April 10, 2020
BY EMAIL AND MAIL
Commissioner Tyrone Oliver
Georgia Department of Juvenile Justice
3408 Covington Highway
Decatur, GA 30032
Tyrone.Oliver@djj.state.ga.us
Dear Commissioner Oliver:
We write to share our concerns about the impact of Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) on
Georgia’s detained youth. As Georgia takes steps to stop the spread of COVID-19—closing
schools, canceling events, sheltering in place, and shifting to support children in their homes
and communities—one group is at risk of being left behind: the more than 1,000 young people
in the custody of the Georgia Department of Juvenile Justice (DJJ). 1 We urge DJJ to adopt a
plan for protecting young people in its custody from COVID-19 that includes reducing
the number of youth in restrictive custody and mitigating harm for those who cannot be
released during this rapidly escalating crisis.
A. COVID-19 is Moving Through Georgia’s Correctional Facilities.
As of today, there are 11,483 confirmed cases of COVID-19 in 155—over 97 percent—of
Georgia’s 159 counties. There have been 416 reported deaths. 2 In the past week, the number
of confirmed cases in Georgia has doubled and experts predict that the infection rate will
continue to rise. 3 COVID-19 has already reached our prisons, jails, and juvenile facilities.
State officials have thus far confirmed 82 COVID-19 cases in 21 state prisons, affecting both
incarcerated people and prison staff. 4 Additionally, local officials have confirmed cases in a
number of jails, including the Cobb County Detention Center, 5 Chatham County Jail, 6 DeKalb
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County Jail, 7 and Fulton County Jail. 8 Within DJJ facilities, at least three employees have
tested positive, all in different locations. 9 Seventy-nine DJJ employees are in quarantine.
There is, however, still time for DJJ to act to lower the risk of widespread infection, illness,
and death for young people, facility staff, and the broader public.
B. Incarcerated Youth Are Uniquely Vulnerable.
While older individuals face greater chances of serious illness or death from COVID-19,
younger people can contract the virus; some may fall ill or even die. 10 Underlying medical
conditions add to a person’s vulnerability to COVID-19, and studies suggest juvenile
correctional facilities are home to some of the most medically vulnerable youth in the
country. 11 But the absence of health problems does not mean the absence of risk. For
instance, one 12-year-old in Atlanta with COVID-19 had no prior health conditions but has
nevertheless been placed on a ventilator. 12 Finally, even when asymptomatic or suffering
milder symptoms, young people pose a serious risk of transmission to those with whom they
come into contact, including vulnerable people such as those with asthma, and older adults. 13
Correctional facilities must confront unique challenges to protect people in their custody and
facility staff during the COVID-19 pandemic. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC), along with Dr. Craig Haney, the nation’s leading expert on the psychological effects of
juvenile and adult confinement, have observed that, in congregate environments like DJJ’s
facilities—where young people eat, sleep, and shower together—young people have limited
opportunities to practice social distancing to mitigate the risk of COVID-19 transmission. 14
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This problem is exacerbated by operational challenges such as shared ventilation systems and
the necessary daily movement of facility staff, counselors, and healthcare providers. 15
Although DJJ should redouble efforts to maintain proper distancing and preventive hygiene in
all restrictive facilities, the inherent features of DJJ facilities and the asymptomatic spread of
COVID-19 mean that dramatically reducing the population of incarcerated children is the only
sure method to protect youth in custody. 16
C. Due to the Pandemic, Incarcerated Youth Are Not Getting the Services and
Support That They Need.
As COVID-19 enters juvenile facilities, reports of disruptions to essential youth services like
education and visitation raise serious concerns. While DJJ’s recent decision to suspend inperson educational instruction is reasonable, class time should be replaced by more than a
“weekly lesson packet” for incarcerated youth to learn on their own. 17 DJJ is Georgia’s 181st
school district. As with other schools across the state, arrangements should be made to provide
interactive teacher-led learning within DJJ facilities.
DJJ has also suspended family visits to secure facilities, 18 but further isolating youth from their
families and support networks during this stressful period places children at risk of serious
harm. 19 Young people with mental health conditions are susceptible to increased distress
related to the health crisis, 20 and research demonstrates that mental health disorders are at least
twice as prevalent among detained youth as among the general adolescent population. 21 DJJ
environments”) (last visited Apr. 10, 2020); Attachment 1, Declaration of Dr. Craig W. Haney, Ph.D., ¶ 6 (March 21,
2020) (“Social distancing presents serious challenges for everyone in every part of our society, but nowhere more than in
penal institutions.”).
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should reduce the impact of this crisis on youth in custody by releasing as many as possible to
their families or caretakers; it should also prevent disruptions in services and social support for
those who cannot be immediately released.
D. There Are Ways to Mitigate the Risk of Harm to Children in DJJ’s Custody.
Across Georgia, government officials are mitigating the risk of an outbreak of COVID-19 in
detention facilities by releasing hundreds of detainees and sharply reducing admissions. 22 We
ask you to join them by enacting an emergency plan for addressing COVID-19 in the
juvenile delinquency system and making it public. We recommend that your plan include
the following measures:
1. Reduce Population in Juvenile Facilities.
a. Halt new admissions to juvenile facilities. To the extent that intake is
conducted by DJJ officers, DJJ should recommend processing as many cases
as possible through an informal adjustment (O.C.G.A. §§ 15-11-510 & 15-11515), using court as a last resort. All pre- and post-adjudication release
processes and mechanisms should be examined and employed as quickly as
possible. Wherever possible, young people should be released with
conditions or diverted to an alternative to detention.
b. Release as many young people from juvenile facilities as possible.
Children who are in DJJ facilities pursuant to a non-designated felony
commitment who have COVID-19 symptoms; suffer from chronic illnesses,
such as asthma or diabetes; or are in any other way at medical risk to
COVID-19, should be immediately released. DJJ should consider releasing
other youth unless a determination is made that an individual is a substantial
safety risk to others. Youth with scheduled release dates within 90 days
should be released immediately, unless adjudicated delinquent on a
designated felony (DF). All youth placed pursuant to a DF order should be
screened for a motion or recommendation for early release.
c. Bolster transitional support for young people. DJJ should enhance
existing reentry support, partnering with social services organizations in
Justice in the U.S.: Facts for Policymakers, Nat’l Ctr. for Children in Poverty (2011),
http://www.nccp.org/publications/pub_1038.html; Linda A. Teplin, et al., Psychiatric Disorders in Youth in Juvenile
Detention, 59 Arch. Gen. Psych. 1133 (2002).
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bonds except in cases of stalking, offenses involving family violence, and certain recidivist traffic offenses).
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young people’s communities to ensure that, upon return to their community,
young people have a place to live, can meet their basic needs, will receive
immediate and adequate medical care, and can have immediate access to
Medicaid, all to reduce their susceptibility to the virus.
2. Mitigate Harm While Youth Await Release.
a. Ensure transparency in communications. Policies adopted in response to
COVID-19 should be transparent and clearly communicated to the public and
to incarcerated youth. For example, the Georgia Department of Corrections
provides regular online updates about confirmed cases in its facilities. 23 A
similar approach by DJJ would promote transparency and likely reduce the
volume of information requests from members of the public. Written and
verbal communications should be distributed to youth regarding COVID-19,
access to medical care, and community-based supports.
b. Provide adequate cleaning supplies. Per CDC guidelines, incarcerated
youth should be given increased supplies of soap, toilet paper, and
cleaning/sanitizing products to maintain adequate preventive hygiene, at no
cost to them or their families.
c. Maintain social connections. Juvenile detention inflicts trauma on an
already traumatized population of children, and the lack of any familial
contact exacerbates this trauma at a moment of heightened stress. 24 All fees
should be waived for calls and video visitation, and young people should be
guaranteed access to communication with their friends and family. Video
visitation should be made available to the same extent that in-person
visitation was available prior to the public health crisis.
d. Provide access to education and other programming. While in-person
teaching is suspended, DJJ should provide youth with interactive, teacher-led
distance learning. Other suspended programming should be replaced by
loosening restrictions on books and other materials to promote positivity and
engagement for youth.
e. Continue access to legal counsel. DJJ should ensure that protective
measures do not compromise the timeliness or confidentiality of
communication between incarcerated youth and their legal counsel.
f. Implement an emergency staffing plan. DJJ should develop a plan to
reinforce staffing and provide for effective care in the event of a mass
outbreak at any of its restrictive facilities. If not already in place, DJJ should
implement paid sick leave to encourage staff members not to come to work if
they are ill.
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3. Make Further Adjustments for Youth on Probation.
a. Reduce probation consequences. To the extent of its authority, DJJ should
instruct intake officers to detain juveniles only under a limited, written set of
extreme circumstances, and to eliminate incarceration as a sanction for
technical violations of probation or commitment orders. Probation violations
or sanctions should also not be issued based on school attendance or success.
b. Reduce conditions of probation that can increase social contact. DJJ
should eliminate requirements for in-person meetings with probation officers
and not enforce probation activities that would require a young person to use
public transportation, congregate with others, or leave home unnecessarily.
c. Allow flexibility for youth on probation. DJJ should allow youth to travel
and access medical care, stay isolated when necessary, and take care of
themselves and their loved ones.
d. Suspend enforcement of financial and service obligations. DJJ should
place a moratorium on all requirements to attend and pay for court and
probation-ordered programs, community service and labor.
Across Georgia, extraordinary and unprecedented measures affecting every aspect of life are
being taken in the name of protecting people from this pandemic. We urge you to consider and
adopt the measures listed in this letter for the protection of vulnerable youth in custody, facility
staff, and the public at large.
Thank you for your consideration. Best wishes to you and your staff as you navigate this
challenging time.

Sincerely,

Sara Totonchi
Executive Director

Atteeyah Hollie
Senior Staff Attorney

cc:

Governor Brian Kemp
Department of Public Health Commissioner Kathleen Toomey
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