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INTRODUCTION
 

Imagine the good that could be done in a child’s life with an 
annual investment of $289,287.

Instead, New Jersey is spending this much this year to 
incarcerate each young person in a state youth prison.1 

With 188 kids locked up, on average, this year,2 this amounts 
to New Jersey spending an astounding $54,385,956 on youth 
incarceration alone. This shocking expenditure comes at a time 
when our state’s youth prisons are almost two-thirds empty,3 

and when almost a quarter of the young people released from 
youth facilities return within three years.4 

And one thing is tragically clear: This broken youth justice system 
disproportionally harms Black and Brown kids. 

As of 2015, New Jersey has the worst Black to white youth 
incarceration disparity rate in America.5 A Black child is over 30 
times more likely to be detained or incarcerated than a white 
child. 

This disparity exists despite research that shows that Black 
and white kids commit most offenses at similar rates.6 Any 
differences that do exist in the commission of certain crimes 
(such as violent offenses) cannot explain the extreme racial 
disparities in commitment. 

In our state of almost nine million people,7 as of May 1, 2019, 
only eight white kids are incarcerated.8  By stark contrast, 
113 of New Jersey’s 158 incarcerated youth are Black.9

BRING OUR CHILDREN HOME:
Building Up Kids Through New Jersey’s Youth Services Commissions

$289,287.

“The question is not if we can afford to invest
 in every child; it is whether we can afford not to.”

- Marian Wright Edelman
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This destructive system also impacts Brown youth: New Jersey currently has the second worst Latino to white youth incarceration 
disparity rate in the nation.10  

In short, our state’s youth incarceration system wastes taxpayer dollars, does not meaningfully increase public safety, and 
disproportionately harms Black and Brown kids. It must be put to an end.11 

Thankfully, with the January 2018 closure announcement of Jamesburg, the state’s largest youth prison for boys, and Hayes, New 
Jersey’s girls’ youth prison, New Jersey took a historic first step toward ending our youth incarceration system.12 And, with the recent 
introduction of the New Jersey Youth Justice Transformation Act, which mandates a closure timeline for all three of the state’s youth 
prisons, New Jersey is on its way to ensuring that youth prisons will soon become a relic of the past.13 

But beyond closing youth prisons, what if there were a way to help young people before incarceration was even a consideration? 
What if there were a process through which at-risk youth in our state could have access to restorative treatment and services that 
could address their unique concerns and issues to aid rehabilitation at the front-end? And what if there were an outlet for community 
members to have a say in what services kids in their community need to stay in school and out of the youth justice system?  

New Jersey’s county Youth Services Commissions create such a system. As the county bodies responsible for planning and funding 
youth services ranging from prevention to reentry services, they are a vital tool in keeping our young people in their communities and 
schools. However, a lack of funding, community engagement, transparency, and accountability has led to an uneven Youth Services 
Commission landscape—resulting in inconsistent programs and services for our young people based largely on their zip codes. 

This report sheds light on New Jersey’s Youth Services Commissions and proposes that by strengthening our state’s current 
structure—through increased funding, community engagement, transparency, and accountability—we can help create a 
community-based system of care that builds up our young people, instead of a system built on incarcerating them. In doing 
so, we can keep them in their communities, keep them out of youth prisons, and ensure that they have every opportunity to 
develop and thrive. 
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WHAT ARE YOUTH SERVICES COMMISSIONS? 

Each of New Jersey’s 21 counties14 has a county Youth Services 
Commission (YSC) responsible for planning and funding the 
county’s youth prevention, diversion, detention, disposition, 
and reentry programs and services.15 To finance this process, 
YSCs apply for funding from the New Jersey Juvenile Justice 
Commission (JJC) through the submission of a comprehensive 
plan every three years (the “triennial plan”) that contains the 
following information: YSC membership; YSC meeting dates; 
existing programs and services; countywide youth arrest, 
diversion, detention, disposition, and reentry data (broken down 
by such categories as race, gender, and ethnicity); proposed 
recommendations for programs and services to address needs 
and gaps; and a vision of the county’s ideal continuum of care.16 
In addition to the triennial plan, YSCs are also required to submit 
plan updates and an annual funding application.17 

Among other responsibilities, YSCs are tasked with informing 
the public about the unique youth justice issues faced by county 
youth. Specifically, they are required to “[a]ssess and prioritize 
the needs of youth adjudicated or charged delinquent”; 

“[d]etermine, through the collection and maintenance of data, the 
nature and scope of juvenile delinquency and related problems 
in the county and identify the geographical regions within the 
county where such offenses and problems are most prevalent”; 
and to “[i]nform the public of the scope of juvenile offenses, the 
needs of youth in the county and the availability of sanctions and 

services, and advocate for the needs of youth.”18 Through this 
role, YSCs provide critical youth justice information to community 
members.  

YSCs also help New Jersey comply with federal requirements. 
For example, the federal Juvenile Justice Delinquency Prevention 
Act (JJDPA) provides funding to states for youth programming 
and services based on a number of conditions—including 
the creation of “a plan for providing needed services for the 
prevention and treatment of juvenile delinquency in rural areas.”19 
As New Jersey’s Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 
Committee—the state entity responsible for managing JJDPA 
funds20—has noted, YSCs “offer the best opportunity” to comply 
with this rural areas requirement.21    

YSCs are thus a vital tool for ensuring that each young person in 
a given county has access to a variety of programs and services 
to keep them out of the youth justice system, is provided with 
diversionary resources if they do get ensnared in the system, and 
is supported with effective reentry supports upon release.

WHY WERE YOUTH SERVICES 
COMMISSIONS CREATED? 

The current YSC framework grew out of a need for effective 
youth programming at the local level. In the early 1990s, a time 
when youth arrests for serious offenses were on the rise in New 
Jersey, the range of pre-incarceration services at the local level 
was limited.22 While YSCs did exist at the county level at that 
time, they had not been formalized or legislatively mandated.23 
As a result, the Governor’s Advisory Council, convened by 
former-Governor Christine Todd Whitman to develop youth 
justice recommendations, recommended the formal legislative 
establishment of county YSCs as the main local planning and 
policy entity for youth-justice-involved- and at-risk youth in its 
December 30, 1994 report.24 

As a result of the Council’s recommendations, a wave of youth 
justice legislation swept across New Jersey in 1995, with the 
creation of New Jersey’s Juvenile Justice Commission, the 
formalization of the YSC program, and the formation of the State/
Community Partnership grant program—the primary YSC funding 
grant.25   
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“The County Youth Services Commissions have had a significant role in the success of New Jersey’s 
juvenile justice programs and services, and in the implementation of the mission and responsibilities 
of the Juvenile Justice Commission (JJC). The County Youth Services Commissions are key to reducing 
juvenile crime in local communities, and increasing the accountability, effectiveness[,] and efficiency 
of the juvenile justice system.”

– Statement of the New Jersey Association of County Youth Services Commission Administrators26

HOW CAN YOUTH SERVICES COMMISSIONS 
BE IMPROVED? 

By investing in effective front-end programs and impactful 
reentry services, YSCs can be a powerful force to keep our 
kids in their communities with their loved ones. In the almost 
quarter century since they were first legislatively mandated, 
however, there does not appear to have been a comprehensive 
statewide review of the YSC process. 

It is long past time for that review. 

On October 26, 2018, Governor Phil Murphy signed Executive 
Order No. 42 creating the Task Force for the Continued 
Transformation of Youth Justice in New Jersey.27 Among other 
responsibilities, the Task Force is required to evaluate “the 
current Youth Services Commission scheme and identify areas 
to be strengthened and strategies to increase accountability, 
including funding, community member involvement, and data 
reporting.”28 

On February 26, 2019, the New Jersey Association of 
County Youth Services Commission Administrators (the 

“Association”)—the YSC professional organization—issued 
a statement of recommendations to the Task Force.29 The 
statement contains several recommendations for improving 
the YSC process—including increased staffing, a request 
to use program funds for youth transportation, and the 
expansion of transitional housing options.30 While some of the 
Association’s recommendations may warrant further review,31 
this statement is a significant step in strengthening the YSC 
process. 

In particular, the Association’s recommendation regarding a 
review of how YSCs are funded is on point.32    
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POLICY PROPOSAL 1: 
The Juvenile Justice Commission should reassess its YSC funding formula.  

Currently, the JJC uses the following formula elements to allocate funding to New Jersey’s 21 counties: 

•	 An equal minimum base of $75,000 to each county; 

•	 A formula based on the extent of youth justice problems in each county which incorporates the following: (1) the county’s 
percentage of the State’s youth population; (2) the county’s percentage of the State’s total youth arrests for violent Index crimes; 
and (3) the county’s percentage of the State total of persons living below the poverty level; and 

•	 An equal allocation to each county of $55,550 for program management.33 

Other than an increase in program management funds, this formula—which is used to apportion 
both State/Community Partnership and Family Court Services grant funding34—has remained largely 
unchanged for the past 20 years.35 This is so even though the New Jersey Administrative Code allows the 
JJC to adjust funding allocations “as it deems necessary in order to reflect changing needs in and among 
counties . . . .”36

Between 1998 and 2018, funding for the State/Community Partnership grant and the Family Court 
Services program to New Jersey’s 21 counties only increased by 29.6 percent (from a combined 
$10,679,297 to a combined $13,838,253).37  And, even including the current $2,126,144 counties 
received in 201838 in Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI) Innovation funding39—which was 
not available in 1998—YSC funding from the State has only increased by 49.5 percent during this time 
period.40 

By stark contrast, between 1998 and 2018, the amount New Jersey spent each year to incarcerate a 
young person increased by an astounding 370.4 percent (from an annual per capita total of $51,400.67 
in 1998 to $241,809 in 2018—which, as previously mentioned, increased to $289,287 in 2019).41 Even 
more troubling, this increase occurred during a period where the state’s incarcerated youth population 
decreased by seventy percent—from 729 to 215 young people.42 

FUNDING

49.5%

370.4%

Increase in YSC funding 
between 1998 and 2018.

Increase in the amount 
New Jersey spent to 

incarcerate each child 
between 1998 and 2018.
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New Jersey should be investing in building up kids, not in incarcerating them.  

To do so, New Jersey must prioritize funding to keep its young people out of youth incarceration 
on the front-end and to provide support for them upon return to the community. To that end, the 
recently-introduced New Jersey Youth Justice Transformation Act creates a $100 million “lockbox 
fund” to fund effective community-based youth programs.43 The Legislature and Governor should 
act quickly to pass this bill to safeguard these important funds.  

To ensure that these funds are effectively spent and reflect current county youth justice priorities, 
the JJC should also review its YSC funding formula. As noted by the Association, “[w]ith the changes 
in the needs of each community and demographics[,] revisiting the formula for any possible 
changes would be beneficial in providing services.”44 Such an assessment will determine if the 
current formula is best supporting the counties that need it most—primarily the communities 
most impacted by youth incarceration. After the formula is reviewed and, if needed, modified, the 
JJC should post the funding formula, a written explanation for any formula changes, and its county 
disbursements to its official website. If needed, supplemental grant opportunities can also be 
considered for those counties most impacted by youth incarceration.    

Further to the call for a review of the funding formula, there are a number of additional reform measures that would strengthen 
the YSC process: increased community engagement, transparency, and accountability.45  

1998 YOUTH SERVICES COMMISSION FUNDING
County State/

Community 
Partnership

Family Court Total

ATLANTIC $310,764 $129,816 $440,580

BERGEN $440,993 $264,723 $705,716

BURLINGTON $292,753 $163,936 $456,689

CAMDEN $491,423 $233,063 $724,486

CAPE MAY $161,807 $90,316 $252,123

CUMBERLAND $234,795 $117,629 $352,424

ESSEX $887,119 $442,897 $1,330,016

GLOUCESTER $220,935 $121,831 $342,766

HUDSON $711,346 $264,368 $975,714

HUNTERDON $143,799 $82,123 $225,922

MERCER $312,853 $173,600 $486,453

MIDDLESEX $382,034 $214,572 $596,606

MONMOUTH $396,081 $218,983 $615,064

MORRIS $248,551 $159,523 $408,074

OCEAN $320,594 $171,922 $492,516

PASSAIC $422,308 $232,958 $655,266

SALEM $154,691 $86,112 $240,803

SOMERSET $186,999 $122,123 $309,122

SUSSEX $158,365 $88,632 $246,997

UNION $371,357 $213,638 $584,995

WARREN $150,433 $86,532 $236,965

TOTAL $7,000,000 $3,679,297 $10,679,297

2018 YOUTH SERVICES COMMISSION FUNDING
County State/

Community 
Partnership

Family Court JDAI* Total

ATLANTIC $368,795 $151,144 $124,000 $643,939

BERGEN $522,748 $308,217 $80,144 $911,109

BURLINGTON $364,181 $230,869 $124,000 $719,050

CAMDEN $582,363 $464,649 $124,000 $1,171,012

CAPE MAY $209,383 $105,152 $124,000 $438,535

CUMBERLAND $295,153 $136,955 $124,000 $556,108

ESSEX $1,050,145 $515,661 $124,000 $1,689,806

GLOUCESTER $279,282 $278,523 $124,000 $681,805

HUDSON $842,354 $307,803 $124,000 $1,274,157

HUNTERDON $188,094 $95,615 $- $283,709

MERCER $369,995 $287,392 $124,000 $781,337

MIDDLESEX $453,049 $388,453 $124,000 $965,502

MONMOUTH $469,649 $386,754 $124,000 $980,403

MORRIS $311,929 $185,733 $- $497,662

OCEAN $380,417 $338,792 $124,000 $843,209

PASSAIC $500,656 $431,420 $124,000 $1,056,076

SALEM $200,966 $100,261 $- $301,227

SOMERSET $239,162 $142,188 $124,000 $505,350

SUSSEX $205,316 $163,184 $62,000 $430,500

UNION $440,426 $248,737 $124,000 $813,163

WARREN $195,937 $100,751 $124,000 $420,688

TOTAL $8,470,000 $5,368,253 $2,126,144 $15,964,397

*Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative Innovation Funding
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Family and community engagement are critical to successful youth development. Indeed, as the Governor’s Advisory Council noted, 
“[t]he Juvenile Code’s philosophy recognizes, and most studies and experts concur, that the goals of public safety and rehabilitation are 
best served if the community and family are closely involved in dispositional services and sanctions.”46 Yet, even with this recognition, 
community member involvement in county YSCs is limited and uneven. 

POLICY PROPOSAL 2: 
New Jersey should mandate that at least two YSC seats be held by a youth and a parent directly 
impacted by the youth justice system. 

The New Jersey Administrative Code requires that each county YSC have a minimum of 20 voting members.47 Voting members that are 
required to serve on the YSC include, among others, the following: the county’s presiding Superior Court Family Part Judge (or designee), 
the highest elected official of county government, the county prosecutor, the regional public defender, the county’s school superintendent, 
the county detention center director, and a representative of the county’s business community.48 The Administrative Code also provides 
that at least two, but no more than 11 individuals in total, can serve on the YSC from the following categories: (1) the education 
sector; (2) mental health, family counseling, child advocacy, domestic violence, and/or victims’ rights groups; (3) parents or parent 
organizations; (4) clergy; (5) family law practitioners; (6) the minority concerns vicinage advisory committee of the Administrative Office 
of the Courts; (7) civic organizations; (8) representatives of major urban areas within the county; (9) community youth; (10) municipal 
youth services commissions; and (11) other interested persons who deal with children.49

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
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Thus, the Administrative Code currently provides the option, rather than the mandate, for YSCs to have seats for youth and parents. 
Many YSCs do not appear to be considering this option: a review of county triennial plans shows that several YSCs do not have any 
parent or youth representatives.50 Rather than focusing primarily on system actors participating in the YSC process, YSCs should serve 
as a vehicle for parents and youth—particularly those who have been directly impacted by the youth justice system—to meaningfully 
contribute their expertise to county youth programming. 

New Jersey should mandate that at least two YSC seats be held by a youth and a parent directly impacted by the youth justice system. 
YSCs can also go further than this mandate by providing additional seats for these two constituencies in their bylaws.51   

POLICY PROPOSAL 3: 
New Jersey should mandate that YSCs meet in a neutral location during the weekend or evening. 

The Administrative Code requires that YSC 
meetings be “held at such times and in such 
locations as to encourage maximum public 
attendance.”52 However, as of July 8, 2019, 
not a single county YSC holds its meetings 
during the evening or weekend—times when 
community members would most likely be 
able to attend.53 In addition, having YSC 
meetings during the school day also ensures 
that young people—those directly impacted 
by the YSC’s work—effectively have no say 
in the body’s functions.  While current YSC 
meeting schedules likely accommodate YSC 
members whose jobs are in the youth justice 
system,54 they are a clear impediment to 
meaningful community engagement with the 
YSC process. Further, many YSC meetings 
occur in governmental buildings (including 
courthouses),55 which may act as a barrier 
to attendance for community members and 
youth who have been traumatized by the youth 
justice system. 

To address these concerns, New Jersey should mandate that YSC meetings occur in the evening or on weekends at a community-based 
location unassociated with the youth justice system. For example, a YSC meeting at 7 pm—with food, transportation, and child care 
provided—at a church56 or community center could provide an optimal way to increase community engagement. 
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Transparency and accountability are the keystones to ensuring 
that YSCs are applying for necessary funding in a timely manner, 
funding effective programs and services, and engaging in 
ongoing monitoring of outcomes and other success measures. 
The policy proposals below serve to increase YSC transparency 
and accountability. 

POLICY PROPOSAL 4: 
New Jersey should develop a scheme that 
incentivizes YSCs to submit timely triennial 
plans and updates to the JJC and for the JJC to 
approve these documents in a timely fashion. 

YSC triennial plans are the primary tool for YSC funding, 
accountability, and transparency. Comprehensive triennial plans 
provide YSCs with the necessary funding and outline to finance 
impactful and dynamic youth programs. The plans also serve 
as an invaluable tool for community members to understand 
current youth justice concerns in the county, how the YSC plans 
to address these concerns, how funding is spent, and how youth 
programs and services are monitored and improved. 

But triennial plan accountability is a point of concern. The New 
Jersey Administrative Code conditions YSC funding approval on 
timely application and triennial plan or update submission.57 The 
deadline for YSC submission of the 2018-2020 triennial plan to 
the JJC was September 1, 2017.58 Yet, documents received in 
response to an Open Public Records Act (OPRA) request for all 
county 2018-2020 triennial plans show that, as of June 21, 2018, 
only 12 counties had submitted their plans, had them approved 
by the JJC and the Department of Law and Public Safety, and 
had received fully executed awards: Atlantic, Burlington, Cape 
May, Cumberland, Gloucester, Hunterdon, Middlesex, Monmouth, 
Somerset, Sussex, Union, and Warren;59 on September 14, 2018, 

Bergen and Camden Counties’ plans were made available;60 and, 
as of September 10, 2018, Mercer, Morris, Ocean, Passaic, and 
Salem Counties’ plans were awaiting review by the Office of the 

TRANSPARENCY & ACCOUNTABILITY 
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Attorney General and Essex and Hudson Counties’ plans were still under review with the JJC “given the extent of the revisions that were 
required of the counties.”61 

To guarantee that counties submit their triennial plans and funding applications on a timely basis, and thus ensure timely fund 
distribution for needed county programs, New Jersey should develop a plan to incentivize timely submission. For example, other states 
(e.g., Ohio and Illinois) have incentivized the development of local youth programming by tying funding for such programs to funding for 
and county reductions in juvenile commitments to state facilities.62 New Jersey should create a similar process wherein counties that 
submit late triennial plans, updates, and applications would have to agree to a percentage reduction of juvenile commitments (or a 
similar sanction) to receive continued funding. Such a mandate could inspire all counties, even those who submit their plans in a timely 
fashion, to make similar pledges. 

Further, to ensure timely JJC approval of plans and updates, New Jersey should require the JJC to post the status of all plans and updates 
(and any related documents) on its official website, providing a written explanation for any delay. 

POLICY PROPOSAL 5: 
New Jersey should mandate that each YSC create an individual website or webpage and that the JJC, 
the Association, and each YSC post all relevant information (meeting and call information, triennial 
plan, annual update, etc.) to their individual websites/webpages. 

Currently, there are three primary websites/webpages that provide YSC information: (1) the Juvenile Justice Commission website, (2) 
each individual county’s YSC webpage, and (3) the Association’s website. Each of these sites/pages poses different transparency 
challenges. For one, although the JJC funds and approves YSC plans, as of July 8, 2019, the JJC website provides minimal YSC 
information.63 Information available on individual YSC webpages also varies greatly. For example, while Atlantic County’s comprehensive 
YSC webpage contains its YSC meeting schedule, a list of its members, its triennial plan, and contact information for its YSC 
administrator,64 as of July 8, 2019, Warren, Essex, and Camden Counties do not have individual YSC webpages.65 
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Fortunately, there has been recent progress to make the YSC process more transparent. On Friday, May 3, 2019, the Association 
launched its new website.66 The website includes a page for each county YSC and a master calendar of upcoming meetings.67 While the 
new website is an important step toward transparency, gaps remain: as of July 8, 2019, the majority of county pages do not include the 
triennial plan, annual update, funding application, or meeting minutes.68 And, with the website announcement launch taking place during 
the work day,69 it is unclear if community members and families are aware of this important resource. 

To bring greater transparency to the YSC process, the State should mandate that all YSCs create individual websites, and that all relevant 
websites/webpages (i.e., those of the JJC, individual YSCs, and the Association) contain the triennial plan, annual update, funding 
application, YSC meeting dates and locations, meeting minutes, and any other additional relevant YSC documents.70 To bring even further 
transparency, YSCs should also discuss with community members how they would like to receive important YSC updates (e.g., mailer, 
email, application, etc.).  

POLICY PROPOSAL 6: 
New Jersey should mandate monthly YSC meetings and biweekly subcommittee calls.  

Currently, YSCs are only required to meet “no less frequently than six 
times annually, provided that no more than nine weeks shall elapse 
between meetings . . . .”71 This has resulted in a disparate meeting 
landscape across counties. For example, several counties, such 
as Atlantic, Burlington, Cumberland, Mercer, and Middlesex meet 
on a monthly basis.72 By contrast, Cape May, Gloucester, Hudson, 
Hunterdon, Passaic, Monmouth, Warren, and Camden County—the 
county that consistently commits the highest number of youth to 
JJC facilities in the state73—only plan to hold the minimum six YSC 
meetings in 2019.74 Along with the proposals to increase YSC funding 
and community involvement, holding all YSCs to a monthly meetings 
standard will increase equity across counties and serve as an additional 
accountability and transparency measure to make certain that YSCs are 
operating in the most effective and impactful manner. 

In addition to monthly meetings, YSCs should also consider hosting an 
annual “open house” for community members and program providers to 
walk through the YSC process, how community members can become 
involved as members, how program providers can effectively apply for 
YSC funding, and what the YSC has identified as funding priorities and 
why. Moreover, quarterly meetings should be held to inform prospective program providers about the funding application process, to 
ensure both seasoned and new program providers have equal access to and information about vital funding.   

Further, the Administrative Code requires each YSC to establish standing committees to consider the following issues: (1) the 
development of the triennial plan and updates; (2) the review of provider proposals; (3) monitoring and evaluation of programs, 
sanctions, and services; (4) education, training, and community awareness; and (5) racial disparities.75 To ensure that the standing 
committees meet regularly, have accountability measures in place, are incorporating community feedback, and are moving forward with 
tangible outcomes, the State should mandate that—in between YSC monthly meetings—these committees hold biweekly calls. These 
calls should be open to the public and any committee minutes/reports should be posted to all relevant websites/webpages. 
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Closing New Jersey’s three youth prisons is a critical step in transforming our state’s broken youth justice system. As this report 
illustrates, however, closure is only part of the equation. It is imperative that New Jersey has fully-effective, fully-funded, fully-
community involved, fully-transparent, and fully-accountable YSCs to create a comprehensive community-based system of care for our 
young people.76 

By implementing the proposals in this report, we can move closer to the creation of a system that builds up all of New Jersey’s kids. 

    CONCLUSION
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