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2.2. Juvenile justice system case processing: from the arrest to the sentencing 

2.2.1. State statutes define who is under the jurisdiction of juvenile court

In most States, the juvenile court has original jurisdiction over all youth charged with a law violation who were below the age of 18 at the time of the offense, arrest, and/or referral to court (see appendix, figure 1, page 123).

Since 1975, four States have changed their age criteria: Alabama increased its upper age of original jurisdiction from 15 to 16 in 1976, and to 17 in 1977; Wyoming reduced its upper age from 18 to 17 in 1993, and New Hampshire and Wisconsin lowered their upper age from 17 to 16 in 1996. In many States, the juvenile court has original jurisdiction over young adults who committed offenses while juveniles. Many States have statutory exceptions to basic age criteria. The exceptions, related to the youth’s age, alleged offense and/or prior court history, place certain youth under the original jurisdiction of the criminal court. In some States, a combination of the youth’s age, offense, and prior record, places the youth under the original jurisdiction of both the juvenile and criminal courts. In those situations, the prosecutor has the authority to decide which court will initially handle the case. In some States, the juvenile court may impose adult correctional sanctions on certain adjudicated delinquents that extend the term of confinement well beyond the upper age of juvenile jurisdiction.

2.2.2. How do juveniles enter the juvenile justice system?

At arrest, a decision is made either to send the matter further into the justice system or to divert the case out of the system, often into alternative programs. Usually, the decision is taken after talking to the victim, the juvenile and the parents, and after reviewing the juvenile’s prior contacts with the juvenile justice system.

In 1996, approximately one quarter of all juveniles arrested were handled within the police department and then released. Those juveniles were warned by police and then released, usually to parents, relatives or friends. The remaining juveniles were referred to court intake, the next step in the juvenile justice system. It means that nearly 7 in 10 arrested juveniles were referred to juvenile court. 22
Law enforcement accounted for 85% of all delinquency cases referred to juvenile court in 1996. The remaining referrals were made by others such as parents, victims, schools and probation officers. 23
In 1996, U.S. courts with juvenile jurisdiction handled an estimated 1.8 million cases in which the juvenile was charged with a delinquency offense, i.e. an offense for which an adult could be prosecuted in criminal court. An individual may be involved in more than one case during the year. The estimated annual ratio of cases to juveniles is about 3 crimes to 2 juveniles. Therefore, juvenile courts handled about 1.2 million individual juveniles charged with delinquency cases in 1996. 24

2.2.3. The processing of a case through the juvenile justice system

Secure detention

A youth may be placed in a secure juvenile detention facility at various points during the processing of their case through the juvenile justice system. 

When a case is referred to juvenile court, intake staff may decide to hold the youth in a detention facility whilst the case is being processed. In general they do so if there is reason to believe the youth is a threat to the community, will be at risk if returned to the community, or may fail to appear at an upcoming hearing. The youth may also be detained for diagnostic evaluation purposes. A youth may very well be detained and released more than once between case referral and disposition as the case is processed.

National juvenile court statistics show that regardless of offense, males are more likely to be detained than females. In 1996, males accounted for 83% of all cases involving detention. Moreover, it is a fact that white juveniles are less likely to be detained than black juveniles and juveniles of other races. Secure detention was nearly twice as likely in 1996 for cases involving black youths as for cases involving Whites. 25
Formal / informal case processing

Soon after a case is referred to juvenile court, an intake officer or prosecutor decides whether to handle the case formally or informally.

Informal processing is considered when the decisionmakers (police, probation officers, intake workers, prosecutors, or other screening officers) believe that accountability and rehabilitation can be achieved without the use of formal court intervention. Informal sanctions are voluntary; the court cannot force a juvenile to comply with an informal disposition. If the court decides to handle the matter informally (in lieu of formal prosecution), then the offender agrees to comply with one or more sanctions such as community service, victim restitution, or voluntary probation supervision. When informally handled, the case is generally held open pending the successful completion of the informal disposition. Upon successful completion of those arrangements, the charges against the offender are dismissed. If the offender does not fulfill the court’s conditions for informal handling, the case is likely to be reopened and thus formally prosecuted. In 1996, for example, juvenile courts dismissed nearly half of all informally handled cases (about 45%).

Formal case handling involves the filing of a “petition” requesting that the court hold an adjudicatory or waiver hearing. Adjudicatory hearings are used to establish responsibility (analogous to determining guilt or innocence) for an alleged delinquent act. Compared with cases handled informally, formally processed delinquency cases tend to involve more serious offenses, older juveniles, and those who have longer court history.

Adjudication

A youth referred to juvenile court for a delinquency offense may be adjudicated (judged to be) a delinquent after admitting to the charges in the case, or after the court finds sufficient evidence to conclude, beyond a reasonable doubt, that the youth committed the acts alleged in the petition.

In 1996, 58% of all formally processed delinquency cases resulted in an adjudication. The proportion of formal cases adjudicated in 1996 varied by offense, sex, race and age of the offender. 

	Percentage of all formally processed delinquency cases resulting in an adjudication

	Percentage per type of offense

	58 %
	Of person offense cases

	59 %
	Of property offense cases

	58 %
	Of drug law violation cases 

	58 %
	Of public order offense cases

	
	

	Percentage per sex of offenders

	53 %
	Of female offenders

	58 %
	Of male offenders

	

	Percentage per race of offenders

	55 %
	Of black offenders

	59 %
	Of white offenders

	66 %
	Of offenders of other races

	
	

	Percentage per age of offenders

	55 %
	Of offenders below age 14

	60 %
	Of offenders aged 14 and 15

	58 %
	Of 16 year old offenders 

	55 %
	Of 17 year old offenders


The lower rate of adjudications in person offense cases may reflect in part the fact that person offense cases are more likely than other cases to be judicially waived to criminal court.

What happens once a youth is adjudicated

Most adjudicated delinquency cases result in residential placement or formal probation. In 28% of all adjudicated delinquency cases, the court ordered the youth to residential placement such as training school, camp, ranch, drug treatment or private placement facility. Generally, if adjudicated delinquents are not placed out of home, they are placed on formal probation. In 54% of adjudicated delinquency cases, probation was the most severe sanction ordered. 

The remaining 18% of adjudicated delinquency cases received other sanctions such as confinement in juvenile probation camps, boot camps or other detention facilities. 

Confidentiality

Although legal and social records maintained by law enforcement agencies and juvenile courts have traditionally been confidential, legislatures have recently made significant changes in how information about juvenile offenders is treated by the juvenile justice system. The juvenile code in most States specifies which individuals or agencies are allowed access to such records. Many States open records to schools and youth-serving agencies as well as individuals and agencies within the justice system. However, access is not necessarily unlimited or automatic; it may be restricted to certain parts of the record and may require a court order. In all States, statutes allow those with a “legitimate interest” to have at least partial access to juvenile court or law enforcement records. “Interested parties” generally must obtain the court’s permission to gain access. 

During 1996 and 1997 legislative sessions, 11 States enacted new laws permitting or requiring the juvenile court to notify the school district regarding juveniles charged with or convicted of serious or violent crimes. 

Since the end of 1997, 46 States and the District of Columbia allow law enforcement agencies to fingerprint juveniles who have been arrested for felonies or who have reached a certain age. 

In 45 States and the District of Columbia, statutes allow photographing of juveniles under certain circumstances, for criminal history record purposes. Juvenile codes in 42 States allow names, and sometimes even pictures and court records of juveniles involved in delinquency proceedings to be released to the media.

2.2.4. General overview of the Juvenile justice system case processing

[image: image1.wmf] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Crime

 

Arrest

 

Referral to court

 

No referral 

 

to court

 

Case handled 

 

within the 

 

police department

 

Formal petition

 

Informal processing

 

 

 (no petition)

 

Waived to 

 

criminal court

 

Placement

 

Probation

 

Other sanctions *

 

Case dismissed

 

Adjudicated

 

Non

-

 

adjudicated

 

Placement

 

Probation

 

Other sanctions *

 

Case dismissed

 

Placement

 

Probation

 

Other sanctions **

 

Case dismissed

 

* informal sanctions, such as community service, or victim restitution  

 

** sanctions such as community service, victim restitut

ion, or serving a certain amount of months in a boot camp, juvenile camp or 

other juvenile detention facilities

 


How were delinquency cases processed in juvenile courts in 1996?

The following chart shows how delinquency cases were processed in juvenile courts in 1996. We can see that out of 1,000 cases, only a bit more than half were petitioned, and finally 323 youths, that is approximately one-third of all cases referred to juvenile court, were adjudicated delinquents.
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In certain cases, juveniles may be tried in criminal court; this is what “Waived” refers to in the preceding chart, and is to be developed in the next part of this chapter.

Processing of delinquency cases in juvenile courts in 1996, for every 1,000 delinquency cases referred to juvenile court
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Source: Snyder, Howard S. and Melissa Sickmund.  Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 1999 National Report ( Pittsburgh, PA: NCJJ, 1999 ).








