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I. Executive Summary 

 

Four years ago, the state of Georgia turned a critical corner. After two decades of dramatic growth 

in the prison population, state spending on corrections had soared to more than $1 billion annually, 

but recidivism rates remained stubbornly high. Discouraged by the poor public safety dividends 

produced by the stateôs vast investment in incarceration, Governor Nathan Deal and the Georgia 

General Assembly decided it was time for a smarter, evidence-driven approach.  Their commitment 

to change has helped make Georgia a leader in adopting bipartisan, comprehensive criminal justice 

reforms that protect public safety, hold offenders accountable and conserve taxpayer dollars.  

 

The first step was creation of the Special Council on Criminal Justice Reform for Georgians 

(Special Council) by the General Assembly in 2011. In its first year, the Special Council 

trained its spotlight on the adult correctional system, conducting an exhaustive review of its 

performance to better understand its shortcomings and the dynamics driving prison growth. 

Based on that review, the Special Council recommended a set of substantial policy changes 

that focused prison space on violent, career criminals while strengthening probation, drug 

courts and other sentencing alternatives for nonviolent offenders. 

 

The reforms were embodied in HB 1176, which passed the General Assembly unanimously 

and was signed into law by Governor Deal on May 2, 2012. The billôs sponsor, Republican 

Rep. Rich Golick of Smyrna, called the landmark law the foundation of a new ñsmart on 

crimeò approach for Georgia: "More nonviolent offenders will be directed toward drug courts 

and rehabilitation where that is possible, and that will reserve more prison beds for violent 

offenders é Public safety is enhanced and taxpayer money is saved." 

 

Following that achievement with adult reforms, the Governor asked the Special Council to widen 

its focus to include Georgiaôs juvenile justice system, which was heavily reliant on expensive, 

out-of-home facilities that were producing poor results for taxpayers and youth alike. Guided by 

an exhaustive review of data and input from a long list of stakeholders, the Special Council 

produced a package of policy recommendations designed to focus out-of-home placements on 

high-level offenders and divert lower level offenders into programs proven to reduce recidivism.  

 

Many of the proposals were included in HB 242, which passed the General Assembly 

unanimously and was signed into law by Governor Deal on May 2, 2013. The governor called 

the signing a ñmilestoneò of his first gubernatorial term, noting that ñwe want to see more of 

Georgiaôs nonviolent young offenders who have made mistakes get their lives back together and 

re-enter society as productive citizens. If we address the issues early on, perhaps we can 

successfully divert them from wasting much of their adult years sleeping on expensive prison 

beds.ò  
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Early Progress 

 

Fortified with strong bipartisan support, these back-to-back legislative reforms are transforming 

Georgiaôs management of adult and juvenile offenders and producing positive fiscal and public 

safety results for its citizens. On the adult side, the state is fulfilling its key goal of using the 

most expensive correctional sanction ï prison ï for its most serious offenders while embracing 

more cost-effective incarceration alternatives for less serious lawbreakers. Progress has been 

steady, with the proportion of violent and sex offenders in prison increasing from 58% in January 

2009 to 68% in October 2014.  

 

Meanwhile, Georgiaôs overall prison population has stabilized, and stood at 53,383 at the start of 

2015. The slowdown in prison growth has brought significant benefits for taxpayers. Prior to 

passage of the reforms, Georgiaôs inmate population was expected to increase by 8 percent over 

five years, growth that would have required the state to spend $264 million to expand capacity. 

 

Additional savings have come from the near-elimination of  the enormous backlog of state 

inmates that once were housed in county jails awaiting transfer to a prison or Probation 

Detention Center. Historically, the Georgia Department of Corrections spent more than $20 

million annually to keep state inmates in local jails pending their transfer to prison. By FY2014, 

state spending on such subsidies had plummeted to $40,720, freeing up funds the state then 

reinvested in salary increases for security staff. Early indicators suggest the raises have helped 

reduce the turnover rate for new officers in that critical first year of employment with the 

Department.  

 

In another key improvement for public safety, the Georgia Department of Corrections has 

transformed the way it evaluates offendersô risk level and needs. In September 2014, the 

department adopted a dynamic assessment tool that helps officials better evaluate inmates and 

match them with programs and services that target their particular criminogenic profile. This 

evolution in offender assessment is vital: Research shows that those who receive interventions 

tailored to address their individual needs are less likely to commit new crimes after release. 

  

The juvenile system reforms have been in place for just over one year but the state has already 

made strong headway in reducing reliance on out-of-home placements for certain youth. To 

transform its management of juvenile offenders, Georgia first needed to expand community-

based options across the state, a goal pursued in part through creation of an incentive grant 

program. Progress through the grant program has been dramatic. Among the 49 counties 

participating in phase one, for instance, felony commitments and placements in short-term 

programs dropped more than 62% over a nine-month period ending in October 2014 ï 

dramatically exceeding the 15% goal set when the grants were awarded. That substantial decline 
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has helped drive a 14% drop in the secure population statewide and enabled the Georgia 

Department of Juvenile Justice to take two detention centers off line. Meanwhile, the grant 

program, which distributes a combination of federal and state funding to evidence-based 

programs in communities, now totals $7.1 million and has expanded to 60 counties serving 70% 

of Georgiaôs at-risk youth. 

 

A Focus on Reentry 

 

While maintaining momentum with the juvenile and adult system improvements throughout the 

year, the Council dedicated significant energy in 2014 to the stateôs third leg of criminal justice 

reform, the Georgia Prisoner Reentry Initiative (GA-PRI). The foundation for this work was laid 

in March 2013, when the General Assembly passed and Governor Deal subsequently signed HB 

349, creating the Georgia Council on Criminal Justice Reform (Council) in statute. Two months 

later Governor Deal issued an executive order appointing 15 members to five-year terms on the 

newly constituted Council. The longer tenure allows members to develop expertise while guiding 

system change ï and to tackle more complex projects, which they began doing in earnest in 

2014. 

 

The launch point for these complex projects was the creation of a comprehensive approach to 

reentry, the critical intersection between an offenderôs incarceration and return to life in the free 

world. Recognizing the close link between successful reentry and recidivism reduction, 

Governor Deal in 2013 asked the Council to expand its public safety lens and help Georgia 

ensure that every person released from prison has the tools and support needed to succeed in the 

community. To help coordinate this initiative, the Governor created, by executive order, the 

Governorôs Office of Transition, Support and Reentry (GOTSR), and named former legislator 

Jay Neal, a reentry champion, to head the agency. Governor Deal said the establishment of 

GOTSR, combined with the Councilôs intensified focus on reentry, would help Georgia take ñthe 

final step toward a lasting criminal justice overhaul.ò 

 

After an assessment of Georgiaôs reentry services led by Neal, the Council concluded that the 

stateôs approach suffered from the absence of a structure to guide efforts among myriad agencies 

and multiple other barriers to success. To help the state create and carry out a unified reentry 

program, the Council and GOTSR partnered with the Michigan-based Center for Justice 

Innovation and reentry expert Dennis Schrantz. The partnership produced the Georgia Prisoner 

Reentry Initiative (GA-PRI), a five-year plan to transform the stateôs approach to recidivism 

reduction. The unique partnership between the Council, GOTSR and the Center is expected to 

build Georgiaôs prisoner reentry reform efforts into a national model. 
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The Georgia Prisoner Reentry Initiative  

Approved by the Council at the end of 2013, the GA-PRI has two primary objectives: to improve 

public safety by reducing crimes committed by former offenders, thereby reducing the number of 

crime victims, and secondly, to boost success rates of Georgians leaving prison by providing 

them with a seamless plan of services and supervision, beginning at the time of their 

incarceration and continuing through their reintegration in the community. To monitor the public 

safety effects of reforms, officials are tracking recidivism (defined as a new felony conviction 

within three years of release) and offendersô successful completion of community supervision.  

 

Anchoring Georgiaôs efforts is a dedication to evidence-based practices, a commitment guided 

by the GA-PRI Framework (Framework). Designed for Georgia but reflecting the expertise of 

the National Prisoner Reentry Council and the National Institute of Corrections, the Framework 

is a highly detailed blueprint for the stateôs reentry effort. Beginning in 2014 and continuing for 

the next three years, the Frameworkôs priorities call for an improved transition accountability 

planning process for each returning citizen, from the point of imprisonment through successful 

discharge from post-release community supervision. The process is driven by the results of 

Georgiaôs new assessment instrument, the Next Generation Assessment. The assessment tool is 

used to determine prisonersô and returning Georgiansô risk and needs so that reentry staff can 

appropriately address those needs, with an emphasis on safe, affordable housing and 

employment. These evidence-based practices result in recidivism reduction one case at a time 

and represent the most important changes in Georgiaôs adult system to date. 

 

To finance the effort, Georgiaôs reentry team in 2014 successfully pursued federal funding, with 

extensive state matching dollars, through four Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA) funding 

streams. Georgia was the only state to receive all four grants, which totaled nearly $6 million in 

federal dollars. Combined with the $3 million in new and additional state funding Georgia plans 

to seek, the reentry initiative will benefit from an investment of nearly $9 million over the next 

three years.  

 

Including Georgiaôs total investment from FY2013 to FY2015 of more than $48 million in state 

dollars for juvenile and adult justice reforms, the total ï $57 million in state and federal funding 

ï is unmatched anywhere in the United States. The commitment signifies the unparalleled 

support for system reform from Georgiaôs executive, legislative and judicial branches and 

communities affected by crime. 

 

Looking ahead, priorities through 2018 include training, increasing staff, and robust system 

planning and coordination among agencies and stakeholders ï all fueled by the $9 million in new 

funding. Chief among these priorities are improved case planning and a deep strategic and 

operational commitment to other principles of evidence-based practice embedded in the GA-PRI 

and the Councilôs approach to recidivism reduction. Underlying this approach is a philosophy the 
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Council has described as ñone strategy, one plan.ò This concept of unified planning and 

implementation distinguishes Georgiaôs reentry effort and formed the basis for the four grant 

applications approved by BJA. Already, the groundbreaking one strategy, one plan approach of 

the GA-PRI is being featured at national training events sponsored by BJA.   

 

Beginning this year with five Community Pilot Sites, the GA-PRI will gradually expand and 

reach statewide engagement by the end of 2018. This timeline is driven by a set of 

implementation objectives approved by the Council in October 2014. The objectives are 

designed to reduce recidivism, defined as a new felony conviction within three years of release. 

Under goals set by the GA-PRI, Georgia will reduce the overall statewide recidivism rate by 7% 

in two years (from 27% to 25%) and by 11% over five years (from 27% to 24%).  

 

Additional Reforms 

 

While reentry was a priority for the Council in 2014, members also revisited the First Offender 

Act, a law that allows certain first-time offenders to avoid both a conviction and record of their 

case if they successfully complete their sentences. The Act, which also protects such offenders 

from employment discrimination, is intended to allow people to learn from their mistakes and 

resume their lives without the burden of a conviction. But in recent years it has not fulfilled its 

intended purpose. Some offenders have not been made aware of their eligibility for the Actôs 

protections and have suffered collateral consequences of a conviction, such as denial of 

professional licensure. In response to these problems, the Council established a study committee 

to investigate and suggest remedies. Members also adopted recommendations to ensure offenders 

are informed of their eligibility to be sentenced under the Act and to prevent the public release of 

offender records by consumer reporting agencies.  

 

 The Council also approved other recommendations for improving pre-trial diversion alternatives 

for certain offenders and extending parole eligibility to certain qualified non-violent, recidivist 

drug offenders, In addition, the Council authorized the extension of sentences for offenders 

whose probation has been revoked and who wish to participate in a felony accountability court 

program. 

 

 In the juvenile justice arena, the Council adopted proposals designed to improve the collecting 

and sharing of electronic data throughout the system ï a key step toward centralizing information 

about juvenile cases and ensuring the success of Georgiaôs landmark 2013 reforms. The 

recommendations include proposals to create a ñdata dictionaryò of defined data elements 

necessary to allow electronic sharing as well as a data repository to receive daily, statewide 

reporting of Pre-dispositional Risk Assessment (PDRA) data, Detention Assessment Instrument 

(DAI) data, and juvenile case disposition data.  
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Finally, the Council was asked by Governor Deal to examine Georgiaôs misdemeanor probation 

system, which affects an estimated 175,000 Georgians paying approximately $125 million 

annually in fines and surcharges. About 80% of Georgiaôs misdemeanant probationers are 

supervised by private companies, with the balance monitored by government agencies. A 2014 

audit criticized the performance of probation providers, along with the adequacy of government 

contracts and judicial oversight, and led to 2014 legislation. The Georgia Supreme Court also 

weighed in with a decision in late 2014 that invalidated the courtsô longstanding practice of 

tolling, or pausing, probation sentences and issuing arrest warrants for those who failed to meet 

conditions governing their case. Af ter months of intensive review, the Council approved 12 

recommendations to address deficiencies and improve transparency and fairness in misdemeanor 

probation supervision services. 

 

The Council respectfully submits this final report to the Governor, Lieutenant Governor, Speaker 

of the House of Representatives, Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, and Chief Judge of the 

Georgia Court of Appeals for full consideration during the 2015 legislative session. 
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I I . Background and Early Council Initiatives  

 

Between 1990 and 2011, Georgiaôs adult prison population more than doubled to nearly 56,000 

inmates. State spending on corrections skyrocketed as well, from $492 million to more than $1 

billion annually. As 2011 began, state prisons were stuffed to 107 percent of capacity and 

Georgiaôs incarceration rate ï 1 in 70 adults behind bars ï was the fourth highest in the nation. 

 

 

                    
                         Note: Historical prison population begins dropping in 2012 and 2013, following reforms. 

 

Projections forecast still more growth ahead, suggesting the prison population would rise another 

8 percent within five years ï saddling taxpayers with $264 million in new costs. Yet despite 

Georgiaôs heavy ï and expensive ï reliance on incarceration, the stateôs 30% recidivism rate had 

remained virtually unchanged for a decade.  

 

Across the country, other states were experiencing similar pressures ï and rethinking their 

approach to sentencing and corrections. Texas, Kentucky, Arkansas, North Carolina, and Ohio 

were among states that had begun adopting reforms to rein in corrections spending and obtain 

better public safety outcomes from their criminal justice systems. These reforms, often grouped 

under the banner of ñjustice reinvestment,ò aimed to control costs by focusing prison space on 

serious, violent offenders and reinvesting part of the savings into strategies proven to reduce 

reoffending.1 

                                                        
1
Pew Center on the States, Public Safety in Oregon (Washington, D.C.: The Pew Charitable Trusts, May 28, 2013).  
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A New Direction 

 

By 2011, Georgia was ready for a course correction that would help the state get better results 

from its criminal justice system. Determined to improve public safety, hold offenders 

accountable, and stabilize prison spending, the Georgia General Assembly passed and Governor 

Deal signed HB 265 to create the bipartisan, inter-branch Special Council on Criminal Justice 

Reform for Georgians. The Special Councilôs mandate was to: 

 

Á Address the growth of the stateôs prison population, contain corrections costs and 

increase efficiencies and effectiveness that result in better offender management;  

Á Improve public safety by reinvesting a portion of the savings into strategies that reduce 

crime and recidivism; and  

Á Hold offenders accountable by strengthening community-based supervision, sanctions 

and services.  

 

The Councilôs first task was to scrutinize sentencing and corrections data to identify factors 

driving prison growth. With technical assistance from the Public Safety Performance Project of 

the Pew Center on the States (Pew), members also reviewed state policies and practices and 

gathered input from prosecutors, sheriffs, crime victim advocates, county officials, and other  

 

 

ñWith this bold new direction in criminal justice, we will bolster public safety, increase our 

chances of rehabilitating lives and bend the unsustainable cost curve we face in our prison 

system.ò 

 

Governor Nathan Deal 

Signing of HB 1176, May 2, 2012 

 

stakeholders. That job took almost a year, and revealed that drug and property offenders, many 

of whom were at low risk to reoffend, made up nearly 60 percent of all prison admissions. The 

review also found that Georgiaôs judges had few sentencing options aside from prison, and that 

probation and parole agencies lacked the authority and capacity to adequately supervise 

offenders in the community or provide interventions likely to reduce recidivism.  

 

In November 2011, the Council released its findings and proposed a broad range of data-driven 

reforms. Many of the recommendations were included in HB 1176, which passed unanimously 

in both chambers of the Georgia General Assembly and was signed by Governor Deal on May 2, 

2012.  
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The law was expected to avert the projected 8 percent growth of the inmate population and the 

associated cost increase of $264 million. Through accompanying budget initiatives, the General 

Assembly reinvested more than $17 million of the first-year prison savings into measures 

designed to reduce recidivism, principally by expanding accountability courts ï such as drug and 

DUI courts ï and strengthening probation and parole supervision. The reinvestment trend has 

continued each year since, with another $19.7 million slated for FY2016. Budget priorities for 

these funds includes $19.1 million for new and existing accountability courts and $576,000 to 

increase staff and training for Georgiaôs reentry effort. 

  

A Shift to Juvenile Justice 

 

Encouraged by the broad foundation laid for adult correctional reforms after the 2012 legislative 

session, Governor Deal resolved to pursue improvements in the stateôs troubled juvenile justice 

system. The Governor began with an executive order extending the Councilôs term, expanding its 

membership and asking appointees to tackle reform of the justice system for Georgiaôs youth.2 

 

          
            Note: Data in chart are from 2011 

 

The Council began by conducting a detailed analysis of Georgiaôs juvenile justice laws, 

facilities, administration, programs, and outcomes, and by solicit ing input from a wide variety of 

stakeholders. The findings revealed a system of high costs and poor results, one heavily reliant 

on out-of-home facilities and lacking community-based sentencing options in many parts of the 

state. The cost of Georgiaôs secure residential facilities were alarming ï averaging $90,000 per 

bed per year. And nearly one in four of the juveniles in out-of-home placements were 

                                                        
2
 Executive Order extending the Governorôs Special Council on Criminal Justice Reform, signed by Gov. Nathan Deal on May 

24, 2012.  
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adjudicated for low-level offenses, including misdemeanors or status offenses. Four in ten, 

meanwhile, were assessed as a low risk to reoffend. 

 

The disappointing outcomes produced by the $300-million juvenile justice system made it 

difficult to justify such costs. More than half the youth in the juvenile system were re-adjudicated 

delinquent or convicted of a criminal offense within three years of release, a rate that had held 

steady since 2003. For those released from Georgiaôs secure youth development campuses, the 

recidivism rate was a disturbing 65 percent, a proportion that had increased by six percentage 

points since 2003.
3
 

 

With technical assistance from Pew, the Annie E. Casey Foundation and the Crime & Justice 

Institute, the Council produced a set of policy recommendations aimed at focusing expensive 

out-of-home facilities on serious, higher-risk youth and managing youth with more minor 

offenses through evidence-based supervision and programs that address their core needs and 

problems. Many of the data-driven proposals were included in HB 242, a sweeping rewrite of the 

juvenile code that passed the General Assembly without a single ñnoò vote and was signed into 

law by Governor Deal on May 2, 2013.  

 

ñWe know one thing for certain: Spending $91,000 a year to lock up a juvenile and getting 65% 

recidivism in return is not working. We can be smarter with taxpayer dollars. More importantly, 

we can produce a safer Georgia.ò 

 

Former Georgia Supreme Court Chief Justice Carol Hunstein 

State of the Judiciary Address, Feb. 7, 2013 

 

The Councilôs initiatives are expected to save an estimated $85 million through 2018 and avoid 

the need to open two additional juvenile residential facilities. Georgia committed an initial $5 

million in state funds, plus another $1 million in federal grant money, to strengthen and expand 

community-based programs for our young offenders. HB 242 also led to standardized assessment 

tools to help judges determine the risk levels of juvenile offenders and decide their best 

sentencing options in court and halted Georgiaôs policy of locking up youth who commit status 

offenses, such as truancy, running away or violating curfew. The reform reclassified such youth 

ï formerly called ñunruly childrenò ï as Children in Need of Services and allows law 

enforcement, the Department of Juvenile Justice and the Division of Family and Children 

Services to develop treatment and service plans for them rather than immediately sending them 

to DJJ detention centers. 

 

 

 

                                                        
3
Report of the Special Council on Criminal Justice Reform for Georgians, December 2012. 
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I II . Adult Correctional System: Progress and Recommendations 

 

Progress 

 

In passing HB 1176 and adopting a series of related administrative policies, Georgia transformed 

the way it punishes lower level, nonviolent offenders and made a smart commitment to 

recidivism reduction. It will take years for the full effect of the reforms to take hold, but progress 

toward one critical goal ï focusing expensive prison space on violent offenders while using  

 

 

 
 

 

evidence-based community sanctions for those convicted of less serious crimes ï has been 

strong. Between January 2009 and October 2014, the proportion of violent and sex offenders in 

prison increased from 58% to 68%.
4
 Meanwhile, the overall prison population stabilized, 

allowing Georgia to avoid the significant, expensive growth forecast before reforms were 

adopted. 

 

                                                        
4
 Georgia Department of Corrections 
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One dramatic consequence of the ongoing reforms has been a substantial decline in the number 

of African-American adults incarcerated in Georgia. While Afri can-Americans still make up 

more than 60 percent of the state prison population, the number of black men sent to prison has 

declined 19 percent over the past five years, while the number of black women has dropped 33 

percent. The number of African Americans entering the prison system in 2013 was at its lowest 

level since 1988.
5
 

 

ñGeorgiaôs been going in one direction for more than 50 years. But a 20 percent decline in the 

number of blacks being sent to prison is not trivial, itôs not a blip. Itôs a substantial shift away 

from the dynamics of the past.ò 

 

Marc Mauer, executive director of The Sentencing Project 

The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, Aug. 2, 2014 

 

In another key improvement, the enormous backlog of inmates in county jails awaiting transfer 

to a prison or Probation Detention Center has been virtually eliminated, resulting in significant 

cost savings.  Details on these system improvements, as well as other accomplishments initiated 

by HB 1176, are below: 

 

Front -End Risk Assessment   During the past two decades, substantial research has shown that 

the use of validated offender risk and needs assessments can guide criminal justice decision-

making and reduce recidivism. Given that, one of the Councilôs first-year recommendations 

suggested that Georgia improve how and at what stage offenders are assessed for risk and needs, 

and also change who has access to such information. In response, the Georgia Department of 

Corrections partnered with an external statistical research firm and spent two years developing 

the Next Generation Assessment (NGA).   

 

The NGA, which became operational in September 2014, is an automated, dynamic, normed, and 

validated assessment instrument. It objectively assesses offendersô risk level and criminogenic 

needs and identifies programs most likely to bring about behavior change. Research shows that 

offenders who receive interventions tailored to address their specific needs are less likely to 

commit new crimes after release. The NGA is dynamic in that it is continually updated based on 

information entered into several criminal justice databases and case management systems.  Its 

findings are shared with other criminal justice agencies to promote public safety. A version of 

the NGA for use in the pre-sentencing phased is now being used to assist judges, prosecutors and 

defense attorneys. The tool is being tested in pilot projects involving five judicial circuits and 

about ten judges.  

 

                                                        
5
 Ibid. 
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Program Treatment Completion Certificate   In last yearôs report, the Council recommended 

that upon release, offenders receive documentation of their prison programming and work 

experience.  SB 365 followed up on this recommendation, codifying the Program Treatment 

Completion Certificate. These certificates detail offender accomplishments during incarceration, 

including needs programming, academic education, work history and personal development. 

Such documentation may influence employers and landlords, enhancing an offenderôs chance of 

obtaining work and housing. As of January 2015, the certificate was in the final stages of 

development and approval. 

 

Electronic Records Submission/Jail Population Drop  Over the past decade, the Georgia 

Department of Corrections paid counties more than $170 million to house state inmates awaiting 

transfer from county jails to prison. HB 1176 reduced this offender backlog by mandating that 

ñsentencing packets,ò once sent by mail, be transmitted electronically between systems. The 

electronic submissions began in July 2012 and were fully implemented statewide by fall of 2013. 

Meanwhile, prison intake and parole procedures were also improved through the use of  
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technology. Altogether, these changes reduced the weekly jail backlog from more than 1,600 

offenders in July 2012 to approximately 200 by the end of December 2014, significantly 

shrinking payouts of state funds to counties and reducing overcrowding in some county jails.6 

 

As a result, the county jail population is at its lowest level since 2005, with 33,331 inmates in jail 

and more than 14,000 county jail beds empty.
7
 Historically the Department of Corrections spent 

more than $20 million annually (a mix state funds and other revenues) to house state inmates in 

local jails pending their transfer to prison. By FY2014, state spending on such subsidies had 

plummeted to $40,720, producing savings the state reinvested in salary increases for security 

staff. Early indicators suggest the raises have contributed to a reduction in the turnover rate for 

new officers in that critical first year of employment. Governor Deal is extending the salary 

increases into FY2016, when targeted staff in close security facilities will be provided additional 

financial incentives. 

 

Probation Detention Center Cap   In mid-2012, more than 800 offenders were in county jails 

awaiting admission to Probation Detention Centers (PDCs). While the centers were designed for 

short-term stays of up to 120 days, the average length of stay for those leaving a PDC in FY 

2011 had grown to 183 days, with some extreme sentences extending for years. The jail backlog 

was a constant source of tension between state and local government due to the costs of housing 

state inmates awaiting transfer. HB 1176 imposed a cap of 180 days on PDC sentences, ensuring 

that beds became available more frequently. Less than one year after the cap took effect, the 

waiting list for PDCs was virtually eliminated.8 The PDC cap has been so effective that with 

additional treatment staff and resources, several PDCs could be considered for conversion to 

much needed residential substance abuse treatment programs (RSAT).  

 

Expanded Sentencing Options   In its 2011 report to the Legislature, the Council noted that 

Georgia ñstruggles with a lack of community intervention resources, notably for substance abuse and 

mental health services. This means that judges have limited non-prison sentencing options to choose 

from. Programs that do exist, like RSATs and day reporting centers (DRCs), have significant wait 

lists and are not available in all parts of the state.ò The Council called for expanded access to 

effective treatment programs around the state. 

 

One expansion of sentencing options is the Day Reporting Center Lite program (DRC-Lite).  

This program follows the supervision and treatment model of a traditional DRC but is scaled 

down to serve fewer participants and is located in more rural areas. The DRC-Lite initiative also 

integrates judges into meetings between treatment staff and offenders, an approach that improves 

                                                        
6
 Ibid. 

7
 Georgia Department of Community Affairs, Office of Research, County Jail Inmate Population Report, Jan. 27, 

2015.  
8
 Ibid. 
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offender accountability and strengthens the effectiveness of the program. DRC-Lite operates in 

13 rural judicial circuits with planned expansion into three additional circuits in 2015. 

 

In 2012, three Pre-Release Centers used to prepare offenders prior to their return to the 

community were slated for closure due to budgetary constraints.  Noting the need for additional 

community treatment beds, the Governorôs Office converted one facility to a 200-bed male 

RSAT facility and two facilities for use in treating male and female offenders with addictions 

and co-occurring mental health disorders. All told, the move created 600 beds and provided 

judges with prison alternatives for suitable offenders, typically probation violators.9 As of 

December of 2014 these centers were running at capacity and have graduated several classes of 

probationers treated for substance abuse and mental health issues. 

 

ñGeorgia is leading the nation in justice reform and reinvestment policies, and we will continue 

moving forward on proven ideas that save tax dollars and promote public safety. We engage in 

constant data-driven re-evaluation of previous reforms so that we continue to improve results in 

the whole system, from arrest to re-entry from incarceration. Together, we are creating the finest 

and most efficient justice system in the nation.ò  

 

Governor Nathan Deal 

  
The Max-Out Reentry Program (MORE)   Research shows that inmates released to parole 

supervision are less likely to be rearrested and reincarcerated for new crimes than those offenders 

who exit prison with no parole or probation supervision, a group commonly called ñmax outs.ò 

Concerned about such findings, the Council in its 2012 report urged the State Board of Pardons 

and Parole and Georgia Department of Corrections to provide transitional support to max outs, 

who number between 1,200 and 1,500 annually. (Note: Some offenders max out because they are 

required by statute to remain incarcerated for their entire sentence, while others are denied parole 

by the Parole Board because of the seriousness of their offense.) 

 

Under the MORE Program, offenders nearing the end of their sentence are shifted to one of 13 

transitional centers, similar to halfway houses, where they are paired with specialized parole 

officers for as long as six months. The officers help offenders establish access to outside mental 

health and substance abuse services, stable housing, and employment prior to release, thereby 

increasing successful reintegration, reducing recidivism and improving public safety. In FY2014, 

362 offenders were referred to the program, with 240 completing it and successfully maxing out.  

Another 42 offenders previously deemed max outs by the Parole Board were granted parole.
10

 

 

 

                                                        
9
 Georgia Department of Corrections. 

10
 Ibid. 
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2015 Recommendations 

 

The bulk of the Councilôs 2014 work on the adult system related to reentry and misdemeanor 

probation reform, which are covered elsewhere in this report. But members also adopted 

recommendations in a few additional areas. One involved the First Offender Act, a law originally 

passed in 1968 that allows certain first-time offenders to avoid both a conviction and record of 

their case if they successfully complete their sentences. The act, which also protects such 

offenders from employment discrimination, is intended to allow people to learn from their 

mistakes and resume their lives without the burden of a conviction. Those charged with a DUI or 

serious violent or sexual felony are ineligible. 

 

In recent years, many offenders have not received the benefits they qualify for under the First 

Offender Act. Some offenders are not made aware in court of their eligibility for the Actôs 

protections and in some instances suffer the collateral consequences of a conviction and are 

denied professional licensure. In other cases, the records of offenders who successfully meet the 

Actôs requirements erroneously remain public and are disseminated by consumer reporting 

agencies, thereby creating barriers to employment.  

 

 

Recommendations to Restore the Intent of the First Offender Act 

 

        Recommendation 1:  In last yearôs report, this Council recommended that individuals should be 

provided with a private cause of action against consumer reporting agencies
11

 that report 

erroneous or incomplete criminal background information for employment purposes.  That 

recommendation was not enacted by the General Assembly due to potential conflict with 

applicable federal law. To accomplish our intent, this Council recommends that the General 

Assembly codify, in state law, the relevant provisions of 15 U.S.C. Ä 1681(k), ñPublic record 

information for employment purposes.ò  In addition, the Council recommends that the General 

Assembly define, in state law, ñconsumer reporting agenciesò and clarify which consumer 

reporting agencies are conducting business in the state of Georgia and thus are subject to this 

new law. 

 
Recommendation 2:  The Secretary of Stateôs Professional Licensure Division shall develop a 

policy for providing a probationary professional license for accountability court graduates or 

individuals who successfully complete the First Offender Act.   

 

                                                        
11 Consumer Reporting Agencies are private companies that collect criminal history and other background information 
on individual consumers for employers, housing providers and a variety of other authorized uses. 
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Recommendation 3:  When imposing a sentence, the court shall be required to inquire into the 

defendantôs eligibility for the First Offender Act and ensure that, if the defendant is eligible, he 

or she is made aware of the consequences of entering a plea pursuant to the terms of the Act.   

 

Other Adult System Recommendations and Actions 

 

The Council made these additional recommendations related to adult offenders in 2014: 

 

Improving Diversion Alternatives 

 

 Recommendation:  This Council recommends that the current welfare fraud statutes be updated 

to improve the stateôs administration of that program and raise the threshold for felony 

punishment for fraud from $500.00 to $1,500 in order to make it consistent with other theft-

related crimes following the enactment of previous criminal justice reforms.  Furthermore, this 

Council recommends that the statute be amended to authorize the diversion of these cases to pre-

trial intervention programs in order to allow defendants to avoid felony convictions if they 

comply with the terms of the program.        

 

Extending Parole Eligibility to Non-Violent Recidivist Drug Offenders 

 

Recommendation:  Under existing law, trial courts may sentence people convicted of certain 

drug offenses to lengthy sentences, up to life without the possibility of parole, as recidivists. In 

light of the recent enactment of criminal justice reform measures aimed at reducing the number 

of nonviolent low-risk offenders in prison and due to efforts to increase the use of community-

based alternatives for drug offenders, the Council recommends that the General Assembly 

consider extending parole eligibility to certain non-violent, recidivist drug offenders to balance 

the equities of recent changes to our drug sentencing statutes. 

 

Extending sentences to permit drug court participation  

 
Recommendation:  Currently many defendants facing a probation revocation proceeding are 

denied an opportunity to enter into a felony accountability court program as part of their 

revocation sentence due to having insufficient time remaining on their original sentence 

sufficient to complete the program. As a result, the Council encourages the General Assembly to 

consider legislation that would permit the defendant under such circumstances to voluntarily 

agree to an extension of his or her original sentence for a period not to exceed three years to 

permit the defendant to enter and complete a felony accountability court program and that, upon 

graduation, the balance of the extended probation sentence be terminated. 
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Study Committees 

 

Along with its recommendations for 2015, the Council approved the creation of two study 

committees. One will explore ways to improve the efficient management of drug courts. A 

second will take a more in depth look at the First Offender Act, specifically problems related to 

sealed records and the collateral consequences experienced by certain offenders. 

 

 IV. Misdemeanor Probation System: Issues and Recommendations 

 

In 1991, changes in state law gave Georgiaôs municipal and county governments responsibility 

for managing misdemeanor probation and permitted them to contract with private companies for 

probation services. Before the change, misdemeanor probation was managed by the Department 

of Corrections, a local government probation office or court staff.  In 2000, legislation limited 

the Departmentôs management to felony probationers, requiring local governments to either 

establish internal probation offices or contract with private probation providers 

  

At the request of Governor Deal, the Council dedicated a portion of 2014 to examining problems 

plaguing the misdemeanor probation system. Under state law, courts may assign people who 

commit misdemeanors to a probation term of up to 12 months. Probation providers are 

responsible for monitoring probationers and taking action when probationers fail to fulfill 

conditions governing their case, such as the payment of fines or the performance of community 

service. Figures from 2013 show that about 175,000 Georgians are on probation for traffic 

offenses and other misdemeanors at any one time, paying approximately $125 million annually 

in fines and surcharges. About 80% of Georgia probationers are supervised by private companies 

under contract with municipal and county governments. 

  

Over the past few years, the performance of some probation providers, along with the adequacy 

of government contracts and judicial oversight, have been the target of criticism. In April 2014, 

the Georgia Department of Audits and Accounts released a report detailing widespread 

deficiencies in the system, concluding that providers sometimes failed to hold probationers 

accountable and at other times subjected them to improper up-front charges, excessive reporting 

requirements and improper extensions of probation terms.  

 

In one widely publicized case, the state shut down a misdemeanor probation company in 

November 2014 amid accusations that officials charged fees that werenôt owed and improperly 

threatened probationers with arrest warrants for alleged noncompliance. That companyôs owner 

was barred from future participation in the probation industry, and the case was forwarded to law 

enforcement for further investigation. 
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Adding another dimension to the controversy, the Georgia Supreme Court last year upheld the 

constitutionality of using private firms to supervise probationers but ruled that state law does not 

authorize putting probation sentences on hold ï an action known as tolling ï in misdemeanor 

cases. The courtôs December 2014 decision invalidated the longstanding practice by courts of 

issuing an arrest warrant and pausing probation for probationers who stopped reporting as 

required. The ruling led to the cancellation of tens of thousands of arrest warrants for people who 

had failed to fulfill conditions of their probation as well as the release of many others jailed for 

noncompliance. 

 

ñThe moral imperative is clear. The inequities and abuses that were pointed out in the audit and 

through anecdotal stories deserve immediate attention.ò 

 

 Judge Michael Boggs, Co-Chairman of the Council on Criminal Justice Reform 

Atlanta Journal-Constitution Jan. 22, 2015 

 

Controversy over misdemeanor probation led to the passage of a reform bill by the Georgia 

Assembly in 2014. Governor Deal vetoed the bill because of concerns it would allow private 

companies to avoid public disclosure of information about their operations, but asked the 

Council to examine the issue and make recommendations for consideration by the General 

Assembly this session. 

 

After an intensive review of misdemeanor probation, the Council approved 12 recommendations. 

 

Recommendations to Impro ve the Transparency and Fairness of Misdemeanor Probation 

 

Recommendation 1:  Contracts between private probation providers and local governments shall 

include language requiring the provider to issue an annual report to the local governing authority 

and the judge summarizing the number of offenders under supervision, the amount of fines, 

statutory surcharges, and restitution collected, the amount of fees collected for probation 

supervision, the number of community service hours performed by the probationer, drug and 

alcohol testing, classes or rehabilitation programs, and any other service for which probationers 

are required to pay any amount of money. These reports shall be public records once received by 

the local governing authority and the local governing authority shall timely post an electronic 

version of the report on its website.      

 

Recommendation 2:  Probationers shall be provided with receipts and balance statements at 

every appointment with a probation officer. Probationers shall also be entitled to receive a one-

time copy of their probation supervision file; any additional request shall be honored for a 

nominal cost. The appropriate state governing authority shall promulgate rules and regulations to 

clarify what information, such as victim information, shall be withheld from these files.  

Probationers shall be able to seek an in camera inspection of the entire file if they contend that 
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information is being improperly withheld. The file of an individual probationer shall be declared 

confidential and shall be available, upon request, to only the individual probationer, the counsel 

of record for the probationer, the affected county, municipality, consolidated government, or any 

independent auditor appointed by them, the presiding judge, the appropriate state governing 

authority and the Department of Audits and Accounts.  

 

After the Supreme Courtôs holding in Sentinel Offender Svcs., LLC v. Glover et al. (2014 Ga. 

LEXIS 967: A14A1033), the Council also examined warrants, tolling and fees in private 

probation and makes the following recommendations: 

 

Recommendation 3:  The Council encourages the General Assembly to create express statutory 

authority for tolling a misdemeanor probation sentence. This authority shall include notions of 

due process and ensure that no warrant or tolling order be issued, absent a waiver, based solely 

on the probationers failure to report and/or pay fees without prior notice to the probationer and 

an opportunity to be heard. Any statutory change made relative to this recommendation should 

include the legislative findings previously contained within Section 1 of H.B. 837, as passed 

during the 2014 Regular Session of the Georgia General Assembly.     

 

Recommendation 4:  If a probationer is unable to pay fines, statutory surcharges and probation 

supervision fees, the judge may, at his/her discretion, convert the debt to community service and 

credit the federal minimum wage rate, or a higher rate set by the court, for each hour of 

community service worked against the probationerôs amount owed.   

 

Recommendation 5: Under current law, there is no clear authority permitting county and 

municipal courts to waive court-imposed monetary obligations, including probation supervision 

fees, or to convert them to community service when the person is indigent. The Council 

recommends that the General Assembly codify authority expressly mandating an analysis by the 

court of the indigency status of each offender pursuant to the standard set forth in Bearden v. 

Georgia, 461 U.S. 660 (1983), and direct the court to waive, modify or convert any or all fines, 

costs, probation supervision fees, and any other fees assessed by the court or probation provider 

where it determines that the offender is indigent and unable to satisfy his or her financial 

obligations. The court may suspend or modify the portion of the sentence related to monetary 

obligations, in whole or in part, to promote rehabilitation of the defendant or as best serves the 

interests of justice.  

 

Recommendation 6: The Council encourages the General Assembly to expressly provide by 

statute that, absent a waiver, no probationerôs sentence may be revoked for failure to pay fines, 

fees, or costs without holding a hearing, inquiring into the reasons for the probationerôs failure to 

pay, and that upon revocation for failure to pay, the court expressly find that the failure to pay 

was willful. This provision should include that a probationerôs failure to appear at said hearing 
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would authorize a revocation of the probated sentence at the courtôs discretion, and that a person 

otherwise found eligible for probation modification or termination shall not be deemed ineligible 

for such solely due to his or her failure to pay fines, fees or costs. 

 

Recommendation 7:  The Council encourages the General Assembly to amend O.C.G.A. § 42-8-

100 to include ñ(a)(4) óSignificant financial hardshipô means a reasonable probability that a 

person will be unable to satisfy his or her financial obligations for two or more consecutive 

months. A person shall be presumed to suffer a significant hardship if he or she: 

 

(A) Has a developmental disability, as defined in Code Section 37-1-1(8); 

(B) Is totally and permanently disabled, as defined in Code Section 49-4-80(4); 

(C) Is an indigent person, as defined in Code Section 17-12-2(6); or  

(D) Has been released from any penal institution within the preceding 12 months and was 

incarcerated for more than 30 days before his or her release; 

 

The presumption that a person has a significant financial hardship may be rebutted by a 

preponderance of the evidence that the person will be able to satisfy his or her financial 

obligation without undue hardship on the person or his or her dependents.ò 

 

The General Assembly is encouraged to further amend O.C.G.A. § 42-8-100 by amending § 42-

8-100(d) to renumber the current section as § 42-8-100(d)(1) and thereafter include as § 42-8-

100(d)(2) ñWaiver or Modification of Monetary Obligations: The court shall waive, modify or 

convert any or all fines, costs, probation supervision fees, and any other fees assessed by the 

court or probation provider, if it finds that payment would cause a significant financial hardship.  

The court may suspend or modify the portion of the sentence related to monetary obligations, in 

whole or in part, to promote rehabilitation of the defendant or serve the interests of justice.ò 

 

Recommendation 8:  This Council shall form a study committee to work with the Department of 

Administrative Services and any other appropriate state authorities to examine the issues 

presented by the various misdemeanor probation provider contracts currently in use in Georgia 

for the purposes of proposing a uniform contract template for use as a non-mandatory resource 

made available to municipal, county or consolidated governments. In addition, the study 

committee shall explore the desirability and efficiencies that could be gained by including within 

this uniform contract performance-based incentives and penalties based upon evidence-based 

probation supervision models. This study committee shall report its findings to the Council for 

additional consideration and adoption in next yearôs report.       

 

Recommendation 9:  The Statewide Probation Act, codified at O.C.G.A. § 42-8-22 et seq., 

provides within § 42-8-34.1(c) that in dealing with felony probation revocation hearings, ñupon 

proof that the defendant has violated any general provision of probation or suspension other than 
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by commission of a new felony offense . . . that the court may revoke the balance of probation or 

not more than two years in confinement, whichever is less.ò  However, O.C.G.A. Ä 42-8-100(e) 

includes language permitting a judge with jurisdiction over ordinance violations and 

misdemeanors to revoke the entirety of the misdemeanantôs sentence, which, when dealing with 

consecutively imposed misdemeanor sentences could exceed two years.  

 

Consequently, the Council recommends that the General Assembly amend O.C.G.A. § 42-8-

100(e) to provide that:  

 

ñ(1) At any revocation hearing, upon proof that the defendant has violated probation for failure 

to pay or failure to report to probation, the court shall consider the use of alternatives to include 

community service, modification of probation conditions or any other alternative to confinement 

deemed appropriate by the court or as provided by the county or municipality. In the event that 

the court determines that defendant does not meet the criteria for said alternatives, the court may 

revoke the balance of probation, or not more than 120 days in confinement, whichever is less. 

 

(2) At any revocation hearing, upon proof that the defendant has violated probation for any 

reason other than those set forth in subsection (1), the court shall consider the use of alternatives 

to include community service, modification of the probation conditions or any other alternative 

to confinement deemed appropriate by the court or as provided by the county or municipality. In 

the event that the court determines that the defendant does not meet the criteria for said 

alternatives, the court may revoke the balance of probation, or not more than two years in 

confinement, whichever is less.ò 

 

Recommendation 10:  The Council encourages the General Assembly to amend O.C.G.A. § 42-

8-100 to include a definition of ñpay-onlyò misdemeanor cases generally by providing that pay-

only cases are those cases arising out of the adjudication of ordinance violations or 

misdemeanors wherein the offender is unable to pay the court-imposed fine at the time of 

sentencing and is placed on probation solely for the purposes of providing the time necessary for 

the payment of the fine.  This definition should expressly provide that pay-only cases do not 

include those cases where restitution is owed, or, in the courtôs discretion, probation supervision 

services are needed or are desirable for the offender.   

 

In addition, the Council recommends that this code section be amended to provide that in ñpay-

onlyò probation cases, the fees required to be paid by an offender shall be capped at an amount 

not to exceed three months of the monthly fees that probation providers ordinarily charge for non 

ñpay-onlyò cases provided, however, that the supervision fees be terminated immediately upon 

the payment of all court-ordered fines and surcharges. Finally, the Council recommends that the 

statutory provisions herein authorize the court, in its discretion, and upon non-payment of the 

court-imposed fine, to revisit this capped ñpay-onlyò supervision fee for the purposes of 
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revocation or for conversion of the court-imposed fine to community service with notice to the 

offender and opportunity to be heard. Provided also that to the extent a ñpay-onlyò 

misdemeanantôs fine is subsequently converted to community service, the court, on petition by 

the provider, may reinstate monthly probation supervision fees as necessary to enable the 

provider to monitor the offenderôs compliance with community service obligations. 

  

 2015 Adult System Recommendations 

   

Recommendation 11:  Currently, the County and Municipal Probation Advisory Council 

(CMPAC) is the governing authority and regulatory body for misdemeanor probation providers 

in Georgia. Members promulgate rules and regulations for the industry, including minimum 

standards for employment as a probation officer and registration requirements for entities. They 

conduct some training and complete audits and investigations of the providers and enforce the 

Councilôs rules. However, their authority is directed primarily toward the providers and not the 

approximately 776 individual misdemeanor probation officers operating in this state. This 

Council believes that increased officer standards, training and oversight is desirable and would 

aid in producing a more meaningful statewide misdemeanor probation supervision system. 

 

In light of the Governorôs recommendation that the state create a new Department of Community 

Supervision (DCS), and, in light of the probation supervision expertise and efficiencies expected 

to be gained by this new Department, the Council recommends that all obligations, powers and 

duties previously conferred upon CMPAC be transferred to DCS. We further recommend that 

DCS promulgate and implement improved rules and regulations for misdemeanor probation 

officers with increased training requirements and oversight.  

 

The Council recommends that DCS design and implement a system to handle complaints against 

misdemeanor probation officers and that DCS implement a system to discipline or revoke an 

officerôs registration, where appropriate. We also recommend that DCS establish an annual 

registration process for individual misdemeanor probation officers with an initial registration fee, 

as DCS deems appropriate.  

 

The Council also recommends that DCS create a stakeholder advisory council similar to the 

currently existing CMPAC to ensure that judges and other stakeholders have a voice in the 

regulation of misdemeanor probation and that this advisory council be administratively attached 

to DCS.     

 

Recommendation 12:  In order to more accurately inform sentencing judges and to ensure public 

safety, the Council believes that the state should maintain a timely and accurate database of 

misdemeanor criminal offenders. To that end, the Council recommends that the General 

Assembly consider authorizing technical changes to the stateôs Scribe felony offender system 
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that would permit limited web-portal access to misdemeanor probation officers, including private 

providers, and that these officers be mandated to timely enter misdemeanor data into this system.   

 

The Council further recommends that the General Assembly explore appropriate funding options 

to offset the initial and yearly costs associated with developing this web-based portal. This 

recommendation does not prohibit or discourage misdemeanor probation providers from 

continuing to use their own offender management system.       

 

V. Juvenile Justice System: Progress and Recommendations 

 

Passage of HB 242 in mid-2013 initiated a major culture change in juvenile courts and Georgiaôs 

Department of Juvenile Justice (DJJ). Once the legislation took effect in January 2014, juvenile 

courts, in partnership with the Department began operating under a new mandate: ñto preserve 

and strengthen family relationships in order to allow each child to live in safety and security.ò 

Reflecting that mission, leaders have focused on reducing felony commitments to secure 

detention, improving risk and needs assessment, and strengthening and expanding evidence-

based community programs for youth. 

 

To nourish the spread of such programs Georgia created a voluntary incentive grant program, 

which has helped counties make strong progress in reducing their use of out-of-home placements  

for certain youth and embracing alternative approaches. On April 16, 2013, Governor Deal 

signed an executive order creating the Juvenile Justice Incentive Funding Committee, which 

manages the allocation of state and federal dollars to evidence-based community services and 

programs that have been shown to reduce juvenile recidivism. Interventions shown to be 

effective with juvenile populations include Multi-Systemic Therapy; Family Functional Therapy; 

Thinking For A Change; Aggression Replacement Training, and Seven Challenges. 

 

ñBy leading the way in reducing commitments, juvenile reform in Georgia has made it possible 

not only to avoid construction of new facilities, but to reduce the population in existing facilities, 

so those facilities are safer. The cost avoidance that goes along with these continued reductions 

will enable Georgia to continue its investment in local, family-based solutions proven to reduce 

recidivism and enhance public safety.ò 

 

 Thomas Worthy, Co-Chairman of the Council on Criminal Justice Reform 

 

During phase one of the program, the 49 participating counties had a goal of reducing felony 

commitments and placements in short-term programs by 15%. Instead, grantees reduced such 

commitments by more than 62% over a nine-month period ending in October 2014 ï 

dramatically exceeding the goal set when the grants were awarded. That substantial decline has 

helped drive a 14% drop in the secure population statewide and enabled the DJJ to take two  
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detention centers ï representing 149 beds ï off line.  

 

Meanwhile, 1,122 youth who were at risk of being placed out of their homes were instead served 

in their communities through evidence-based programs. The grant program now totals $7.1 

million and has expanded to 60 counties serving 70% of Georgiaôs at-risk youth. To encourage 

the spread of such disposition alternatives to underserved rural areas, the DJJ committed $1.6 

million to ensure every juvenile circuit in Georgia has access to at least one evidence-based 

program, a goal achieved at the end of 2014.
12

 

 

 

 
Juvenile Justice Incentive Grant Program 

Out-of-Home Placement Reductions, October 2013ïJune 2014
13

 

 

In another sign of progress, the number of youth awaiting placement is down 42% since July 

2013. This has reduced overcrowding ï a danger for youth and staff ï and allowed for better staff 

to youth ratios. The lower population also ensures youth who are in secure facilities receive the 

education and treatment services they need before they return to their home communities. 

 

One key accomplishment reflecting past Council recommendations has been the development of 

tools to better assess the risks and needs of youth. In addition to protecting public safety, 

accurate assessment using validated tools leads to more equitable and informed decision-making 

across the state. Collaborating with the Council of Juvenile Court Judges and other system 

stakeholders, the DJJ in 2014 completed development of the Detention Assessment Instrument 

(DAI), Pre-Disposition Risk Assessment (PDRA), and Structured Dispositional Matrix (SDM). 

The tools have been validated by the National Council on Crime and Delinquency and are in use 

across the state. A comprehensive Juvenile Needs Assessment (JNA) is scheduled for statewide 

rollout later this year. 

                                                        
12

 Governorôs Office of Children and Families. 
13 Carl Vinson Institute of Government, Georgia Juvenile Justice Reinvestment and Incentive Grants Year One  

Evaluation Report, November 2014.  
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To support the promising juvenile reforms, DJJ and its partners are working to improve the 

collecting and sharing of electronic data throughout the system ï a key step toward centralizing 

information about juvenile cases. In recent years, juvenile court judges and other stakeholders 

have become increasingly frustrated by the lack of integration throughout the system. Many large 

counties encompassing a significant percentage of the juvenile population, for example, run 

independent courts and operate their own systems to maintain juvenile case data. Each system is 

unique to the county and does not communicate or exchange data, except through explicit data 

extraction for research, with DJJôs central case management system, or any other. 

 

As a result, juvenile court judges cannot query another jurisdiction for information about prior 

arrests or adjudications for youth who may come before their court for a new crime. In these 

instances, risk assessments may be inaccurate since a juvenileôs full criminal history, probation 

status, and treatment history is not available. 

 

To achieve data integration and develop the capacity to make more informed, data-driven 

decisions the Council has adopted a set of recommendations, listed below. Members also passed 

recommendations relating to ñCHINSò (Children in Need of Services) cases, a new category 

created by juvenile justice reform.   

 

(Note: See map of grant distribution and other charts on following pages.) 
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Recommendations to Improve the Administration of H.B. 242, the Juvenile Justice Reform 

Bill  

 

Recommendation 1: This Council recommends that the General Assembly enact its annual 

ñreviser billò for H.B. 242, which passed the General Assembly in 2013. Specific provisions of 

this bill have been gathered from all relevant stakeholders and vetted by this Council as 

furthering the goals and findings of H.B. 242. 

 

Recommendation 2: H.B. 242 created a new class of children known as CHINS, Children in 

Need of Services. This Council has become aware, since enactment, that clarity is needed 

regarding the role of district attorneys in CHINS proceedings. Therefore, this Council 

recommends that the General Assembly grant district attorneys the authority to participate in 

CHINS cases when adequate resources have been provided by either state or local governments. 

 

Recommendation 3: The Standing Committee on Technology of the Council of Juvenile Court 

Judges (CJCJ) shall, within six months of the release of this report, unless extended for good 

cause but not to exceed an additional 90 days, create and maintain a data dictionary of defined 

data elements necessary to allow electronic sharing and composition of  

 

a. Pre-dispositional Risk Assessment (PDRA) Data; 

b. Detention Assessment Instrument (DAI) Data; and 

c. Juvenile case disposition data 

It is the expectation of this Council that said data dictionary, once approved, shall be adopted as 

a uniform rule of the juvenile courts of Georgia. During the 2016 Regular Session of the Georgia 

General Assembly, the Council will recommend to the Legislature that the data dictionary and its 

mandated use be codified in statute. In addition, it is recommended that the Chair of the CJCJ 

Standing Committee on Technology regularly update this Council on the progress of the data 

dictionary.   

 

Recommendation 4: Electronic Data Exchanges shall be created for the sharing of the 

established data elements defined by the Council of Juvenile Court Judgesô data dictionary. The 

data exchanges shall be created that comply with the U.S. Department of Justiceôs (DOJ) Global 

Justice Information Sharing Initiative (Global) Data Sharing Standards. Additionally, the data 

exchanges shall be compliant with the DOJ National Information Exchange Model (NIEM) 

standards.   

 

Recommendation 5: A State Electronic Juvenile Data Repository be created and maintained to 

allow statewide reporting of the above data elements on a daily basis. The Repository shall 

contain PDRA, DAI, and Dispositions from all Juvenile Courts, Dependent (DJJ Staffed) and 

Independent (County Staffed).   
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It is further recommended that the Department of Juvenile Justice, the Council of Juvenile Court 

Judges, and the Administrative Office of Courts (AOC) partner to create and mandate the timely 

population of the above referenced Juvenile Data Repository. The agencies shall work together 

to define use of the repository for individual court use and for statewide data reporting to the 

Governor, the Judiciary, the Legislature, the Criminal Justice Reform Council, and other 

interested parties.  

 

Recommendation 6: The Department of Juvenile Justice primarily shall fund the data exchanges 

and Repository as the Department is responsible for the housing of all detained youth and state 

juvenile records. Additionally, DJJ has a large percentage of the data to contribute from 

dependent juvenile courts. 

 

Recommendation 7: The AOC shall create and maintain the data exchanges, the Repository, and 

oversee security related to this effort. The AOCôs involvement allows the Independent Courts the 

ability to manage any privacy or HIPPA concerns. It also allows for the AOC to support and 

address any Independent Judgesô concerns about the appropriate security and use of the overall 

data, both on an individual level, and statewide. 

 

Recommendation 8: Pursuant to OCGA 17-19-2(c), the Georgia Council on Criminal Justice 

Reform shall appoint a steering committee, which shall report to the Council, to assess, pilot, and 

implement the Annie E. Casey Foundationôs Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI) in 

additional interested jurisdictions. 

   

Recommendations to Amend O.C.G.A. § 15-11-560, Georgiaôs S.B. 440 Bill 

 

Recommendation 1:  O.C.G.A. § 15-11-560, popularly known as Georgiaôs ñSB 440ò law 

authorizes the superior court to transfer, for extraordinary cause, an SB 440 case involving a 

child 13 to 17 years of age back to juvenile court. In order to enhance public safety while also 

ensuring that offenders who would be best served by a juvenile court are afforded the 

opportunity for transfer, this Council recommends that subsection (e) be amended to remove ñfor 

extraordinary cause.ò  In its place, the statute should outline factors for the superior court judge 

to consider when deciding whether or not to transfer.  These factors should include, but are not 

limited to:  

 

¶ whether the offense was committed in an aggressive, violent, premeditated or willful 

manner;  

¶ whether the offense was against a person or property; 

¶ the culpability of the juvenile, including the level of planning and participation in the 

offense;  
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¶ the record and previous history of the juvenile; 

¶ whether facilities or programs available through the juvenile court are likely to 

rehabilitate the juvenile; and  

¶ the impact on the victim.    

 

VI. Adult Correctional System: I mproving Pr isoner Reentry 

 

After building a strong foundation for progress in the adult and juvenile correctional systems, 

Governor Deal and legislators turned to a critical third phase of criminal justice reform ï 

ensuring offenders reenter society successfully by removing barriers to housing, employment and 

education. As the Governor noted, nearly all of Georgiaôs prisoners will ultimately be released 

and return to their communities. Helping them obtain jobs, support their families and pay taxes 

not only makes economic sense for the state but also protects public safety. 

 

The starting point for the reentry initiative was the March 2013 passage by the General 

Assembly of HB 349, which gave the Council permanence in statute. Governor Deal 

subsequently signed the legislation and issued an executive order appointing 15 members to five-

year terms on the Council.
14

 Recognizing the close link between successful reentry and 

recidivism reduction, Governor Deal asked the Council to expand its public safety mission and 

help Georgia craft a comprehensive approach to guiding offenders from incarceration to 

productive lives in the community. To coordinate the work, the Governor created, by executive 

order, the Governorôs Office of Transition, Support and Reentry (GOTSR), and named former 

legislator Jay Neal, a reentry champion, to head the new agency. 

 

Among Nealôs first priorities was an assessment of Georgiaôs existing reentry services. That 

review revealed, among other problems, that Georgiaôs reentry effort was fragmented and lacked 

a structure to coordinate efforts among myriad agencies, community organizations, faith-based 

groups, and other entities. 

 

To help the state create a unified reentry program the Council and GOTSR partnered with the 

Michigan-based Center for Justice Innovation and reentry expert Dennis Schrantz. The 

partnership produced the Georgia Prisoner Reentry Initiative (GA-PRI), a five-year plan to 

transform the stateôs approach to recidivism reduction. The unique partnership between the 

Council, GOTSR and the Center is expected to build Georgiaôs prisoner reentry reform efforts 

into a national model. 

 

 

                                                        
14

 Executive order appointing members of the Georgia Council on Criminal Justice Reform, signed by Gov. Nathan Deal, June 

28, 2013.  

 




