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I. INTRODUCTION
In recent years, research has overwhelmingly shown the harmful effects of incarcerating 
children. In the short term, incarcerated children are subject to dangerous and abusive 
conditions, including physical abuse, sexual assault, and practices such as isolation, 
which can cause permanent psychological damage. These harmful conditions have 
been proven conclusively in 39 states. Long term, children who are locked up in juvenile 
correctional facilities are less likely to succeed in school or to find employment, and they 
are more likely to reoffend compared to similar children who are placed on probation or 
in alternative programs. 

These negative outcomes come at an extremely high cost. 
In Fiscal Year 2014, incarcerating one youth in an Ohio 
juvenile correctional facility cost $205,000 per year. As 
a report by the Annie E. Casey Foundation points out, 
“Most states are spending vast sums of taxpayer money 
and devoting the bulk of their juvenile justice budgets 
to correctional institutions and other facility placements 
when non-residential programming options deliver equal or 
better results for a fraction of the cost.” (No Place for Kids, 
pg. 19)

Prompted by these findings, many states and localities 
are working to develop new strategies to reduce youth 
incarceration, including incentivizing the use of community-
based alternatives. In 1994, Ohio became one of the first 
states to embrace youth deincarceration strategies on 
a statewide level through the Reasoned and Equitable 
Community and Local Alternatives to the Incarceration of 
Minors program (RECLAIM). RECLAIM creates financial 
incentives to encourage local jurisdictions to retain 
youth close to home instead of sending them to state 
correctional facilities. RECLAIM has garnered significant 
national praise and has been the impetus for discussion 
in many states seeking similar cost-effective, community-
based alternatives to incarceration. 

But Ohio’s deincarceration story does not end with 
RECLAIM. Ohio has continued to embrace new strategies 
that reflect current research and best practices and have 
further reduced the correctional population and recidivism 
while increasing positive outcomes for youth. These 
strategies include Behavioral Health and Juvenile Justice 
programs focusing on youth with felony offenses and 
mental health challenges; the Targeted RECLAIM program 
for counties with high numbers of youth committed to 
juvenile correctional facilities; and Competitive RECLAIM, 
which focuses on youths’ risk level and is designed to 
keep youth from penetrating deeper into the system.

With current research on deincarceration and successes 
in Ohio and other jurisdictions, the question is not whether 
states should engage in deincarceration strategies, but 
how to best implement strategies that have been shown to 
reduce youth incarceration while maintaining public safety. 
This report will explore Ohio’s evolution of deincarceration 
programs and, based on Ohio’s experiences, discuss 
decision points and options that other states and localities 
should consider when implementing new or modifying 
existing deincarceration programs to create the most 
positive outcomes for youth and communities.
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The overcrowding at correctional facilities led to increased 
violence at the facilities, with injuries to both youth and 
staff. The violence and overcrowding drew the attention of 
the media, which began highlighting the facilities’ unsafe 
conditions. With negative media attention and projections 
showing the facilities’ population could almost double, 
then-Governor Voinovich created a task force led by then-
Lieutenant Governor DeWine to help not only stem the 
tide but also reduce the juvenile corrections population. 
The task force, which included high-level DYS officials, 
examined the facilities’ youth population and learned 
that the majority of youth were adjudicated delinquent 
of relatively minor offenses and could be held safely in 
their communities. With this knowledge, the task force 
established the RECLAIM formula, which presented local 
juvenile courts with a decision: they could either 1) serve 
the youth locally with community-based alternatives to 
incarceration and receive a financial incentive, or 2) send 
the youth to a juvenile correctional facility paid for by the 
state, but have their overall financial incentive lowered. 

DYS worked with key constituencies to build support 
for the RECLAIM program. Many juvenile court judges 
supported RECLAIM as they had been pressing for more 
local control and increased funding for local programs. 
Additionally, correctional facilities’ labor unions were 
supportive because the changes would reduce the number 
of youth in the facilities but not decrease staffing levels, 
leading to higher staff-to-youth ratios and safer conditions. 
Some judicial opposition remained to RECLAIM because 
the funding still had to pass through a state agency and 
that was thought to diminish local control. 

The state legislature responded positively to the RECLAIM 
formula, making few adjustments before the program was 
officially adopted as part of Ohio’s budget in 1993 through 
passage of Ohio House Bill 152. Overall, legislators 
responded positively to RECLAIM’s goals of promoting 
juvenile system accountability, rehabilitating youth, using 
a funding formula (described in more detail in the next 
section) that relied on data controlled by the counties, and 
maintaining local control. 

II.  
CREATING A CLIMATE 
FOR CHANGE: 
THE START OF OHIO’S DEINCARCERATION EFFORTS

In May 1992, Ohio’s juvenile correctional facilities, which are run by the state’s 
Department of Youth Services (DYS), had reached a breaking point. The facilities’ 
population topped 2,500 youth—180% of the 16 facilities’ capacity of 1,400 youth—and 
projections indicated the population could increase up to 4,000 youth in the next several 
years. At the time, any time a youth spent in Ohio’s correctional facilities was paid 
for solely by the state from a line item within DYS’s budget, which created a financial 
incentive for cash-strapped local courts to send youth, including first-time, non-violent 
offenders, to correctional facilities. At the same time, local courts were frustrated that 
they were not receiving more funding to spend at the local level as DYS was being 
forced to use more and more of its finite budget to incarcerate youth at the state level.
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RECLAIM officially began in January of 1994 in nine 
counties in Ohio, only one of which was a major urban 
center. After the pilot program’s first year, 85% of court 
stakeholders reported being very satisfied and juvenile 
incarceration in the pilot counties fell almost 43%. 
RECLAIM expanded statewide in January 1995 with initial 
disbursements to courts totaling $25.8 million over 18 
months spanning Fiscal Years 1995 and 1996 (FY95-
96). Twenty years later, RECLAIM continues to operate 
as the keystone of Ohio’s deincarceration efforts, and the 
ongoing success of the program has led to increasing 
investments in Ohio’s deincarceration efforts, including the 
development of three post-RECLAIM programs.

180% of  
capacity

OHIO CONTEXT: 

Ohio is a “home rule” state, meaning that each 
of Ohio’s 88 juvenile courts—one per county—
operates independently without centralization. 
Therefore, courts receive their main operating 
funds from local county commissioners plus state 
money from DYS under five programs, described 
in the next section.

Currently, DYS collects and annually releases 
relatively comprehensive data on youth who 
are adjudicated delinquent of felony offenses, 
committed to juvenile correctional facilities, 
and bound over, or transferred to, adult court. 
However, no state agency oversees youths’ 
earlier court involvement—including prevention, 
diversion, status offenses, and misdemeanor 
offenses—and no comprehensive data exist on 
this population, leaving a significant data gap on 
juvenile court-involved youth. In addition, annual 
data are either not collected or not made publicly 
available on other out-of-home placements, such 
as detention and other residential treatment 
centers. The Columbus Dispatch recently issued 
an editorial calling for more robust juvenile justice 

data collection in the state.

5

May 1992

 
 
 

2,500 
YOUTH IN OHIO’S 

JUVENILE CORRECTIONAL 
FACILITIES

1,400 
CAPACITY

Legislators responded 
positively to RECLAIM’s 
goals of promoting juvenile 
system accountability, 
rehabilitating youth, using 
a funding formula that 
relied on data controlled 
by the counties, and 
maintaining local control.




