








more punitive approaches and raise
questions about their potential impact
on youth development and the use of
evidence-based practices that support
accountability and positive outcomes.

' ' Young people, as their brains
are maturing, they struggle with
impulse control. They are
particularly susceptible to peer
influence. But it also makes

them particularly amenable to

change, especially when we
look at protective factors and
make sure that they have
supportive adults, supportive
environments, access to
opportunities, and also
opportunities to learn and grow
from their mistakes.

Stephen Bishop, Annie E. Casey Foundation
Juvenile Justice Subcommittee, April 7, 2025 (89th R.S.)

LSJAPRIORITY INITIATIVES

Throughout the 89th Session, the Lone
Star Justice Alliance (LSJA) championed
a consistent vision and an unwavering
commitment to advancing legislation
aligned with our core initiatives, including
“Mercy for Survivors,” which created an
affirmative defense for trafficking
survivors; “Second Look,” which
provided earlier opportunities for parole
for youthful offenders; and “Reduce,
Improve, and Reinvest,” which offered
juvenile justice system-wide reforms.
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e HB 200: Second Look (Buckley):

Provides developmentally
appropriate factors in determining
parole eligibility and realigns
computation of release for individuals
convicted of committing certain
offenses under the age of 18 with
constitutional requirements. The
passage of HB 200 in the House
Chamber was once again a familiar
glimmer of hope that was dashed
when the bill was not referred to the
Senate for consideration.

[The juvenile justice system] is ’ ’
built on the firm foundation
that kids are not mini adults.

Judge Cynthia Wheless, Collin County
Juvenile Justice Subcommittee, April 7, 2025 (89th R.S.)

HB 31: Reduce, Improve, and
Reinvest Youth Justice Omnibus Bill
(Thompson): A comprehensive
reform bill aimed to codify and
implement actionable, evidence-
based diversionary reforms to reduce
TJJD population, improve facility
conditions and procedural fairness in
juvenile adjudications and
dispositions, and reinvest in
diversionary measures. Although it
stalled in the House, HB 31 kept
critical reform discussions alive.
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e Justice Efficiency Fund Proposal:
LSJA also urged lawmakers to
consider a contingency rider to
support the system reforms in HB 31.
The fund would have promoted
cross-system coordination, best
practices in data collection, and
assisted in building a statewide
strategic community-based
prevention and intervention network.
Though not enacted, this vision
remains central to future reform.

e HB 2234 (Dutton): Raise the Age
Efforts: Proposed legislation aimed to
raise the age of jurisdictional
responsibility. Over the years,
advocates and policymakers have
participated in focus groups,
examined budgetary impact, and the
range of services needed to
accommodate 17-year-olds into the
juvenile justice system. System
stakeholders even encouraged
delayed enactment of provisions to
ensure efficient implementation. This
session proved once again that Texas
is still not ready to join the nation in
moving closer to a developmentally
appropriate approach to legal
procedures and rehabilitative
supervision of youth.

THE FAULT LINES

Sorry members, we seem to
live in a time when the kids
today are a whole lot different
from the kids we grew up with.

We live in a very angry society,
but our employees shouldn’t , !
be the brunt of that anger.

Sen. Charles Perry, D28
Criminal Justice Hearing, April 1, 2025 (89th R.S.)

e SB 1727 (Perry): Contained proposals

aimed at leveraging prosecutorial and
administrative consequences for
criminal or aggressive non-compliant
conduct in secure facilities. In stark
contrast to HB 31, the debates around
SB1727 centered on amendments
that would have allowed TJJD youth
to be transferred to the Texas
Department of Criminal Justice
(TDCJ) adult prison system after a
second offense; expand determinate
sentence offenses; and institute
procedural mechanisms that would
make it easier to administratively
transfer TJJD youth and youth on
determinate sentence probation to
the adult system.
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WHAT PASSED THIS SESSION

! ' Everything's all good and fine,

programs are great, and all this is all The legislation filed during the 89th

Session provides greater perspective on
possible realignment of the juvenile
justice system and forecasts the

great, until it doesn’t work. And then
we have to have the tools that are
necessary to take care of the

situation. constraints on system capacity and the
Rep. AJ Louderback, D30 shift in strategic direction.
Juvenile Justice Subcommittee, April 7, 2025 (89th R.S.)
e Juvenile Justice/Criminal Justice
e HB 1545 (Bell): Modifies Sunset
« SB 2693 (Perry): Provided broad Review for TJJD to allow for a
discretion to TJJD to determine “limited-scope” review in 2027 during
whether the services of the advocacy the 90th Legislature; however, the
group were in the best interest of the limited-scope includes an
youth and would have authorized assessment of the regionalization
TJJD to deny admission to any plan and administration of local
advocacy or support group that filed diversion over commitment to secure
a complaint with the federal facilities. TJJD is required to submit a
government while an investigation or report by September 1, 2026 that
lawsuit was pending against TJJD. details: 1) its response to the U.S.

Advocates around the state
successfully rallied in opposition.

Department of Justice's investigation
showing constitutional violations; 2)
the waitlist of youth awaiting transfer
to TJJD from county facilities; 3) staff
and turnover at TJJD for each fiscal
year since 2016; and 4) the progress
of construction for new facilities.

By the end of May, these bills were
casualties to other legislative priorities. In
retrospect, the failure of SB 1727 and HB
31 has yielded a prudent equilibrium, a
status quo, which affords policymakers
on both sides the opportunity to reflect,

recallbrate, and patentlaly recanyvene When the DOJ site visits began in 2022, 35

ith aren isi . : .
with a renewed vision for the system the agency was in the worst staffing

crisis of both TJJD and Texas Youth

Commission history.

Shandra Carter, TJJD Executive Director
August 9, 2024 Statement to TJJD Board
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HB 1445 (Hernandez): Allows the
director of a managed assigned
counsel program to approve or
disapprove requests for payments
submitted by a juvenile defense
counsel.

HB 3513 (Fairly), HB 5667 (Olcott):
Changes the juvenile board statutes
in Bee, Comal, Live Oak, McMullen,
Moore, and Parker Counties.

HB 4263 (Cook): Improves personnel
retention by creating an optional
benefit that would allow correctional
staff to receive an annual lump sum
payment for accrued vacation time in
lieu of taking time off and grievance
processes for TJJD staff.

HB 4885 (Moody): Authorizes an
attorney appointed by a managed
assigned counsel program to inspect
or copy a child’'s records held by the
juvenile court, juvenile probation
department, prosecutor, and court
clerk.

SB 1019 (Huffman): Allows hearsay
statements from alleged victims to
be admitted in juvenile court
proceedings for certain sexual or
assaultive offenses. The bill updates
the law to apply to victims who are 18
or younger, instead of age 12 as
provided under prior law.

SB 1171 (Perry): Requires TJJD to
provide hazardous duty pay to an
investigator, inspector general,

security office, or apprehension
specialist employed by the Office of
the Inspector General and entitles
peace officers to injury leave.
Includes TJJD in the definition of a
law enforcement agency.

e SB 1737 (Huffman/Flores): Provides

Employee Retirement System service
credit to facility officers.

» SB 2776 (Hinojosa): Authorizes

consent-based information sharing
for youth discharged into credible
messenger programs so they can
serve as mentors.

e SB 2878 (Hughes): Enacts diversion-

friendly amendments affecting
justice and municipal courts and
juvenile board detention policies.

School Discipline

e HB 6 (Leach): Expands the authority
of school administrators to suspend,
expel, and remove students from
classrooms, while also authorizing
virtual disciplinary alternative
education programs and changing
provisions related to special
education and charter schools. As
enacted, the stated objectives of the
bill are to address rising behavioral
concerns and protect school staff
and students, but critics argue it
could increase exclusionary discipline
and disproportionately harm
vulnerable student populations.
These changes could undermine
rehabilitative goals and risk fueling
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the school-to-prison pipeline rather
than addressing the root causes of
student misbehavior.

Mental Health
e HB 109 (Rose/Thompson): Gives the
Department of State Health Services
(DSHS) greater capacity and
flexibility in placing youth in
residential treatment.

Child Abuse/Child Protection
e HB 908 (Spiller): Requires law
enforcement to enter information on
a missing child under the age of 18
into the National Center for Missing
and Exploited Children database

within two hours of receiving a report.

e HB 1106 (Shaheen): Changes the
definition of abuse and neglect to
clarify that refusal to affirm a child’s
expressed orientation or gender by a
parent, custodian, or other person
responsible for a child’s care does
not qualify as abuse or neglect. The
Family Code definition of abuse and
neglect applies to juvenile justice
facilities and programs.

Workforce/Opportunity Youth
e SB1143 (Blanco): Requires Texas

Workforce Commission to establish
goals and performance metrics for
strategic plans that target
Opportunity Youth and create greater
transparency on outcomes of
workforce partnerships and
programs.
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e SB 1728 (Perry): Extends Jobs and
Education for Texas grants to TJJD
education programs.

\WHAT DID NOT PASS

During the 89th Legislative Session, a
total of 8719 bills were introduced by
lawmakers. Of those, approximately 7500
did not pass. Governor Abbott vetoed 28
bills during regular session, including HB
353 (Patterson), which would have
created a criminal offense of trespass on
or near a school or day-care center
property. Abbott cited that the bill
would “make a criminal of anyone near a
school or day-care ... even absent
unlawful or threatening act.” In keeping
with relevant juvenile justice themes, this
report highlights the following bills, which
did not pass.

» HB 355, HB 1461, HB 1822, HB 2147, HB
1631: Addressed virtual hearings,
jurisdictional retention, delayed
transfers, and hearing cycles.

e SB 1631 (Cook): Proposed reforms
with the potential of reducing the
length of detention from a ten-day to
five-day hearing cycle and proposed
a study of the effect of detention
orders and length of detention.
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SPECIAL SESSION WINS

In June, Governor Abbott announced a
list of bills he chose to veto despite being
passed by the state legislature. He also
announced a special session that began
on July 21st where he identified a limited
number of bills he vetoed for re-
consideration. Mercy for Survivors (SB
1278) was included on that list.

e SB1278: Mercy for Survivors
(Parker): LSJA successfully
supported the passage of this bill
that moved unanimously through
both House and Senate chambers
during the regular session. Surviving
through two special sessions, Mercy
for Survivors was signed into law as
SB 11 on September 17 and became
effective on December 4. The bill
provides an affirmative defense for
victims of trafficking or prostitution
facing prosecution, recognizing
coercion and fear of harm.

The following two bills vetoed were not
added to Special Session.

e HB 4885 (Moody): Would have
authorized an attorney appointed by
a managed assigned counsel program
to inspect or copy a child’s records
held by the juvenile court, juvenile
probation department, prosecutor,
and court clerk.
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* SB 2878 (Hughes): Would have
enacted diversion-friendly
amendments affecting justice and
municipal courts and juvenile board
detention policies.

GROWING INVESTMENT IN REGIONAL
DIVERSION

o
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The 2026-27 biennium budget reflects
measured but meaningful progress in
Texas’s continued shift toward
community-based juvenile justice, most
notably through an increase in funding
for Regional Diversion Alternatives.
Building on investments made in the prior
biennium, the Legislature increased
annual funding for regional diversion by
approximately $1.4 million per year,
reinforcing the role of regional,
collaborative approaches that divert
youth from state commitment and
support services closer to home.

By elevating Regional Diversion
Alternatives as a growing investment
area, the budget signals an
understanding that effective diversion
requires regional infrastructure, cross-
county coordination, and sustained local
capacity. This increase represents one of
the clearest budgetary indications of the
state’s intent to continue moving away
from reliance on state secure
confinement and toward community-
based responses that are better aligned
with youth and family needs.
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At the same time, the budget sustained
funding for several core diversion and
prevention strategies, preserving the
foundation of Texas's juvenile justice
system. Funding for Prevention and
Intervention, Community Programs,
Commitment Diversion Initiatives,
Juvenile Justice Alternative Education
Programs, and Mental Health Services
Grants remains flat. While this stability
ensures continuity on services that are
essential, additional investment in these
areas will be necessary to expand
capacity and fully advance the goal of
keeping youth shallow in the juvenile
justice system.

Maintaining these investments is
significant, particularly in a period of
fiscal constraint. However, flat funding
also means that local systems must
continue to absorb rising operational
costs, workforce challenges, and
increasing service complexity without
additional resources. As a result, while
the budget reflects forward momentum,
it also underscores the need for future
investments to ensure that diversion
strategies can meet demand at scale.

Taken together, the 2026-27 budget
demonstrates cautious progress. The
increased investment in Regional
Diversion Alternatives points in the right
direction, while the maintenance of other
diversion strategies preserves critical
infrastructure. The challenge ahead is to
LONE STAR JUSTICE ALLIANCE
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build on this foundation with expanded
investments and modifications to the
current funding process for community
alternatives that fully realize a diversion-
first juvenile justice system across Texas.

REIMAGINING REFORM: A CALL T0 ACTION

In preparation for and during the 89th
Session, LSJA continued our
commitment to listening to the families,
educators, faith leaders, and advocates
who have been sounding the alarm for
years on juvenile justice in Texas. We
convened grassroots organizations,
community coalitions, and faith leaders
to promote a unified voice based on
data, lived experience, and practical
solutions.

LSJA convened the Relmagine Reform
Workgroup in summer 2024. This
coalition included judges, probation
leaders, youth, and practitioners who
drafted the core legislative priorities
LSJA championed during the 89th
Session. The Workgroup fostered trust
and advocacy networks across sectors.

LSJA hosted Youth Justice Advocacy
Day in February 2025, mobilizing nearly
100 youth and practitioners to the
Capitol. Training sessions and meetings
empowered directly impacted voices to
advocate for bills such as HB 31, HB 200,
and SB 1278.




LSJA partnered with African Methodist
Episcopal Church and Methodist leaders
to mobilize clergy to testify at the
hearing and submit a 167-signature letter
in support of HB 200 (Second Look). Rep.
Little, who sat on the committee,
summarized the impact of the testimony
with a simple “that’ll preach” after the
last speaker. In addition, these leaders
helped distinguish between the
rehabilitative model in HB 31 and the
punitive vision of SB 1727.

In all, over 100 new advocates responded
to the call for action for HB 31 and SB 1727
and over 175 for HB 200.

CONCLUSION: CENTERING YOUTH,
LISTENING TO COMMUNITY

The future of youth justice in Texas
hinges on whether policymakers will
embrace developmental science,
community expertise, and evidence-
based solutions. The 89th Legislature
revealed deep fault lines but also laid a
foundation of hope. Through its strategic

advocacy, LSJA continues to elevate
youth voices and expand the circle of
influence at the Capitol.

We must demand more than incremental
change. Texas must lead with courage—
not by reinforcing failing systems, but by
building a future where all youth have a
real second chance.

E® What we know about adolescent development and brain science [..] almost all young
people engage in some form of delinquency at some point in their life. And almost all
young people come out the other side with or without system intervention in a successful
way. Stephen Bishop, Annie E. Casey Foundation
Juvenile Justice Subcommittee, April 7, 2025 (89th R.S.)
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