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What is the JJDPA? 
The Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act (JJDPA), the major vehicle for juvenile justice 
reform at the federal level, was first passed in 1974 and most recently reauthorized in 2002.1 The 
JJDPA embodies a partnership between the federal government and the U.S. states, territories and the 
District of Columbia to protect children and youth in the juvenile and criminal justice system, to 
effectively address high-risk and delinquent behavior, and to improve community safety.   
 
It is the only federal law that sets out national standards for the custody and care of youth in the 
juvenile justice system, provides direction and support for state juvenile justice system improvements, 
and supports programs and practices that have significantly contributed to the reduction of juvenile 
crime and delinquency.  
 
What are the current JJDPA jail removal and sight and sound separation core protections? 
In order to be eligible for funds under the JJDPA, States must comply with four core protections 
including the Adult Jail and Lockup removal protection and the Sight and Sound Separation 
protection. 
 

 Jail removal core protection: Currently protects youth who are under the jurisdiction of the 
juvenile justice system and prohibits these youth from being held in adult jails and lock-ups 
except  in very limited circumstances, such as while waiting  for transport to appropriate 
juvenile facilities.2 
 

 Sight and sound core protection: In the very limited circumstances where youth are 
permitted to be placed in adult jails and lock-ups, the sight and sound core protection limits 
the contact these youth have with adult inmates.3 

 
How should these protections be strengthened? 
While these core protections have worked to keep most children out of adult jails for 40 years, the 
JJDPA’s jail removal and sight and sound core protections do not apply to youth charged as adults. 
On any given night in America, approximately 6200 children are held in adult jails and prisons.4  
Approximately 100,000 youth are admitted into local adult facilities and prisons each year.5 
 
To close this loophole, Congress should amend the JJDPA to extend the jail removal and sight and 
sound protections of the Act to all youth, regardless of whether they are awaiting trial in juvenile or 
adult court. In the limited exceptions allowed under the JJDPA where youth can be held in adult 
facilities, they should have no sight or sound contact with adult inmates.  
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Why are these changes needed? 
The original intent of the JJDPA was to recognize the unique needs of youth in the criminal justice 
system and establish a separate system to specifically address these needs.  One of these unique needs 
for youth is protection from the dangers of adult jails.  Another goal of the law is to prevent 
delinquency and reduce the likelihood that youth involved in the system will reoffend.  Keeping 
juveniles out of adult facilities and the adult justice system serves these goals. 
 
Placing youth in adult jails has dire consequences:  

 Youth are in extreme danger when held in adult facilities.  Jailers and Corrections officials are 
faced with a “no win” situation when youth are placed in adult facilities: they can't keep youth 
safe and segregating youth in isolation/solitary confinement creates a different, but equally 
harmful result. 
 

 Youth who are held in adult facilities are at the greatest risk of sexual victimization.  According 
to research by the Bureau of Justice Statistics, youth under the age of 18 represented 21 
percent of all substantiated victims of inmate-on-inmate sexual violence in jails in 2005, and 13 
percent in 2006 – surprisingly high since only one percent of jail inmates are juveniles.  The 
National Prison Rape Elimination Commission found that “more than any other group of 
incarcerated persons, youth incarcerated with adults are probably at the highest risk for sexual 
abuse.”    
 

 Many children are often placed in isolation which can produce harmful consequences, 
including death. Youth are frequently locked down 23 hours a day in small cells with no 
natural light. These conditions can cause anxiety, paranoia, and exacerbate existing mental 
disorders and put youth at risk of suicide.  In fact, youth housed in adult jails are 36 times 
more likely to commit suicide than are youth housed in juvenile detention facilities.6 
  

 Youth placed in adult jails are at great risk of physical assault. Over 75 percent of youth who 
have reported sexual victimization while detained reported experiencing physical force or 
threat of force. Over a quarter of the victims reported being injured in at least one of the 
incidents.7 

 Youth have the highest suicide rates of all inmates in jails.  Research has found that youth are 
19 times more likely to commit suicide in jail than youth in the general population and 36 
times more likely to commit suicide in an adult jail than in a juvenile detention facility.8 
 

 Most youth are denied educational and rehabilitative services that are necessary for their stage 
in development when in adult facilities.  A survey of adult facilities found that 40% of jails 
provided no educational services at all, only 11% provided special education services, and a 
mere 7% provided vocational training.9  
 

 Youth sentenced as adults receive an adult criminal record.  These youth are often denied 
employment and educational opportunities, and can be barred from receiving student financial 
aid.10 
 

 Many children held in adult jails are ultimately transferred back to juvenile court or have their 
cases dismissed.11   Yet, their experience in adult jail is likely to have long lasting negative 
consequences.  
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Sentencing youth as adults costs more and does not reduce crime:  

 Research shows that young people who are kept in the juvenile justice system are less likely to 
re-offend than young people who are transferred into the adult system. According to the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, youth who are transferred from the juvenile court 
system to the adult criminal system are approximately 34% more likely than youth retained in 
the juvenile court system to be re-arrested for violent or other crime. 12 

 
 Incarcerating young people in juvenile detention facilities costs between $32,000 and $65,000 

per year.13 Operating just one bed over a twenty-year period can cost between $1.25 million 
and $1.5 million.14 

 
 Alternatives to incarcerating youth not only reduce crime, but save money. Research has 

shown that every dollar spent on evidence-based programs [e.g., Multidimensional Treatment 
Foster Care (MTFC), Multisystemic Therapy (MST), and Functional Family Therapy (FFT)] 
can yield up to $13 in cost savings.15  

 
 Early interventions that prevent high-risk youth from engaging in repeat criminal offenses save 

taxpayer dollars. This can save the public nearly $5.7 million in costs over a lifetime.16 
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