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The John Howard Association (JHA) is the only statewide, independent, not for profit, nonpartisan, 
citizen correctional oversight organization in Illinois. For 120 years JHA has been monitoring Illinois’ 
prisons, adult and juvenile, going inside to directly observe conditions and speak with people who are 
incarcerated, correctional staff, and administrators. JHA issues reports that include key findings and 
recommendations, and we advocate for needed reforms to improve the conditions of confinement 
inside prisons and respect the humanity of people who are incarcerated. JHA believes it is critical that 
we increase transparency around prisons and jails so that the government agencies that hold people in 
custody can be held accountable for the treatment and conditions experienced by people who are 
incarcerated. 
 
JHA submits this testimony to the Illinois House Criminal Law Committee in support of HB 5273, the 
bill to expand the jurisdiction of the existing Office of Independent Juvenile Ombudsman (OIJO), 
which provides oversight to the Illinois Department of Juvenile Justice (DJJ). The OIJO was 
established in 2015 and has made a difference in our system and in the lives of the youth in state 
custody since its inception. The benefits of the OIJO’s increased access to facilities, investigatory power, 
having an authority responsible for responding to youth grievances and issues, and reporting 
information to the public cannot be overstated. Humanity is increased when oversight is in place and 
resources are utilized more effectively to improve outcomes. In JHA’s routine facility monitoring we 
have observed the impact of the OIJO, and youth regularly report to us that they utilize the Ombuds 
office to get information, report problems and receive support.  
 
The OIJO was established to ensure the rights of youth committed to Illinois’ juvenile prisons under the 
control of the DJJ were protected and to create accountability and transparency through public 
reporting.1  Since its creation and despite minimal resources and staffing, the OIJO has been vital to 
identifying and rectifying issues and protecting youth welfare while furthering Illinois’ agenda of 
juvenile justice reform and public accountability. It has accomplished these goals by continually, 
repeatedly visiting facilities; timely responding to youth grievances and presenting these to 
administration for resolution; maintaining direct, confidential, ongoing contact with youth and families 
or other outside supports; building trusting relationships with youth, family and DJJ; and providing 
candid, fair, uncompromised public reports on treatment and conditions in DJJ facilities, requiring a 
public response by DJJ.2  The OIJO has also taken steps to sound the public alarm when resolution of a 
serious problem has not occurred and youth in state custody have been imperiled, allowing other 
stakeholders to seek change through alternate avenues. Through its provision of oversight, this office 
has increased accountability and transparency regarding conditions and treatment of youth in DJJ 
facilities.  

 
1 730 ILCS 5/3-2.7-1 et seq. 
2See DJJ, Independent Ombudsman website, publishing annual reports and DJJ responses, 
https://www2.illinois.gov/idjj/Pages/IndependentOmbudsman.aspx 
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The OIJO’s role is to ensure that the rights of youth committed to DJJ are protected, and to assist in 
pursuing services for committed youth and their families determined to be in need of assistance. 
Currently this oversight and its benefits only extends to youth in state custody. The many youth who are 
held in county-run juvenile detention facilities do not have access to the services, support, and 
protections provided by the OIJO. Expansion of this oversight is critically needed; youth are a 
vulnerable population lacking many safeguards accessible to adults. Youth require greater protections 
when they are removed from their homes and are in the custody of the state or county. Additionally, 
policy changes in Illinois have led to more youth being committed to county detention centers rather 
than to DJJ, and very little information is available about how youth are treated in county facilities. As 
of December 2021, there remain only about 100 youth incarcerated in five DJJ facilities, compared to 
more than 700 youth at six facilities at the start of 2015 when OIJO was created. By comparison, there 
are on average about 390 youth in county detention centers on a daily basis, based on aggregate 
information available as of July 2021.3  What is known about county detention is that youth there do 
not have access to an independent office to request assistance, obtain information, communicate to 
confidentially or seek relief. The OIJO has proven to be an important partner in the protection of 
Illinois’ youth who are in custody; access to this partnership should be available to every youth who is in 
conflict with the law and removed from their family/community.  
 
Currently, there is limited and inadequate public oversight of conditions and treatment of youth in 
Illinois’ county-run juvenile detention facilities. Monitoring of detention center compliance with the 
standards established by the Administrative Office of the Illinois Courts is provided by the Jail and 
Detention Standards Unit of the Illinois Department of Corrections (JDS). JDS does not have routine, 
direct communication with the youth in detention or their families. Additionally, data collection and 
reporting of youth grievances, and conditions and treatment of youth in juvenile detention facilities in 
Illinois fall under the purview of a decentralized mixture of government agencies and entities.4  The 
result of this is inconsistent and confusing reporting, which primarily focuses on detention admission 
and release data with little information collected or shared about the treatment youth receive, living 
conditions inside the facilities where they are held, or the issues they experience.    
  
To protect the health, welfare, and rights of youth in county detention facilities, and to foster 
transparency and public accountability, the statute creating the OIJO should be amended to expand the 
scope of the Ombudsman’s jurisdiction to include monitoring and public reporting on all facilities that 
hold Illinois youth in custody. Capacity for the Office should be increased to allow it to fulfill the 
expanded role of monitoring both DJJ’s five youth facilities and Illinois’ 16 county juvenile detention 
centers. The costs of expanding this office are minimal, particularly when compared to the need to 
protect the safety and welfare of youth in county custody and the inevitable costs of litigation due to 
failure to provide adequate conditions and humane treatment to youth inside facilities. As a cautionary 
example, lawmakers need only look to the case of Cook County’s Juvenile Temporary Detention Center 
which, in the absence of adequate independent oversight, was subject to decades-long litigation in a 
class-action lawsuit necessary to remedy unconstitutional conditions of confinement.5   

 
3 JMIS monthly data report, Illinois Juvenile Justice Commission, https://ijjc.illinois.gov/wp-
content/uploads/2021/09/JMIS-Monthly-Data-Report-June_0.pdf 
4  Entities with reporting responsibilities on juvenile detention populations and facilities include: the Illinois Juvenile Justice 
Commission, https://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=32000, the Illinois Department of Human Services (DHS ee, e.g., 
DHS website, County Juvenile Detention Centers,  https://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=52232, the Administrative 
Office of the Illinois Courts, Probation Services Division Website, http://illinoiscourts.gov/Administrative/ProbServ.asp , and 
as mentioned in the text, the IDOC Jail and Detention Standards Unit website, 
https://www2.illinois.gov/idoc/aboutus/pages/jailanddetentionstandards.aspx 
    
5 See Doe v. Cook County, 99 C 3945 (N.D. Ill. 1999), Memorandum of Agreement; http://www.acluil.org/wp-
content/uploads/2011/02/Memorandum-of-Agreement-pp-1-40.pdf;  Lori Turner, “Using Impact Litigation as a Tool For 

https://ijjc.illinois.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/JMIS-Monthly-Data-Report-June_0.pdf
https://ijjc.illinois.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/JMIS-Monthly-Data-Report-June_0.pdf
https://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=32000
https://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=52232
http://illinoiscourts.gov/Administrative/ProbServ.asp
https://www2.illinois.gov/idoc/aboutus/pages/jailanddetentionstandards.aspx
http://www.acluil.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/02/Memorandum-of-Agreement-pp-1-40.pdf
http://www.acluil.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/02/Memorandum-of-Agreement-pp-1-40.pdf
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In the summer of 2020, Governor Pritzker announced plans to transform juvenile justice in Illinois. 
JHA applauded the Governor’s plan and continues to support the closure of our remaining state run 
Illinois Youth Centers in favor of a system that keeps youth in their homes and communities and 
provides the supports and assistance needed to foster rehabilitation and a law abiding path forward for 
them.6  A plan to close state-run facilities and keep youth at or at least closer to home inherently 
acknowledges the importance of families and loved ones being involved in the lives of their children and 
the harms that can come to them when they are removed from support networks and public view. As 
greater change is made throughout the state juvenile justice system, youth will and are already, more 
frequently ending up in county detention centers than DJJ. DJJ is currently changing many of its 
operations to better address this population shift, including piloting mobile intake units to assess youth 
who are in county custody without transferring them to a DJJ facility and as possible, releasing them 
directly from detention centers to community-based case management and support systems to better 
address their needs. As more reforms are implemented, this population shift will continue to increase, 
making it critical that oversight be provided in the facilities where the greatest number of youth are in 
custody, juvenile detention centers. This is why it is critical to expand the reach of the OIJO so that all 
youth in custody, state, or county, have access to the protections afforded by this office. 
 
Democracy rests on the ability of government actors and the public to see and question use of resources, 
care of people in custody, and to gauge system functionality and guide decision-making. Ombuds offices 
act as a legislatively mandated check on executive branch use of authority, fostering a system of checks 
and balances needed to ensure accountability and protect people. Prisons and jails are uniquely opaque 
requiring increased scrutiny and information sharing to assess the safety, health and wellbeing of 
people who are removed from their loved ones and the general public. Youth are a particularly 
vulnerable population and research clearly shows that although youth often lack the ability to exercise 
sound judgement and impulse control, they have increased capacity to change and engage in 
rehabilitation. Likewise, incarceration, particularly incarceration that is violative of children’s rights, 
can have incredibly harmful lifelong detrimental impacts. Despite knowing this, we continue to limit 
youth in county custody’s access to available proven protections provided to their counterparts in state 
custody through the OIJO. This is unfair, inhumane, and counter intuitive and counter productive. 
Illinois’ youth must be protected wherever they are.  
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
Jennifer Vollen-Katz, Executive Director 
John Howard Association of Illinois 
jvollen@thejha.org 

 
Social Change: Jimmy Doe: A Case Study,” http://harvardcrcl.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/08/Turner_Publish.pdf 
(documenting litigation over long term, systemic practices of neglect, abuse and use of violence against youth housed in the 
Cook County Juvenile Detention Center); Civil Rights Clearinghouse, Jimmy Doe v. Cook County, 99 C 3945 (N.D. Ill. 1999), 
Case Summary, https://www.clearinghouse.net/detail.php?id=9633. 
6 Announcement by Governor Pritzker to Transform Juvenile Justice in Illinois Statement by the John Howard Association, 
July 31, 2020, 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5beab48285ede1f7e8102102/t/5f246d86b047644522d9e796/1596222855645/JHA+St
atement+Juvenile+Justice+System+7.31.2020.pdf 
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