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My name is Erica Bromley, and I am the Youth Justice Consultant for the CT Youth Services Association (CYSA). The Association leads, strengthens, supports, and advocates on behalf of a unified network of 102 Youth Service Bureaus (YSBs) serving 137 cities and towns mandated by CGS sec. 10-19m.  YSBs are dedicated to the well-being of Connecticut’s children, youth, and families.  CYSA is a professional organization advocating and working for its members to best serve youth and families across the state.  CYSA has been an integral part of the YSB system since its founding in 1972.
I am here today to discuss youth justice. Before I begin, however, I want to encourage all of you and, in fact, the entire state   to move away from using the word “juvenile”, which has many negative connotations, and move towards the use of the term “youth” in its place. 
Youth Justice has evolved significantly over the last 10 to 15 years. Connecticut is often viewed as a forward-thinking state regarding youth justice, but as we are all aware, there is still plenty of room to grow and evolve. Over the last 9 years, Connecticut has successfully removed all status offense behaviors from juvenile court jurisdiction, with these cases now being referred, mainly, to Youth Service Bureaus. Truancy and Defiance of School Rules were removed from Juvenile Court jurisdiction in 2016 and the remainder of the status offenses (Runaway, Beyond Control and Indecent and Immoral Conduct) followed in 2020. Connecticut also raised the age of jurisdiction to age 10 (which is lower than the age of 12 which was originally recommended), many of these cases being referred to a Youth Service Bureau or other community-based agency. While each change was appropriate and necessary, financial support for those community agencies now serving these youth never followed. It has created a significant strain on the system, specifically on our Youth Service Bureaus and Juvenile Review Boards. YSBs are statutorily designated as the coordinating units of these community-based services and are often faced with issues of staffing and capacity. 
Connecticut’s efforts have led to more diversion for our youth, which was the desired outcome. However, investment in the system that can meaningfully handle more and more youth, many of them disconnected from their community and schools, is necessary.
Throughout the years, community-based services, and diversion in particular, have become a more utilized and depended upon process. We know keeping youth out of court is important and should be the goal for as many youth as possible. The Juvenile Review Board (JRB) process in Connecticut is the main diversion vehicle for youth. JRBs have been in existence for over 50 years and have been evolving over the years to best meet the needs of our youth and follow evidence in best practice. Over the decades, the success rate for completion of the JRB process remains high. Investment in JRBs and diversion is critical to keeping more youth out of court and should be a process that is celebrated and supported. The earlier we can divert youth and reconnect them with their community and support systems, the less disconnection they will experience. 
During and after the pandemic we saw, through job loss, engagement concerns, and increased mental health issues, many negative impacts on our young people and their families, many of whom became disconnected. Instead of dismantling our system or rolling back reforms, which some continue to pursue, we need to invest in it to make it stronger! We also need to identify successful programs and promote, replicate, and support them. What is often missing is the individualization of services for our young people. There needs to be more options of programs and services, more programming proven to work, expansion of current programming with positive outcomes and long-term investments in the lives of our young people. We need mentors and educational advocates to support our youth who are struggling with their behavior or becoming increasingly disengaged. We need resources to support the hiring of more staff to provide programming and support promising programs. And most importantly, we need to identify youth who are struggling much earlier. We simply cannot wait until they are system involved, disengaged from school, or struggling with mental health issues. 
The most important thing to remember is, if we do not invest in our youth, and invest early, we will spend far more money and resources trying to climb out of that hole. Youth deserve to be supported, have options for support services and programs in their community, have caring adults in their lives, and not have to enter a system just to receive services.
DIVERSION IN Connecticut
Diversion is a critical component in reducing the impact of justice system involvement.  In Connecticut, we have a robust diversion process known as Juvenile Review Boards. There are 88 JRBs covering approximately 135 communities across the state. Diversion is utilized to keep youth from entering the formal juvenile justice system. Referrals generally come from either the police or from juvenile court, with a smaller number coming directly from school administration. Referrals from the police can come with or without an arrest, depending on the situation as well as the community and their individual practices. Referrals from juvenile court are made as a result of Risk Based Case Handling, a process utilized to eliminate discretion in making decisions on who is diverted and who is not. Any youth who screens at a low risk to recidivation is automatically diverted to the community (to a JRB or a particular program or service). This measure is also in place to best accommodate the risk level of a youth opposed to decision making based on charges or court history. This allows youth to be served more appropriately in their community. In FY ‘23, there were 2,561 youth served through the JRBs (and 2,243 served in FY ‘22). The rate of successful completion in FY ‘23 was over 76%.
Over the last five decades, adjustments to the process have been made. Recently, however, there has been a push to move to a more restorative justice foundation to best serve youth being diverted. Restorative Justice is an ancient practice which is becoming more and more common in the diversion and justice fields. There has been a sizeable shift in thinking from one of punishment to one of accountability. The CT Youth Services Association, in conjunction with DCF, has embarked on a pilot program to test new protocols and procedures for JRBs to operate in a restorative manner. Seven pilot sites have spent the last year piloting these new and updated protocols based on restorative justice. The restorative questions are used to explore the incident that occurred, who was harmed, how they were harmed and how they can fix the harm done. Together, the youth, parents and JRB members collectively create and agree to a plan to repair the harm done.  This process specifically focuses on holding youth accountable for their behavior. The goal, following the completion and analysis of the pilot, is to make any necessary adjustments and then implement the new protocols across the entire state.
CYSA will continue to advocate for and support its network of YSBs and JRBs. Their value is immeasurable, and their impact is extensive. YSBs and JRBs are already making significant changes in the lives of our youth, particularly those who are disconnected. CYSA and its member YSBs are eager to collaborate with the 119K Commission and Dalio Education to create a plan to re-engage our struggling and disconnected young people swiftly and effectively.
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