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Girls Inc. believes that a strong federal role in juvenile justice EE q:ﬂ@

administration is essential to protecting girls in the system, and to

stemming the increase in female juvenile arrests. Nearly 70 local Girls Inspiring all girls

Inc. affiliates serve girls on referral from the juvenile justice system, :‘:nl;?tsggg% olgM

offering proven, research-based programs to reduce violence and
substance abuse among girls, and informing our advocacy in this critical
area.

Overall juvenile offending has decreased over the past decade, but the
proportion of female juvenile offenders has steadily increased, continuing a
20-year trend. Between 1985 and 2002, the overall dehn(}uency caseload for
females increased 92%, while it increased 29% for males.” More recently, from
1994 to 2003, juvenile arrests declined 18% overall but only 3% for girls.2
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(Source: FBI Uniform Crime Reports for the United States, 1995-2004)

The proportional increase in female juvenile offending holds across almost ail
offense categories. Girls’ arrests have elther increased more or decreased less than
boys’ in 24 out of 28 offense categories.’
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The juvenile justice system remains under-equipped to handle the increased
presence of girls. Because boys still dominate in the juvenile justice system, a
system that evolved fargely to respond fo offenses committed by boys, juvenile
facilities, staffing, and policies have been slow to respond to the girl population.
Extensive research has documented shortcomings, failures, and even dangerous
situations for both boys and girls that must be addressed. At the same time,
research points to significant differences in the male and female population that
call for a gender-responsive approach:

o Girls rarely commit violent offenses. Of the offenses girls commit, only
15% involve physical violence. The majority of offenses committed by
girls are property crimes and status offenses (running away, liquor laws,
curfew and loitering laws violations).

Percentage of arrests of juvenile females, 2005, by offense’
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¢ Girls are disproportionately arrested for running away from home.
Though girls represent 29% of total juvenile arrests made in 2005, they
accounted for 58% of the runaway arrests.” Girls often run away to flee
violence or other abuse in the home, and are known to “self-medicate”
through alcohol and other illegal substances if they are depressed or being
abused. Under current law, runaways and other status offenders who
violate parole can be, and frequently are, incarcerated.

e Girls often enter the juvenile justice system with a history of
emotional, physical, and sexual abuse. Of girls in juvenile correctional
facilities, 61% had been physically abused, and 54% had been sexually
abused.® One federal study found that females with histories of childhood
abuse or neglect were 73% more likely than those without such histories to
be arrested for property, alcohol, drug, and misdemeanor offenses, a higher
effect than for boys.”
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e Girls are often re-traumatized once incarcerated. Girls are more likely
than boys to be sexually victimized while in a facility.® Many girls are
subjected to excessive physical force by staff in response to minor rules
violations that pose no threat to security or safety. They are often denied
mental health, educational, and other rehabilitative services they need.’
One report of girls in New York girls’ facilities described frequent strip
searches and forcible restraints, which are physically and mentally
scarring.'®

¢ Female juvenile offenders have a high prevalence of mental and
substance abuse disorders. One federally funded study found that nearly
three quarters of girls in juvenile detention have at least one psychiatric
disorder (compared with two thirds of detained boys and 15% of youth in
the general population).'!

Systemic problems within the juvenile justice system are especially hard on
girls. Many girls in facilities are not under the care of adequately qualified or
trained staff.'> Also, too many girls are housed in co-ed facilities that were
designed through research on boys.!? A lack of oversight of facilities’ conditions
and a lack of response to inmates’ grievances further emphasizes the need for
reform within the juvenile justice system.'* To cite a particularly grievous
example, an investigation by the Assistant Attorney General of Mississippi found
an instance of girls being placed naked in a windowless, dark isolation cell, with
only a drain in the floor, for as long as three days to a week at a time. The facility
had no separate logbook to record the use of this isolation cell, resulting in no
documentation of these abusive punishments.'’

Like boys of color, girls of color are overrepresented in all stages of the
juvenile justice system. While youth of color represent 34% of the nation’s
population, they account for 67% of youth committed to public facilities. African
American youth are six times more likely to be incarcerated than white youth for
comparable offenses, and ethnic bias among female juvenile offense cases is
evident. Seven of every 10 cases involving white girls are dismissed, compared
with only three of every 10 cases involving African American girls.16

Recommendations

Girls Inc. calls on Congress to reauthorize the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention Act in the 110" Congress with an increased emphasis on prevention;
specific funding for programs to address girls’ needs; deinstitutionalization of
status offenders; improvements in education, health (including mental health), and
safety for incarcerated youth; and monitoring and staff training for facilities.
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