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Houston Sen. Whitmire wants to abolish troubled TYC 

By LISA SANDBERG 

Copyright 2008 Houston Chronicle Austin Bureau  

AUSTIN — The Texas Senate's leader on prison policy 

has a novel idea for the state's $235-million-a year 

system of juvenile corrections: Abolish it. 

John Whitmire, a Democrat from Houston who chairs the Senate Committee on Criminal Justice, 

said no amount of reforms at the Texas Youth Commission will correct what he sees as an 

expensive, poorly conceived, top-heavy, ineffective bureaucratic operation that's better known 

for its sex abuse scandals than its graduation rates. 

"We're spending ($235) million a year and we've got these broken-down, unsafe facilities in all 

the wrong places," Whitmire said this week, adding that he would replace the state system with 

smaller lockups closer to where most offenders live. 

In making the case for dissolving the 59-year-old agency, Whitmire noted these facts: The 

agency has more employees (4,100) than incarcerated youth (2,800), yet still, because of a 

complex set of factors, including the difficulty of recruiting staff in remote places, is short 440 
guards. Its offender population is smaller than some high schools, but in part to support a huge 

bureaucracy, the state spends a large amount each year to provide for their care. It scatters 

troubled offenders in units located in largely rural areas around the state, even though most 

come from urban areas far away, he said. 

"You can't take a kid from Houston and send him to the Oklahoma border where he never sees 

his parents and expect to reform him," Whitmire said. "Let's keep the kids in county-run urban 

settings and let the (state) money go with them and you cut out all the top and middle 

bureaucracy. We're wasting millions of dollars and not getting very much in return." 

Though TYC's top official appeared taken aback by the proposal, several elected leaders 

embraced it. 

"Overall, I support the concept: Keep kids in areas where they come from," said Sen. Juan 

"Chuy" Hinojosa, a Democrat from McAllen who authored last year's law that created changes to 

the agency after the abuse scandal that nearly brought it down. 

In Harris County, District Judge Pat Shelton was less enthusiastic. He said the state cannot 

expect 254 counties to run TYC-equivalent lockups. 

County facilities, he said, have no room for the youths TYC currently houses, and the juveniles 

would need to be in more secure units than the county operates. 

"It would be a nightmare if there was no TYC," Shelton said. "Harris County would have to dig 

deep in its pockets to build a facility to handle all the kids who go to TYC. You have to give TYC 

more time to retool." 

Judicial frustration 

While most youths stay in county facilities three to six months, those sent to TYC are held for one 

to three years, Shelton said. 

The minimum stay at TYC, he said, is nine months. 

But state District Judge Mike Schneider, one of Shelton's fellow juvenile court jurists in Harris 

County, said he hopes that the state studies Whitmire's proposal. 

He said he has felt frustrated because in the past TYC didn't provide youths with services ordered 

by Harris County judges. Before the TYC scandal, sex offenders sentenced in county courts to 

TYC often did not undergo counseling ordered by judges, he said. 

If the county probation department ran lockups for such offenders, judges could check to see if 

the services were provided and hold the department accountable, Schneider said. 

Burgeoning trend 

"I have no problem getting rid of TYC as long as we have the option of dealing with kids locally 
and that it's not an unfunded mandate," he said. 

Harris County Judge Ed Emmett, chair of the county juvenile probation board, said he will wait 
and see whether state lawmakers seriously consider Whitmire's proposal. 

Brazoria County Court-at-law judge James Blackstock, who is chairman of that county's juvenile 
board, said the issue will come down to money. 
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"If the state orders that and funds it sufficiently, then I'm all for it," he said. "If it's an unfunded 

mandate, then I'm against it." 

But the idea of keeping troubled kids in their own communities and providing them with intensive 

services delivered by, say local probation departments, is gaining traction around the country. 

Missouri decentralized much of its system for juvenile offenders, and states like Louisiana and 
Mississippi are following suit, said Sheila Bedi, executive director of the Washington D.C.-based 

Justice Policy Institute. 

Though he had no hard numbers, and has not put his plan to paper, Whitmire said he thinks the 

state could spend about half as much money keeping all but the most violent kids in their local 

communities. With state funding, most local probation departments could probably absorb them. 

Some would be housed in secure lockups, some in halfway houses. There might be a regional 

facility built for sparsely populated counties. 

Youths who commit the most violent crimes would be sent to the juvenile wing of the adult prison 

system, he said. 

TYC conservator Richard Nedelkoff said he supported the idea of placing juveniles closer to their 

families, but he rejected the idea of dismantling TYC and insisted that ending one bureaucracy 

would just beget another. 

If you get rid of the state agency, "it'd become a county bureaucracy," he said. "It's the nature of 

government." 

Houston Chronicle reporters William Murphy, Richard Stewart and Eric Hanson contributed to this 
report. 
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RightWinger1940 wrote:  

Huh. This is the same John Whitmire who refuses to allow property tax caps for 

home owners, "In Other Words Our City/County Owned Property We Call Homes," 

and has fought this attempt tooth and nail. Not to mention his personal so called Tax 

Caps on his personal Quote un Quote, Agricultural Tree Farms?  
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manyara wrote:  

I fully support this idea. I saw a Discovery Channel special about youth facilities 

around the world, and guess who had the lowest recidivism rates? Turkey! They 

keep the kids close to the community where they live, in essence helping the youth 

to reform by maintaining or initiating positive contact.  
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vpdriver wrote:  

I agree with the senator. The use of human misery as a jobs program for rural 

Texans is insane. No jobs in them there parts? MOVE!  
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KathyV62 wrote:  

I think it is great to see someone thinking outside the box. The idea seems to 

address the issue from the monetary standpoint, as well as the social, moral and 

common-sense standpoints. Kudos to you, Senator Whitmire! I hope you can make 

it happen.  
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Txlady615 wrote:  

Page 2 of 3Houston Sen. Whitmire wants to abolish troubled TYC | Chron.com - Houston Chronicle

4/7/2008http://www.chron.com/disp/story.mpl/hotstories/5673302.html



 
 

 

 

 

These children need emotional support from their families that might be available if 

nearer home. Less chance for abuse also.  
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