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Background 

In 2007, the Texas Legislature initiated major juvenile justice reforms after a sexual abuse scandal at the 

Texas Youth Commission (TYC) led to criminal investigations and a governor-ordered conservatorship. In 

2011, the Legislature abolished TYC along with the Texas Juvenile Probation Commission and merged 

their functions into the new Texas Juvenile Justice Department (TJJD). 

Today, TJJD is responsible for partnering with county governments, courts, and communities to promote 

public safety; provide a full continuum of services for justice-involved youth; and produce positive 

outcomes for youth, families, and communities. To carry out this mission, the agency performs a wide range 

of duties, including: 

• Housing and treating about 700 youth per day who have been adjudicated of a felony and committed 

to TJJD’s custody for placement in one of the state’s five secure facilities or five halfway houses.  

• Developing and implementing a statewide regionalization plan to divert youth from state custody and 

instead house and treat them in county-level facilities or in their communities. 

• Regulating, monitoring, and distributing grants to 165 county juvenile probation departments, which 

handle 98 percent of all juvenile referrals solely at the local level. 

 

Key Findings Related to the House Appropriations Committee1 

1. TJJD has been in a near-constant state of crisis since its creation, causing instability and limiting 

progress within the juvenile justice system. 

Though the average daily population in TJJD’s secure facilities has dropped by 50% since fiscal year 

2012, repeat controversies reinforce a distinct pattern at the agency. When scandals break, a leadership 

shakeup and fast-paced reform efforts quickly follow. Wary employees are hesitant to implement new 

priorities knowing time-intensive reforms may not survive the next upheaval. Staff frustrations, 

resource constraints, and reform fatigue intensify until another scandal breaks, restarting the cycle.  

In the last 15 years, TYC’s and later TJJD’s top administrative leadership has turned over 12 times, 

with most leaders staying on the job for less than two years. As executive directors and conservators 

moved in and out of the agency, its governing board failed to provide a consistent strategic direction, 

leaving short-term administrators with nearly all responsibility for getting TJJD on track. Meanwhile, 

investigations and reviews from external entities, such as the U.S. Department of Justice, Texas 

Rangers, Sunset, LBB, and SAO, continue to identify performance problems that weaken positive 

outcomes for youth, staff, and county partners. However, Sunset staff found perpetual instability and 

limited resources hinder TJJD’s efforts to effectively combat longstanding issues. 

 

2. Unparalleled staff shortages underscore all other problems at TJJD, threatening youth and staff 

safety while burdening county stakeholders. 

Sweeping leadership changes and reforms may shift the agency’s overall direction, but they do not 

address the primary cause of TJJD’s current turmoil: chronic understaffing. TJJD’s turnover rates are 

the worst among large agencies in Texas. In fiscal year 2021, TJJD’s turnover rate was 47% compared 

to 33% at TDCJ, 27% at HHSC, and 24% at DFPS. Juvenile correctional officers (JCOs) who supervise 

youth 24 hours each day reached a 71% turnover rate in fiscal year 2021 compared to a 40% rate among 

TDCJ’s adult correctional officers. That year, case managers who conduct rehabilitative programming, 

family outreach, and treatment coordination reached a 50% turnover rate. Annual surveys show poor 

working conditions and low pay consistently contribute to vacancies. Last fiscal year, the average salary 

for TJJD’s JCOs and case managers fell roughly $10,000 below pay for CPS’ caseworkers. 

 
1 This summary focuses on Issue 1 of the Sunset staff report. Issues 2-5 discuss board engagement, barriers to entry 

for county-level juvenile justice employees, and needed oversight changes, among other topics. 



Understaffing heightens youth and staff safety risks, forces facility lockdowns, limits access to 

rehabilitation, and increases dangerous behaviors. In fiscal year 2021, TJJD reported over 6,500 suicide 

alerts at its secure facilities, an increase of about 40% since 2019. During this same time period, major 

rule violations identified as assaults on staff increased by 23%. The agency’s internal problems are no 

longer confined to its own facilities. Faced with escalating COVID-19 cases and widespread vacancies, 

TJJD stopped accepting new youth from county detention facilities multiple times since 2020. As a 

result, counties managing their own staffing issues must house youth committed to the state’s care, 

which amplifies a preexisting capacity crisis in local detention facilities and increases safety concerns. 

As of September 2, 132 committed youth were awaiting transfer to a TJJD facility. 

 

3. Perpetual crisis management in the state facilities prevents full adoption of successful reforms. 

Consumed by understaffing challenges, TJJD struggles to devote additional resources and attention to 

legislatively mandated regionalization reforms that can keep youth closer to home, improve system 

outcomes, and alleviate staffing pressures in state facilities. Research shows youth committed to state 

custody are 21% more likely to be rearrested within one year than comparable peers supervised at the 

county level. State commitments also cost hundreds of dollars more per day, per youth than local 

residential placements and community-based programming. However, TJJD and its county partners 

cannot maximize these public safety, rehabilitative, and efficiency benefits within current resources. 

While regionalization reforms helped the agency and counties divert over 1,000 youth from state 

custody since 2015, Sunset staff found TJJD lacks the capacity to prioritize, fully develop, and expand 

these efforts. Existing grant programs show promise, but counties require clearer incentives and greater 

support to safely and effectively shift more justice-involved youth from the state to the local level. 

 

Relevant Recommendations  

Sunset staff concluded financial investments are needed to reduce TJJD’s employee turnover and bolster 

diversion efforts so the state can improve safety, increase focus on proven reforms, and ultimately operate 

fewer large facilities moving forward. Staff also recommended a shortened six-year continue date so the 

Legislature can assess TJJD’s progress and explore additional diversion options more quickly. The Sunset 

Commission will vote on these recommendations at its next meeting on November 10.  

Rec. 1.1. The House Appropriations and Senate Finance committees should consider increasing 

TJJD’s appropriation to stabilize staffing levels and ensure the agency accomplishes its statutory 

regionalization duties. 

This recommendation directs TJJD to analyze its staffing and funding needs, including pay raises, non-

salary incentives, and increased regionalization staffing, based on criteria outlined in the Sunset staff report. 

TJJD included the results of this analysis in its LAR, which outlines exceptional item requests related to 

salary increases, retention initiatives, and staff support. 

Rec. 1.2. Require TJJD to update its regionalization plan biennially to ensure its contents are up-to-

date and actionable. 

Under this recommendation, TJJD and stakeholders would routinely develop work steps designed to fill 

gaps in local services and expand regional capacity by increasing bedspace designated for multi-county use. 

Rec. 1.3. Authorize TJJD to incentivize diversion within and collaboration between Texas counties 

through its grantmaking processes.  

This recommendation would clearly authorize TJJD to incorporate formal diversion incentives into its 

funding formula for county juvenile probation departments and into protocols for competitive grant 

programs so TJJD can broaden regionalization impacts and maximize its use of state resources. 

Rec. 2.1. Require the board to provide oversight and accountability for duties delegated to staff. 

This recommendation would require TJJD’s board to conduct consistent performance monitoring of key 

duties carried out by staff, including policy development and responses to youth rights violations. 

 

If you have any follow-up questions, please contact Rachel Gandy, project manger for the TJJD review, at 

512-463-1937 or rachel.gandy@sunset.texas.gov.  

mailto:rachel.gandy@sunset.texas.gov
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County referral waitlists have expanded over time
Waitlist
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The state has struggled to keep pace with commitment levels
TJJD Admissions
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March 2020 April 2021



Over time, higher acuity youth are being committed to TJJD
TJJD Now Has Highest Risk Profile Ever

4

Youth Committed by FY –
Mental Health Treatment Needs

Youth Committed by FY –
Violent Offender Treatment Needs

Moderate NeedModerate Need

High Need

High Need

• 54% of committed youth now need 
high violent offender treatment

• Only 6% in 2013

• 77% of committed youth now need 
moderate mental health treatment

• Only 20% in 2013



State secure facilities are well over capacity, growing the waitlist 
Current Distribution of Secure Population
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Gainesville

Ron Jackson Mart

Giddings

Evins

Facility Youth Staffable
Capacity

Percent of 
Capacity

Evins 129 83 155%

Giddings 90 43 209%

Gainesville 111 69 161%

Mart 187 114 164%

Ron Jackson 53 33 161%

Total 570 342 167%

Waitlisted 
Youth 140



State secure facility problems aggravate problems at local levels
System in Crisis
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TJJD

Probation

Community

Waitlist

Reduced capacity for 
severe offenders

Increased risk

TJJD Youth stay in county detention

Severe offenders stay in community



7Source: State Auditor’s Office

4,000+  HR Contacts
369 Interviewed
122 Hired
92 Remained after 30 days
35  Remained after 180 days
9 Remain today

Low retention + aggressive hiring and recruiting = high turnover
Severe Turnover Caused by Churn

Juvenile Correctional Officer Hiring Sample
December 2021 – February 2022 72%

71%

FY21 JCO Turnover

FY22 JCO Turnover
(estimated)



Part 1: Historically Steady Losses
TJJD JCO Hiring
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Steady net losses had been the norm at 
TJJD since FY2017. These losses 
escalated in FY2019.

= JCO’s Hired = JCO’s Terminated 
(all types, mostly
resignations)

= Net JCO gain/loss



Part 2: Aggressive Recruiting
TJJD JCO Hiring
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TJJD responded to this 
trend by aggressively 
recruiting new JCO’s 
following Texas Model 
kickoff. 

Recruitment drive 
successfully recouped some 
prior losses.

= JCO’s Hired = JCO’s Terminated 
(all types, mostly
resignations)

= Net JCO gain/loss



Part 3: Covid Losses
TJJD JCO Hiring
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Despite elevated hiring 
numbers and initial TX Model 
success, TJJD suffered 
severe net losses during the 
initial pandemic waves.

After Delta, there were signs 
of recovery.

= JCO’s Hired = JCO’s Terminated 
(all types, mostly
resignations)

= Net JCO gain/loss



Part 4: Great Resignation Losses
TJJD JCO Hiring
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When the “Great Resignation” began April 2021, 
TJJD suffered catastrophic JCO staffing losses on top 
of prior Covid-related losses.

= JCO’s Hired = JCO’s Terminated 
(all types, mostly
resignations)

= Net JCO gain/loss



Part 5: Stabilizing, but More Remediation Needed
TJJD JCO Hiring
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Net staffing losses appear to have stabilized in 
2022, albeit at a greatly diminished level and at 
a cost of increasing burnout + large waitlist.

TJJD cannot absorb waitlist at current staffing 
levels.

= JCO’s Hired = JCO’s Terminated 
(all types, mostly
resignations)

= Net JCO gain/loss



Staffing drives services available to youth. Low staffing = reduced services
New Programming models

1. Normal: 1:8 or enhanced ratios met, campus at normal processes

2. Hybrid Staffing: Inadequate staffing for Normal. Case managers and 
teachers work in correctional roles.

3. Partial Lockdown: 

a) Mobile teams move from dorm to dorm to engage in programming for 
as long as possible throughout the day.

b) Lockdown without mobile teams, but for only a shift or partial shift, 
e.g. 4 hours out of a day and the rest is normal programming.

4. Total Lockdown: Minimal staff available. Campus focus on youth 
safety. No programming occurs. Youth remain in rooms all day.

13Source: Feb 2022. “Programming Strategies PowerPoint” TJJD 
Board Book



Percent of facility-days each month spent under restriction, system-wide
Facility Programming Restrictions
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Total
LockdownNormal Hybrid Partial 

Lockdown
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Greatest impact of any change, but still not recovered to pre-Covid levels
April 15% Differential Made Up for Inflation

FY of Hire Inflation-Adjusted 
Starting Salary

New JCOs Lost Within 
30 Days of Hire

Q4 2019 $36,238 12%
2020 $36,056 13%
2021 $35,019 19%
2022 – before differential $33,194 26%
2022 – after differential $36,414 14%

Inflation baseline is average of June, July, August 2019
June 2019 is oldest reliable salary data
FY 2022 is only through July 2022, most recent available month
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Pay raise had strong impact on number of JCO applicants
Advertising Pay Raise Increased Applications

Facility 3/2022 – 6/2022
(before raise)

7/2022 – 8/2022
(after raise)

% Increase

Giddings 0.9 1.7 + 93%
Mart 2.0 2.7 + 33%
Ron Jackson 0.4 0.8 + 98%
Gainesville 0.4 0.8 + 94%
Evins 2.6 4.2 + 62%

Total 6.3 10.1 + 61%

JCO Applications per day



1. Stabilize the system in the short-term to alleviate crisis
TJJD Exceptional Item Requests
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Short-Term: Stabilize the System $104,263,560 

1 15% Salary Increase Direct Care $6,306,924 Fund baseline for direct care increase initiated July 2022

2 Probation Staff Salary Increase $27,957,800 Salary stipend for all certified JSO and JPOs

3 Office of Inspector General Positions $4,062,088 Funding to allow full staffing of OIG needs

4 Additional Direct Care Salary Increase $12,671,250 Additional 8.7% salary increase for direct care positions

5 Staff Retention Initiatives $10,831,636 Funding to support retention efforts 

6 Validated Risk and Needs Assessment $3,000,000 State funded assessment for probation

7 Maintain Individual Diversion Target $8,890,000  25% increase for individual diversion placement costs

8 Pre/Post Adjudication Placement $12,390,648 25% increase for Pre/Post Adjudication strategy

9 Cost of Living Adjustment $14,178,214 15% increase for Teachers and all Non Direct Care staff

10 UTMB Staff Salaries $3,975,000 Salary increase for UTMB nurses and staff



2. Strengthen probation with diversion opportunities and capacity
TJJD Exceptional Item Requests
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Medium-Term: Strengthen Diversion $74,611,060 

11 Reentry Support, Probation and State $4,138,500 Reentry liaisons for each region wrap around services

12 Pre/Post Adjudication Capacity $22,000,000 Funding for 40 pre and 70 post adjudication beds

13 Prevention and Intervention $540,000 Funding to increase prevention and intervention grants

14 Regional Diversion Capacity $7,000,000 Funding for community based programming 

15 Probation System Support $932,560 Funding for positions to support probation activities

16 Regional Post Adjudication Center $40,000,000 Funding to construct 1 regional post adjudication facility

8 Pre/Post Adjudication Placement $12,390,648 25% increase for Pre/Post Adjudication strategy

9 Cost of Living Adjustment $14,178,214 15% increase for Teachers and all Non Direct Care staff

10 UTMB Staff Salaries $3,975,000 Salary increase for UTMB nurses and staff



3. Sustain with small facilities near urban centers, continue oversight
TJJD Exceptional Item Requests

19

Long-term: Sustain Facilities $133,061,150 
17 Deferred Maintenance $        13,061,150 Maintenance, life safety projects, and IT needs

18 New Facilities Urban Areas $      120,000,000 Funding for 3 small facilities in strategically locations

Office of Inspector General $3,729,528 

19 OIG Schedule C Placement $          3,637,080 Placement of OIG on salary Schedule C

20 OIG IRC Specialist $                92,448 IRC Specialist for OIG

Office of Independent Ombudsman $293,540 

21 Office of Independent Ombudsman $             293,540 Office of Independent Ombudsman



Stabilize, Strengthen, Sustain
TJJD Exceptional Item Requests
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Total Request $315,958,838

Short-Term: Stabilize the System $104,263,560 

Medium-Term: Strengthen Diversion $74,611,060 

Long-Term: Sustain Facilities $133,061,150 

Office of Inspector General $3,729,528 

Office of Independent Ombudsman $293,540 



 
 

House Appropriations Committee Hearing 
Sept 9, 2022, 8AM 

Texas Capitol Extension, room E.1030 
 

Regarding the current situation at the Texas Juvenile Justice Department.  

My name is Jill Mata, and I am the Chief Juvenile Probation Officer for Bexar County. For 
context, prior to joining the Probation Department four (4) years ago, I spent four (4) years as 
General Counsel for TJJD, and prior to that I was a Juvenile Prosecutor in Bexar County for over 
25 years.  We are a large urban Department that includes San Antonio. We run a detention 
facility, with a maximum capacity of 278 beds and a 96 bed post adjudication secure treatment 
facility. We have contracts with many surrounding counties to help them with detention and 
placement, however due to pandemic related staffing issues we suspended the intakes of all 
out of county children about eight (8) months ago so that we could concentrate on attempting 
to meet the needs of our jurisdiction. 

 
1) How did the pandemic affect your Department’s operations? 

 
Our county is experiencing the very same workforce challenges as TJJD. It is a bit easier to 
manage since we only have two (2) facilities and they are geographically closer than the state’s 
facilities, but it is by far our biggest current challenge.   

Many of our tenured staff chose early retirement, and the numbers of new applicants 
plummeted as many were not comfortable engaging in direct care work, especially when the 
coronavirus was almost impossible to prevent or successfully treat. At one point we 
experienced almost a 50% vacancy rate. Existing staff are still overworked, and many are new 
and barely trained. Staff and children are required to wear masks, which create a contraband 
and safety issues, as many youth remove and hide the strings and metal nose strips. 

We also had to screen, separate and quarantine children based on their COVID status, rather 
than place according to their presenting needs. Visitation with parents, and attorneys became 
virtual, as did detention hearings and court appearances, and this took considerable effort to 
set up.  

We have utilized several creative solutions to improve recruitment, hiring, and retention, but it 
has been a huge struggle. Our approach has been to provide various forms of incentive pay and 
we have increased the rate we provide to our afterhours (“pool”) staff, who are usually 
Probation Officers who also hold a JSO certification. Starting this year we also now require that 
all of our Probation Officers hold dual certifications so that we are prepared for any emergency; 
however, this places a great strain on the Probation Officers to work in this additional capacity. 

We have also worked on improving culture throughout this time, by having senior staff 
frequently visit and work in detention, providing snacks for those JSOs who are kept over their 
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shift, encouraging and responding to staff using the suggestion box, and acknowledging good 
achievements. Until the sheer numbers improve, it is hard to improve culture, but it is a daily 
conversation. 

Our commitment to training throughout this crisis is also important as folks feel the investment 
we make in them. We also encourage those who want to quit, to have conversations with their 
entire chain of command, in order to see if we can improve and accommodate a specific need 
or concern. Our county has provided two (2) 5% salary adjustment over the past 12 months, 
however there is no immediate plan to increase the pay grade for the JSO positions in the 
upcoming budget. 

 
2) How as the backlog of committed youth affected your operations? 

 
The backlog has had a direct negative impact on urban county operations as we are housing 
almost 20 children who have been committed by our courts to TJJD for rehabilitative services. 
These are youth who pose a direct threat to community safety and have either not been 
amenable to the many attempts at treatment at the county level or have committed serious 
violent offenses that warrant commitment.  

Committed youth pending transfer to TJJD once waited only days for transport, and are now 
with us for months waiting for beds to open up at the State. This issue has been exacerbated by 
pandemic related delays in court processes leading up to the child’s commitment. Children 
committed to TJJD often feel that they have little reason to follow rules in our facilities. Many 
are frustrated and unruly, posing greater risk to themselves, other children and to our staff. 

The almost 20 beds currently utilized by these children impact our ability to hold, monitor, and 
intervene with local kids who pose a risk to our community and we are unable to provide beds 
for children who pose a danger in the smaller surrounding communities that contract with us 
for space. At a care cost of approximately $200-400 per day, keeping TJJD committed children 
for months, waiting for bed space to open up, has a significant negative fiscal impact on our 
community.  

We are working with TJJD to provide interim treatment for the children awaiting transfer to 
TJJD, as it will provide hope and some incentive for those kids to engage in prosocial, positive 
behaviors. These children however, need an effective capital or violent offender program for 
highly criminogenic youth with complex needs. They are the most challenging population for 
counties to treat due to their highly specialized needs and the challenges encountered when 
trying to ensure separation of this notably small subset of youth from lower criminogenic risk 
youth. Treatment interventions for these high risk children should be trauma informed, should 
appropriately address accountability and responsibility, and should be extremely tailored to 
developing the tools and skills necessary for a child to change their maladaptive behaviors.  
Most therapists who specialize in this work will tell you that this subset of youth have potential 
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to change, but require a higher level of structure and intense programing in order to develop 
the necessary insight and skills, in an environment that does not jeopardize the safety and 
treatment of less criminogenic youth. When providing that level of treatment to such a small 
number of youth, we compromise our ability to successfully provide treatment for the far 
majority of our youth who are less criminogenic, in terms of space, staffing and programming 
bandwidth. We are committed to helping through the crisis; however, creating special 
programming for the TJJD youth will detract from the work that we need to do for our local 
kids, who are more highly amenable to treatment and successful through supervision in the 
community.  

There is a valuable and necessary role for TJJD, both in the strategically limited oversight of 
community systems and for developmentally appropriate treatment of highly criminogenic 
youth. 

Dividing the Agency, and moving Institutions to the adult system would be counterproductive 
and counterintuitive to this work. TDCJ has their own very challenging and important work to 
do. Taking on the Juvenile Corrections piece would significantly detract from their mission and 
responsibilities. The significant and elevated risks and liabilities associated with juvenile 
populations, the training and supervision standards, the federal and state oversight, and the 
interplay between juvenile justice, child welfare and education systems make this work unique 
and not interchangeable. 

In conclusion, much effort and progress has been made to improve juvenile justice in Texas 
over the past 20 years and we have seen the positive results of those reforms, with fewer kids 
being referred and moving deeper in the system. Our Texas Juvenile Justice Stakeholders have 
the expertise, creativity and professional will to improve our system and make it work for our 
communities and our children. What we desperately need is an established guiding coalition 
with enough power to shape, implement and sustain these efforts, and that power comes from 
the support of our political stakeholders who will fight for the resources needed to get the job 
done.  
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