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Reforming youth while controlling facility costs
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Overview

The Oregon Youth Authority is statutorally tasked with reforming Oregon’s most delin-
guent and dangerous youth. These youth have committed serious person-to-person
crimes and require significant amounts of treatment to help them learn accountability,
develop pro-social thinking and behavior skills, and safely reintegrate into their home
communities.

As stewards of public funds, it is OYA’s responsibility to deliver these services in a cost-
effective manner. Questions frequently asked of OYA include: How much does Oregon
spend on care and treatment of youth offenders in close-custody facilities? How does
that figure compare with other states’ juvenile justice facilities? How does that figure
compare with adult inmate costs at the Oregon Department of Corrections?

Cost comparisons

Oregon’s 2011-2013 cost ($260 per day) for managing and treating close-custody
youth offenders pays for security and housing, facility maintenance, medical care,
treatment services, and other reformation supports aimed at turning the agency vi-
sion into reality — youth who leave OYA will go on to lead productive, crime-free lives.
This daily cost is below the national average, although direct comparisons are difficult
because each state calculates the costs of delivering programs differently.

Another cost driver for QYA is the changing population of youth offenders being
served. Higher numbers of youth offenders are entering custody with mental health
issues, alcohol and drug dependencies, gang affiliations, and other significant needs
requiring additional and more intensive treatments.

Oregon’s adult corrections system spends approximately $90 a day per inmate, reflect-
ing the different methods for housing and supervising juvenile and adult offenders,
and reflecting differences in treatment and other services.

Cost components

As a percentage of funds spent, housing and supervision represent the largest share of
the cost for both juvenile and adult offenders (slightly more than 50 percent). Howev-
er, in terms of actual dollars spent, care and custody of youth offenders cost more than
the amount spent for DOC inmates for several reasons.
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A major cost difference is housing — smaller living units versus cell blocks. Re-
search shows juveniles are less likely to reoffend if they receive correctional treat-
ment in smaller, less institutional living units. In QYA living units, which typically
hold 25 youth, staff deliver evidence-based treatment to reform criminal thinking
and behaviors, and to engage youth in developing pro-social skills. Staff work
with youth offenders in group treatment sessions and one-on-one.

OYA emphasizes delivery of evidence-based treatment to youth offenders, spend-
ing approximately $35 a day compared with approximately $5 a day at DOC. OYA
exceeds the Legislature’s requirement that 75 percent of treatment spending be
on research-proven practices.

For health care and medications, OYA spends approximately $25 per day com-
pared with DOC’s approximately $15. Many juvenile offenders receive their first
medical and dental care when they come to OYA, and need more initial care to
deal with long-term untreated health problems.

Food services for juvenile offenders cost more than twice that for adult offenders
in DOC custody. Several reasons underly this cost difference: OYA follows strict
USDA nutritional guidelines in order to participate in the National School Lunch
Program. This ensures youth offenders receive appropriate nutrition and enables
OYA to receive federal reimbursement for youth breakfasts and lunches. In ad-
dition, OYA, with its smaller population of offenders, does not enjoy the same
economy of scale for food purchases available to DOC.

To ensure comparability with DOC data, OYA does not include education in its
cost-per-day calculation. The education cost at OYA, which is funded by the Or-
egon Department of Education, is comparable to what it would be for students
attending any Oregon public school.

Reducing close custody costs

OYA continually seeks more cost-effective ways of managing youth offenders and
delivering treatment. The agency works closely with county juvenile departments
and community-based residential treatment providers to place youth offenders
in the most appropriate programs in the least restrictive and lowest-cost environ-
ments while protecting public safety. OYA also monitors length-of-stay to ensure
youth offenders are not unnecessarily kept in custody after completing treat-
ment.

Initiatives under way to further improve services and reduce costs include the
agency’s mapping project to create more efficient processes for placing youth
offenders in close-custody facilities and community residential programs; the
overtime initiative to enable large close-custody facilities to more efficiently
reallocate staff among living units as needed to reduce use of overtime; and the
centralization of food purchasing under the guidance of a nutritionist.

These are just some of the ways OYA seeks to demonstrate good stewardship of
the public’s funds and to meet the agency’s mission to reduce crime by holding
youth offenders accountable and providing opportunities for reformation in safe
environments.



