they were 
built. Independent analyses reached this conclusion 
well before the present data confirmed it: CJCJ 
documented that counties already possessed ample 
secure institutional capacity to absorb the state’s 
confined youth population (Macallair, Males, & 



McCracken, 2009; Macallair, McCracken, & Teji, 
2011; Teji, 2012). 

Infrastructure as Long-Term Commitment 

Juvenile detention facilities are designed to operate 
for 30 to 50 years. Counties that built or 
substantially renovated facilities between 1999 and 
2010 have committed themselves to operating 
those facilities for generations. Debt service on 
lease-revenue bonds extends 25 to 30 years. 
Staffing and operational costs are ongoing. Deferred 
maintenance and capital repair obligations 
accumulate over time. 

The long-term nature of these commitments is 
precisely what makes the original decisions so 
consequential. A bad budget decision in a single 
year can be corrected in the next budget cycle. A 
bad infrastructure decision locks in fiscal 
consequences for decades. 

  VIII. POLITICAL MESSAGING AND PUBLIC 

PERCEPTION 

Fear-Based Rhetoric 

Political support for juvenile detention expansion 
was sustained in part through a consistent 
rhetorical strategy: framing confinement as a public 
safety necessity, expansion as prudent planning, 
and alternatives as reckless gambles. This framing 
was not unique to California, but it was particularly 
effective in a political environment already primed 
by the super-predator narrative. 

Officials who supported expansion described new 
facilities as investments in community protection. 
Critics of expansion were portrayed as willing to risk 
public safety in the name of ideology. The 
asymmetry of political risk was stark: elected 
officials who supported expansion faced minimal 
accountability for overcapacity. Officials who 
resisted expansion faced accusations of being soft 
on crime. 

Media Amplification 

Research has demonstrated that local television 
news coverage of crime shapes viewer punitiveness 
and public perception of risk independently of 
actual crime trends (Gilliam & Iyengar, 2000). 
Dramatic, episodic reporting can create a 
perception of persistent crisis even when long-term 

trend data indicate decline. California’s media 
environment in the late 1990s and early 2000s 
reinforced public anxiety about youth crime at 
precisely the moment when empirical data showed 
the opposite. 

This amplification created a feedback loop: isolated 
violent incidents generated intense coverage, public 
concern increased, political leaders responded with 
calls for stronger measures, and infrastructure 
expansion was framed as responsible governance. 
The absence of rising crime did not diminish the 
perceived need for expanded capacity. Perception 
became decoupled from statistical trend lines. 

Policy Inertia 

Three forces locked the trajectory in place. Sunk 
cost dynamics raised the political price of reversal: 
once design contracts were signed and bonds 
issued, stopping meant admitting a mistake. 
Institutional stakeholders — construction firms, 
county probation departments, and labor 
organizations — had direct financial interests in 
completion, and they pressed accordingly. And 
elected officials were more afraid of appearing soft 
on public safety than of misallocating hundreds of 
millions in public funds. Under-building was 
politically dangerous. Over-building was merely 
expensive. The incentives pointed in one direction 
only. 

Fear became politically stabilizing — less responsive 
to updated data than to enduring anxieties. The 
challenge moving forward is not solely technical — 
it is cultural. Policymaking institutions must create 
structures in which long-term trend data carry 
greater weight than episodic events. 

  IX. FISCAL CONSEQUENCES: THE COST OF 

BUILDING FOR A DECLINE 

The detention expansion of 1999–2010 did not 
simply reshape California’s physical infrastructure 
— it restructured county budgets for decades. 
Facilities built during this period continue to require 
substantial operating expenditures, even as youth 
detention populations remain historically low. The 
financial consequences are ongoing, structural, and 
resistant to short-term adjustment. 

 



The Cost of Underused Facilities 

Juvenile detention facilities are among the most 
expensive youth-serving institutions counties 
operate (Justice Policy Institute, 2009). Although 
state grants offset a portion of initial construction 
costs, counties assumed responsibility for long-term 
operational expenses. Even when beds are empty, 
staffing ratios, safety standards, and regulatory 
mandates limit the ability to scale down costs 
proportionally. 

Cost Category Fixed or 
Variable? 

Adjusts 
with 
Population 
Decline? 

Fiscal Impact 
When 
Underutilized 

Custody 
Staffing 

Largely 
Fixed 

Limited — 
mandated 
ratios 

High ongoing 
payroll 
obligations 

Health & 
Mental Health 
Services 

Partially 
Fixed 

Core 
staffing 
remains 
required 

Elevated 
baseline 
expenditures 

Education 
Services 

Largely 
Fixed 

Tied to 
facility 
operation 

Limited savings 
from lower 
occupancy 

Maintenance & 
Utilities 

Fixed Facility 
footprint 
unchanged 

Costs persist 
regardless of 
use 

Security 
Infrastructure 

Fixed Does not 
scale with 
population 

Long-term 
technology and 
compliance 
costs 

Table 5. Structural Cost Characteristics of Juvenile Detention 
Facilities. 

Opportunity Costs 

The financial burden of maintaining excess capacity 
is not simply inefficient — it redirects resources 
away from interventions that strengthen youth and 
communities. Funds allocated to sustaining 
underused detention space are unavailable for 
community-based prevention and support. Every 
million dollars committed to maintaining empty 
beds could instead support early intervention, 
mental health services, housing stabilization, or 
school-based prevention (Justice Policy Institute, 
2009; Mendel, 2011). 

Long-Term Budgetary Strain 

Facilities constructed between 1999 and 2010 are 
designed to operate for decades. Counties must 
plan for rising personnel and benefit costs, pension 
liabilities, deferred maintenance and capital repair, 
technology upgrades, and inflation in healthcare 

and service delivery. These obligations create 
structural rigidity in county justice budgets. 

The fiscal consequences extend beyond balance 
sheets. Infrastructure choices shape institutional 
priorities. When counties commit to operating 
oversized detention facilities, they lock in 
expenditures that constrain future innovation. 
California’s youth crime decline created an 
opportunity to reallocate public resources toward 
prevention and youth development. Instead, 
expansion decisions embedded long-term 
operational costs into county budgets that will take 
decades to unwind. 

  X. CONCLUSION: A SYSTEM BUILT FOR A PAST 

THAT NEVER ARRIVED 

California’s juvenile detention expansion between 
1999 and 2010 stands as one of the most 
consequential misalignments between empirical 
evidence and public policy in modern state history. 
At precisely the moment when youth crime was 
entering a sustained and historic decline, the state 
embarked on the largest construction boom of 
county-run juvenile halls in its history. 

Infrastructure decisions were shaped by political 
fear, racialized narratives about youth, consultant 
projections anchored to peak-era assumptions, and 
funding mechanisms that incentivized capital 
expansion. Empirical evidence of declining youth 
crime did not meaningfully redirect planning 
processes. The result is a system physically and 
fiscally configured for a reality that no longer exists. 

Moral and Fiscal Consequences 

The consequences extend beyond budget 
inefficiency. Financially, counties continue 
allocating substantial resources to maintain facilities 
operating below capacity. These funds are absorbed 
by fixed staffing, compliance mandates, and 
maintenance costs that do not scale down as 
populations decline. 

Morally, the expansion rested on a presumption 
that young people — particularly youth of color — 
represented an escalating threat requiring 
containment. That presumption was not incidental 
to the building boom; it was its foundation. 
Counties committed hundreds of millions of dollars 
to cells sized for a generation of Black and brown 



youth who were imagined as future predators, and 
who instead went on to commit dramatically less 
crime than the generation before them. Investment 
in confinement outpaced investment in community 
stability, education, mental health services, and 
family support. When public policy builds for 
racialized fear rather than for demonstrated need, 
the consequences endure — in budgets, in 
institutions, and in the trust of the very 
communities such policies were built to contain. 

The Need for Course Correction 

Course correction is practical and principled. 
Community-based interventions produce more 
durable reductions in reoffending than 
confinement. The evidence is not contested. 

California can reshape its juvenile 
justice framework to reflect present 
realities — or continue sustaining a 
system built for a feared future that 
never arrived. 

The opportunity is not simply to reduce detention 
capacity. It is to re-anchor policy in evidence and 
align public investment with a fundamental truth: 
young people are capable of change, and systems 
should be designed accordingly. 

  XI. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Correcting California’s detention infrastructure 
imbalance requires structural realignment 
grounded in empirical evidence, developmental 
science, and fiscal accountability. The following 
recommendations offer a framework for that 
correction. 

1. Right-Size California’s Detention System 

Confinement should be reserved for cases where 
public safety cannot be maintained through less 
restrictive means. Excess capacity wastes public 
funds and increases unnecessary detention 
admissions. Institutions built for populations that 
never arrived do not sit idle — they fill. 

● Conduct statewide utilization audits tied to 
DOJ trend data. 

● Establish utilization thresholds triggering 
consolidation or repurposing. 

● Implement periodic five-year reassessments 
of facility capacity needs. 

● Incentivize regional facility sharing in low-
population counties. 

2. Reinvest in Community-Based Services 

Investment should shift toward community-based 
organizations rooted in and accountable to the 
communities they serve. The most durable 
outcomes come from organizations with deep 
neighborhood ties — not standardized program 
models that displace local capacity (Mendel, 2011; 
Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2019). 

● Nonprofit CBOs providing youth 
development, mentorship, and family 
support. 

● Community-based mental health and 
trauma services embedded in 
neighborhoods. 

● Diversion and early intervention programs 
operated by trusted local organizations. 

● School-based reengagement initiatives 
rooted in community relationships. 

● Housing stabilization and wraparound 
support for system-impacted youth and 
families. 

3. Expand Diversion and Restorative Justice 

Formal system involvement increases recidivism for 
low-risk youth (Petrosino et al., 2010). Diversion 
reduces collateral harm while preserving 
accountability. Restorative justice programs show 
promising results in reducing reoffending and 
improving victim satisfaction. 

● Make diversion the default for low- and 
moderate-level offenses. 

● Embed restorative practices across all 
decision points in the system. 

● Track outcomes publicly to ensure equity 
and effectiveness. 

● Address racial disparities in diversion access 
and outcomes. 

4. Strengthen Data Accountability and 
Forecasting Integrity 



Overexpansion in California was partly driven by 
projection methodologies that failed to anticipate 
sustained declines. Institutionalizing rigorous, 
independent forecasting reduces the risk of 
repeating such structural misalignment (California 
State Auditor, 2012). 

● Annual public reporting of detention 
capacity and utilization. 

● Standardized statewide forecasting 
methodologies subject to public comment. 

● Independent peer review of projections tied 
to any capital expenditure. 

● Mandatory reconciliation of forecast vs. 
actual population outcomes. 

5. Increase Transparency and Democratic 
Oversight 

Capital infrastructure decisions carry multi-decade 
consequences. Transparency reduces the influence 
of institutional inertia and sunk cost bias. Lease-
revenue bonds bypass voter approval — the public 
deserves full disclosure of the commitments made 
in their name. 

● Public release of all consultant reports and 
underlying assumptions. 

● Cost-benefit analyses comparing detention 
expansion to prevention alternatives. 

● Independent oversight panels for all major 
juvenile justice capital projects. 

● Community engagement processes that 
include youth and family voices. 

 

Dimension Expansion Era 
(1999–2010) 

Research-Informed 
Framework 

Core 
Assumption 

Youth as 
escalating threat 

Youth development 
characterized by 
desistance (NRC, 2013) 

Primary 
Investment 

Detention 
infrastructure 

Community-based 
intervention (Mendel, 
2011) 

Fiscal 
Strategy 

Capital expansion Prevention reinvestment 
(Justice Policy Institute, 
2009) 

Recidivism 

Evidence 

Mixed/weak 

outcomes 

Strong outcomes from 

community-rooted 
nonprofit organizations 
(Annie E. Casey 
Foundation, 2019) 

Dimension Expansion Era 
(1999–2010) 

Research-Informed 
Framework 

Planning 
Logic 

Worst-case 
projection 

Multi-year trend analysis 
(California State Auditor, 
2012) 

Public Safety 
Model 

Incapacitation Developmental 
prevention 

Table 6. From Confinement-Centered Policy to Research-
Informed Youth Development. 

California has already demonstrated that youth 
crime can decline dramatically. The policy challenge 
now is to ensure that infrastructure and fiscal 
commitments reflect that empirical reality. The 
evidence is clear: community-centered, 
developmentally informed responses produce 
stronger long-term public safety outcomes than 
confinement. 
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