
REDUCING YOUTH DETENTION
Are we locking up too many, for too long?

DETENTION OVERCROWDING
By Joanna Lind berg, Juvenile Services Program Coordinator, Vice-Chair, 
Juvenile Justice Coalition. E-Mail: mgirkj@aol.com

In 1998, Douglas County opened a 120-bed detention 
facility for juveniles. The plan was for this facility to house 
juveniles from both Douglas and Sarpy Counties and meet the 
detention needs of the community. Although Douglas County has 
a well run facility and the county is committed to providing 
ongoing training and supervision for the detention staff, the 
quality of the services provided by the facility will be impaired if 
overcrowding continues. As a community, we need to evaluate all 
of the reasons that our detention center is over capacity, and 
develop a strategic master plan for detention use. This article will 
outline some of the reasons identified in Douglas County for 
overcrowding:

• The average length of stay concern, which is well covered in 
this newsletter by Brad Alexander, Douglas County Youth 
Center Director.

• Nebraska has a higher rate of incarceration per 1000 
juveniles than surrounding states.

• Large numbers of decision-makers involved in detaining 
youth.

• Lack of a coordinated master plan for detention use.

Higher Incarceration Rate

Nebraska has a 45% higher rate of juvenile incarceration 
per 1000 youth than the neighboring state of Iowa. In addition, 
a 32% higher rate than Idaho, Montana, Utah, and West Virginia. 
Douglas and Sarpy Counties specifically, have the highest 
admission rate at 13.4 admissions to secure detention per 1000 
juveniles in the population in Nebraska. Douglas and Sarpy 
Counties also accounted for nearly 80% of the total statewide 
secure detention admissions in 1997. The Nebraska Juvenile 
Services Master Plan, December 1999

As stated in the Douglas County Community Plan, 
“while society still holds the lock ‘em up mentality, it is clear 
there are alternatives to confining juveniles. Locking up 
juveniles is costly and does not likely promote rehabilitation.” 
Other states who have fewer detention beds, for example Iowa, 
use alternatives and supportive services in the community to

(Continued on page 2)

CENTER SEEKS COMPLIANCE WITH 
JAIL STANDARDS
N.C.J.R. summary of a letter to the Douglas County Commissioners, in which 
Brad Alexander, Superintendent of the Douglas County Youth Center, 
outlines steps the Center will take to alleviate the overcrowding for which the 
new Center was cited this Fall by the Nebraska Jail Standards Board. The 
letter was presented at the Nov. 19, 2002 meeting of the Commissioners.

The letter began with a presentation of some statistics to 
help identify the source of the problem. While the Center’s 
average daily population has risen from 140 in 1999 to 151 in 
2002, the average monthly admissions have dropped from 181 in 
1999 to 164 in 2002. The average length o f stay, however, has 
increased from 24 to 28 days during that time period. Alexander 
pointed to the longer average length of stay as the driving force 
for overcrowding at the Youth Center.

Alexander wrote that the stays of Center youth who are 
in the custody of Nebraska Health and Human Services are 
currently averaging about 49 days. If the length of their stays 
could be reduced the over-crowding would be greatly alleviated.

To bring the Youth Center in compliance with standards 
on occupancy and square footage in youth sleeping rooms, the

(Continued on page 2)
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CRIME VICTIM ISSUES AND ADVOCACY

EVERY NINE SECONDS 
A WOMAN IS BEATEN

By Mary Larsen, Director, Omaha YWCA Women Against Violence, 222 
South 29th Street, Omaha, NE 68131. Ph. 402-345-6555.

FBI statistics reveal that every nine seconds a woman is 
beaten in this country resulting in 3-4 million women being 
battered each year by their intimate partner. Nationally it is 
estimated that one in two relationships will have one incidence of 
abuse during its duration with one in three having ongoing 
violence. Yet reports of domestic violence to law enforcement 
agencies represent only a portion of the true incidence of the 
problem. Domestic violence occurs in all socio-economic groups 
with a woman being the victim in 95% of the cases according to 
the FBI. Locally, in 2001, YWCA Omaha Women Against 
Violence hotline received 6,419 calls from domestic violence 
victims.

Domestic violence is a pattern of assaultive and 
coercive behaviors including emotional, psychological, sexual 
and physical attacks that adults or adolescents use to maintain 
power and control over their intimate partner. Most victims of 
domestic violence experience the abusive behavior as a 
progression by first being emotionally or verbally abused. This 
includes name-calling, constant criticism, ridiculing, degradation 
and humiliation. If an abuser can control his partner at this level, 
this victim will probably not be involved in the criminal justice 
system.

Stepping up the violence, the abuser moves into threats 
of harm to the victim or children, a variety of mind games, 
isolation and the destruction of possessions, including 
relationships with family and friends. If he feels threatened and 
unable to control his partner the abuser progresses to physical 
attacks. Even the physical abuse can escalate from an open 
handed slap to a fist and possibly to the use of a weapon, which 
can include the use of objects (ball bat, beer can, cigarettes). 
Sexual abuse can also be an element of the emotional, 
psychological and physical forms of violence.

Abusers frequently grow up witnessing domestic 
violence as children and, in a dating relationship will exhibit 
abnormal jealousy or possessiveness. Rigid ideas about the roles 
of men and women, an inability to handle frustrations, cruelty to 
animals and a poor self-image are some of the warning signals of 
a potential abuser. Listening to your instincts and educating 
yourself about domestic violence can also alert a person to an 
abuser.

If you recognize you are in an abusive relationship, 
there is help in the Omaha community, including the Women 
Against Violence 24-hour hotline, 402-345-7273. YWCA 
Omaha also offers legal advocacy, counseling for the victim and 
her children, and groups for men who want to change their 
abusive behaviors. Support and information is a phone call 
away.

DON’T IGNORE THE WARNING 
SIGNS OF DOMESTIC ABUSE
Reprinted with permission of Family Service.

DOES YOUR PARTNER...
• Embarrass or make fun of you in front of friends or family?
• Put down your accomplishments or dreams?
.• Leave you feeling like you are stupid and unable to make 

decisions on your own?
• Use intimidation or threats to get his own way?
• Tell you that you are nothing without him?
• Treat you roughly - grab, push, pinch, or hit you?
• Use drugs or alcohol as an excuse for saying hurtful things 

or abusing you physically or sexually?
• Get extremely angry and blame you for making him feel that 

way?
• Pressure you sexually?
• Leave you feeling there “is no way out” of the relationship?
• Prevent you from going to or doing things you want to do?
• Try to keep you from leaving after a fight? Or, leave you 

somewhere to “teach you a lesson?”
• Leave you feeling that everything that doesn’t go right is 

your fault?
• Require you to ask for money or permission to spend 

money?
If you answered “yes” to some of these questions, it is probable 
that you have been abused. Without some help, the abuse is 
likely to continue. Please tell someone what is happening. 
Talk with someone for support and to help you sort out your 
options. CRISIS LINE: 1 (800) 523-3666

STRANGULATION: OMAHA IN NEED 
OF UNIFORM RESPONSE
By Chantel Woodward, YWCA Omaha, Domestic Violence/Sexual Assault 
Advocate. Paralegal. 402-345-6555.

In October, my co-worker, Erin Richardson and I 
organized a focus group of individuals to discuss the issue of 
strangulation and how strangulation cases are dealt with in 
Omaha. A group of twenty people attended, including 
representatives from local hospitals, law enforcement, 
prosecution, service providers, and the courts. The goal of this 
meeting was to develop a uniform response to strangulation 
cases seen in Omaha. This is to include not only domestic 
violence cases, but also sexual assault cases and stranger 
assaults. Erin and I presented information on the laws that are 
currently being used in Omaha and the laws other states are using 
when a strangulation case is presented. Sue Michalski, 
M.S.R.N., Medical Trainer for the Domestic Violence 
Coordinating Council of Greater Omaha, presented a medical 
perspective as it pertains to strangulation.

There are numerous problems we see when a person
(Continued on page 7)
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MORE FREQUENT USE OF INMATE ISOLATION
The Dec. 12, 2002 issue of USA Today cited the proliferation of 
super max prisons as the driving force between more isolation of 
inmates than in the past. A study of 34 states and the District of 

^Columbia showed that 4.5% of inmates were in isolation in 1994 
compared to 6.5% in 2001. As of Jan. 1, 2001, states with the 
lowest use were Wisconsin, Rhode Island, and North Carolina, 
each with one percent of their inmates in isolation. Highest 
states were Arkansas (17%), District of Columbia (16%), 
Missouri (12%), and Tennessee (10%). Five percent of 
Nebraska inmates were in isolation - 195 persons. Texas, with 
9,239 inmates in isolation, and California, with 8,775, were 
highest in numbers. Source for the statistics was the 2001 
Corrections Yearbook of the Criminal Justice Institute.

NEBRASKA & COMMUTATION OF LIFE SENTENCES
The last time the Nebraska Pardon Board commuted a life 
sentence was in the case of James Brown, Dec., 1990, according 
to Rachel Bauch, Administrative Assistant to the Pardon Board 
(402-479-5726). In November, 2002, 184 inmates were serving 
1st degree life sentences in Nebraska. (Monthly data sheet, 
Dept, of Corrections) See also letter to the Editor on this page.

FAMILY & FRIENDS OF INMATES 
Lincoln and Omaha Groups

°

m

Family members and friends of inmates from both Lincoln and 
maha have begun to collaborate in establishing a state-wide 

network of family and friends groups. FFI members meet to 
give mutual support, to discuss criminal justice issues, to do 
problem solving, and to advocate for changes where needed. 
Former inmates often participate in the gatherings and invited 
guests include lawmakers, prison officials and representatives of 
various agencies. Family members and friends of inmates who 
live outside of Omaha or Lincoln are also invited. Persons 
interested in starting a Family and Friends group in their own 
city are invited to call any of the numbers listed below.

LINCOLN FFI

The Lincoln group has been meeting for several years, sponsored 
in part by the United Methodist Ministries Restorative Justice 
Program (2640 R Street, Suite 2, Lincoln NE 68503. Ph. 402- 
471-6010. E-mail: GTH@prodigy.net.). Meetings are held at 
Trinity United Methodist Church, 16th and A Streets in Lincoln, 
on the 2nd and 4th Mondays of each month. For information, 
contact Jill, 402-476-3184 or Tamara or Marlys at 402-471- 
6010. E-mail: jall534@excite.com

OMAHA FFI

Omaha FFI began meeting this fall, under the temporary 
sponsorship of Holy Family Church. Discussions are being held 
with Lincoln FFI to develop a common mission statement and to 
:xplore ways of working together. Meetings are on the last 

Saturday of each month. 9 a.m. at St. Martin dePorres Center, 
2417 Burdette St. in Omaha (14 blocks north of Creighton 
University). Call 402-558-2085 for more information.

LETTERS
OMAHA

In October, Governor Johanns was appearing on 
Kaleidoscope, a local talk show aired on KETV’Channel 7. The 
Governor was asked about the commutation of life sentences and 
responded saying, “Life means life.”

My issue with the comment is that Nebraska does not 
have a statute stipulating natural life for citizens convicted of 
murder in either the first or second degree. Nebraska has a Board 
of Pardons that is supposed to convene to hear requests for 
commutation of life sentences after a prisoner so sentenced 
becomes eligible for such consideration.

I would hope that there is something that can be done 
about what the Governor is saying, on grounds that it is 
prejudicial to inmates who would seek commutation from life 
terms to numbers of years when they have become eligible. It is 
prejudicial since, in effect, the Governor is telling the Board of 
Parole that they should not recommend any lifer for a 
commutation of his/her term.

Nathaniel Deckard 
Omaha Correctional Center

LINCOLN

It’s not easily described just how much at times a 
person, or persons, can positively affect our lives. I would like 
to tell all of you about a person who, through pure compassion 
and love for human beings came into many men’s lives. 
Someone who has brought hope back into shattered lives, 
helping to change incarcerated inmates back into respectable 
men.

I had been incarcerated for approximately five years, 
and for the most part, I had forgotten about one of the best gifts 
often taken for granted - spending time with family for the 
holidays. Due to being incarcerated, I soon forgot, like others, 
what the holidays meant to us.

It was about 1998 when I attended the first Christmas 
service put together by Pastor Bud Christenson and his wife 
Muriel, in our little congregation. Pastor Bud and wife Muriel 
got us our first Christmas tree approved. The bright lights 
seemed to glisten against the lavender curtains which radiated 
throughout the entire church.

During the service a little lady stood among the men of 
the Penitentiary singing “Ave Maria.” To me, and 1 think most 
would agree, nothing was more pleasant on that holiday eve than 
hearing this little soft-spoken lady named Muriel sing. She 
brought a little piece of their home to us.

This will be the first year without Muriel, after many 
years of tradition. Muriel has taken ill, and the holidays will not 
be the same without her. I don’t know how beautiful angels sing, 
but to hear Muriel, I believe was the closest thing.

So, say a prayer for a wonderful lady who has touched 
many lives. With Pastor Bud and the “Bridge” program giving 
unwanted men another try. Thank you Muriel, God bless!

James L. Fisher 
Nebraska State Penitentiary
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EFFECTIVE AND HUMANE CRIME REDUCTION
By Phillip S. Duke, Ph.D., member of Omaha’s First Presbyterian 

Church, and involved with Presbyterian Outreach’s 
Crossroads Connection Outreach Center 

Prison Ministry Program

There is the saying “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.” I 
suggest the keys to unlocking our goal of effective, humane crime reduction will be 
found in two different channels. One, the most important because most cost effective 
and humane, is effective prevention of anti-social behavior. The other is effective 
rehabilitation after anti-social behavior.

Prevention efforts begin with strengthening the family. Every effort must be 
made to obtain a stable family situation. Anything and everything that strengthens the 
family, helps. The entertainment media cares only about making money; it cares 
nothing about what society must pay as consequences. Now the Internet allows free 
“entertainments” of almost any kind. It appears essentially impossible to control these 
important avenues of negative social education. But we must do what we can and try.

I am not in favor of abortion, but I am in favor of birth control. If there is no 
stable, loving family unit, there should be no children. Fathers should be required to 
pay support for their children.

Effective rehabilitation is humane. The main obstacle to rehabilitation is, I 
believe, the general fear and anger towards lawbreakers. This results in a blatant 
absence of programs to help inmates. The inmate cannot pass a job interview, may be 
accustomed to drugs, and has no church? Tough, forget it! Just send him/her back to 
prison. These negative attitudes make it very difficult for inmates to succeed as ex­
mates. On the contrary, religion teaches that every human being has value, including 
lawbreakers. It should also be realized that any and all efforts which result in 
conversion of criminals to tax payers are extremely cost effective.

It is very difficult to change society’s attitude towards criminals. I suggest 
instead that we work to create a positive mini-environment, supportive and nurturing. 
In this environment those persons willing to change behavior from negative toward* 
positive, will for the first time be able to try doing so with support, and therefore witlv 
some possibility of success.

The environment I suggest we create provides opportunities to participate in 
religious services. It provides personal counseling and life skills education. It works 
to strengthen and guide inmates, ex-mates and their families both morally and 
personally.

The Crossroads Connection Outreach Center Prison Ministry Program is 
designed to help inmates, ex-mates and their families by providing the above services, 
and in time more. I am optimistic that with God’s guidance the Prison Ministry 
Program will help many.

See page 8 for additional information about the 
Crossroads Prison Ministry Program
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