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Disproportionate minority contact 
continues to be a concern for JDAI, 

St. Paul Police and others involved in the 
juvenile justice system.

For example, in 2010, 11 percent of all 
youth arrested were arrested for disor-
derly conduct, but of these arrests, 74 
percent involved Black youth. 

In the fall of 2011, the St. Paul Police 
department  set out to examine 2010 
arrest data to determine whether the St. 
Paul Police’s policies regarding juvenile 
contact were contributing in some way 

to disproportionate minority contact, or 
DMC. Commander Gene Polyak of the 
Police’s Youth Service Section chose the 
tool of decision point analysis to get a 
grasp on the policies and practices that 
might yield unintended consequences.

Polyak approached the problem as a 
skeptic. “I felt the system was fair. When 
I began looking at the data, I began to see 
unfairness.” He realized that some poli-
cies resulted in disparities, even though 
the policies were enacted with the best of 
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Juvenile Justice: Rethink to Redesign

St. Paul Police Working to Reduce
Disproportionate Minority Contact
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For Ramsey County Commissioner Toni Carter, the Redesign initiative of the 
Association of Minnesota Counties is more than a worthy concept. Carter 

is a member of a broad collaboration of community leaders, schools, Ramsey 
County Community Corrections and County agency heads called Juvenile 
Detention Alternatives Initiative. JDAI has worked from the ground up to 
redesign the way the County addresses juveniles who get picked up by  police.

One might even describe Ramsey County’s redesign of juvenile justice as a 
“rethink.” Regardless of what you call it, the results are outstanding: a 75 percent 
drop in the number of juveniles in detention annually, the closure of three juve-
nile detention pods, better futures for at-risk youth, improved public safety and 
the ability to redirect savings into new services or necessary budget reductions. 
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intentions and enforced fairly. 
“Let’s say we have a juvenile who is picked up 

for shoplifting at a commercial business,” explains 
Polyak. “Our policy is that if the business wants an 
arrest, the officer will arrest the person, issue a cita-
tion, verify the juvenile’s identification, and then turn 
the juvenile over to a parent or guardian.” 

This policy would be fair if all juveniles had two-
parent families or available extended family net-
works. But data show that African American juve-
niles are disproportionately members of single-parent 
families. According to 2010 data from the Annie E. 
Casey Foundation, 58 percent of Minnesota’s African 
American juveniles were living in single-parent fami-
lies, as compared to an average of 28 percent across 
all ethnic groups. In single-parent families, the parent 
may be working two or three jobs to make ends meet. 
Families in this situation tend to be more transient. A 
guardian may be unavailable. 

“If there is no guardian, the juvenile is brought to 
the police department,” says Polyak. “This puts the 
offender on a different path. He or she may sit in a 
holding cell, or be put in a shelter house while we find 
a parent.”  

The result: A well-intentioned policy is unfair to ju-
veniles who are living in conditions where a parent or 
guardian is more difficult to find. And because youth 
of color are statistically more likely to live in such 
households, they are affected disproportionately.

How decision analysis works
“Policies and procedures influence outcomes,” says 

Polyak. He describes decision points as veins in a leaf. 
“Each vein represents a path an officer might take 
with a juvenile offender. The veins (paths) have to 
each be looked at to ensure there are no unintended 
consequences. We want to be sure the outcomes we 
get are intentional and expected.”

Using the approach, Polyak has uncovered unin-
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“We were surprised at the number 
of youth arrested for disorderly 
conduct, and that 70 percent of 
those arrested were youth of color.

 —Commander Gene Polyak
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By John J. Choi
Ramsey County Attorney

Some juveniles involved in the justice system may 
find that they face consequences that extend 

beyond those applied by the juvenile justice system. 
These “collateral consequences,” which are triggered 
by offense, the age of the juvenile at the time of the 
offense, or both, can include barriers to employment, 
post-secondary education and housing. 

There are two types of collateral consequences:

1 Collateral sanctions happen automatically as 
soon as there is a finding of guilt. Examples in-

clude losing the right to vote; losing a driver’s license; 
registering as a predatory offender.

2 Discretionary disqualifications enable an 
organization or governmental authority to deny 

an opportunity based on the person’s offense history. 

Some examples include disqualification for public 
housing, admission to school or disqualification for 
licensure.

Minnesota state laws prevent access to most juve-
nile records; however, some records are open to the 
public. Elementary and high schools receive court 
records relating to a number of juvenile offenses. 
When it comes to getting a job or applying to college, 
applications often do not distinguish between “con-
viction” and “adjudication.” Employment and educa-
tion applications that ask questions about “arrest” can 
be interpreted to include juvenile arrests, and current 
state law does not prohibit asking this question. 

The general rules for access to juvenile records in 
Minnesota include the following:
•	 Juvenile laws limit collateral consequences by 

Collateral Consequences 
May Affect a Juvenile’s Future Prospects
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About JDAI

The Ramsey County Juvenile Detention Alternative Initiative — or JDAI — seeks to reduce the over-
reliance on secure detention of juveniles and to eliminate racial, ethnic and gender disparities 
wherever present. JDAI is a nationally recognized, evidence-based project funded by the Annie E. Casey 
Foundation, the Minnesota State Office of Justice Programs, the Governor’s Juvenile Justice Advisory 
Council, and Ramsey County Community Corrections. 

Get Involved

To learn about volunteer opportunities,  contact:

JDAI Supervisor Rashad Hameed
(651) 266-5307 | Rashad.Hameed@co.ramsey.mn.us

On The Web

www.ramseyjdai.org

The Ramsey County JDAI process began in 2005. 
The initiative, pioneered in the 1990s by the An-
nie E. Casey Foundation, features some of the same 
concepts that fuel AMC’s Redesign effort and is a 
good model for how redesign can occur, according to 
Commissioner Carter. 

Redesigning juvenile justice in Ramsey County 
meant working through Community Corrections 
to develop a new approach to public safety for the 
community – and for the juveniles who encountered 
law enforcement. “In the past,” explains Carter, “we 
detained juveniles who committed minor offenses 
more readily. But the science showed us that our 
approach could cast a long shadow over our county’s 
future. In fact, the research showed that  youth who 
were locked up in detention for minor offenses were 
more likely to become repeat offenders than those 
who were put into more appropriate alternatives.” 

With help from the Annie E. Casey Foundation 
and the Burns Institute, and early funding from the 
Otto Bremer Foundation and the Juvenile Justice Ad-

visory Committee, Ramsey County began to rethink 
the purpose of detention. 

Redesign took time. The process was collaborative 
because many groups interact with youth and each 
had beliefs, traditions and long-practiced methods 
that needed to be aligned and, in some cases, chal-
lenged. Says Commissioner Carter, “We collaborated 
with partners to change the trajectory of a young 
person who has come in contact with juvenile cor-
rections.  In many cases  a young person who  ‘broke 
the rules’ (not necessarily the law), may have come in 
with  a non-detainable offense, but later ended up in 
detention for not complying with a judge’s order. We 
wanted to change this, so that the treatment would 
better match the offense — and so that youth were 
less likely to reoffend.”

There were several ingredients necessary to make 
the change. One was crafting a clear, objective 
means for deciding just which youth should go to 
detention and which should go to alternatives. To 
that end, Ramsey County developed a Risk Assess-
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JDAI 

Rethink to Redesign Juvenile Justice
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The Ramsey County Board of Commissioners 
recognized the contribution of county staff in 

creating alternatives to detention and dramatically 
reducing the number of youth in detention while 
preserving public safety. Speaking on behalf of the 
board, Commissioner Toni Carter said, “We are 
celebrating the dramatic decrease in our juvenile de-
tention population. This has been the result of hard 
work by a lot of people. We want to recognize the 
commitment of our entire community — from our 
schools, judges and county attorney, to every depart-
ment that has had its hand in this work, to those in 
community organizations who have committed to 
this work. Above all, we want to recognize our em-
ployees and thank them for their commitment and 
dedication.” The Board presented awards presented 
to the following individuals: 
•	 Kyle Mestad, for redesigning and rebuilding 

the Ramsey County JDAI website 
•	 Connie Nowacki, for chairing the JDAI inter-

agency data committee from 2006-2010
•	  Judith Franklin, for coordinating the JDAI 

internal and external system design and data-

base integration
•	 Michael Steward, for his leadership in the 

implementation, coordination and monitoring 
of JDAI community-based programming and 
alternatives to detention

•	 Dan Merth, for his contribution in creating the 
original Risk Assessment Instrument database 
and providing ongoing data reports to further 
the work of JDAI/DMC

•	 Cheryl Gaul, for developing and providing 
training for the Risk Assessment Instrument 
manual and the preparation of monthly staff 
JDAI reports 

•	 Angel Rodriguez, for providing ongoing audit-
ing of the Risk Assessment Instrument and her 
commitment to the JDAI principles

•	 Terry McFarland, for providing ongoing audit-
ing of the Risk Assessment Instrument and her 
commitment to the JDAI principles

•	 Mary Beth Sevlie and Dee Garrett (not pic-
tured) for advocating for transparency across 
systems and their work on the Disproportion-
ate Minority Contact Committee since 2008.

Ramsey County Staff Recognized For JDAI Work
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tentional outcomes at various points in the chain of 
decisions, including those related to curfew codes, the 
police referrals to  diversion process, the practices of 
School Resource Officers, and, as already described, 
juvenile arrests. Two areas jumped out as especially 
prone to disproportionate contact: disorderly conduct 
arrests at school and police referrals to diversion. 

Disorderly conduct at school
“We were surprised at the number of youth ar-

rested for disorderly conduct, and that 70 percent of 
those arrested were youth of color,” says Polyak. In 
researching the decision points regarding this issue, 
“we noticed that the state statute on disorderly con-
duct at school is some-
what vague and can be 
enforced using varying 
standards. We want 
youth to be accountable, 
but we want to make sure 
school administrators, 
SROs and teachers are all 
consistent in understanding what behaviors should 
be dealt with at the school level and what should be 
referred to the police.”

But there are no bright lines here. For example, 
fighting in high school is a complicated issue. Though 
involving juveniles in the court system too early can 
have longer-term negative consequences, choosing 
not to involve law enforcement may endanger other 
youth, school personnel or the child.

Diversion
Polyak also discovered disparities in police refer-

rals to  diversion. Diversion is offered to juveniles to 
help them avoid involvement with the courts. “Our 
policy is to offer diversion on low-level misdemean-
ors, based on the seriousness of the offense and previ-
ous contacts with law enforcement. Our 2010 arrest 
data show that youth of color were involved in about 
80 percent of violent crime. Repeat offenses were 74 
percent of youth of color.” Youth of color are being 
disqualified from diversion for policy reasons, since 
violent crime and previous arrests by police make 

an offender  ineligible for referral by police to diver-
sion. Polyak stresses that the need to maintain public 
safety must never become a sacrifice and will always 
be the standard around the department’s JDAI work. 

Diversion is an important option when appropriate 
because juveniles referred to court, may, depending 
on the offense and their age, find their court record 
is open to the public. This may affect future employ-
ment, housing, military service, driver’s licenses and 
participation in sports. “A juvenile record may have 
long-term effects,” notes Polyak. “Sometimes the im-
pacts don’t occur for years after the event.” 

Participation requires that the parent agree to it, 
and that parent and child are able to attend required 
meetings. The schedules of single-parent families 

and low-income families 
make parental involve-
ment difficult for some 
groups. Homelessness, 
frequent moves and Eng-
lish barriers mean some 
parents never receive 

notice that their child is eligible for diversion. These 
barriers affect families of color disproportionately. 

Immediate and future changes
St. Paul Police and St. Paul Public Schools have 

begun making changes in response to the deci-
sion point analysis. These include creating an SRO 
manual, review of the parent-child handbook at the 
schools, changes in the supervision process for SROs 
to improve the process for disorderly conduct arrests 
at school and the use of mentoring programs.

But Polyak notes that more needs to be done. “We 
need to find a way to peel this back further. We’re 
not content with these initial findings. More data is 
needed. For example, we have to dig deeper to en-
sure anyone who qualifies for diversion receives it. 
We have to improve our practices, and help juveniles 
avoid future involvement with the criminal justice 
system. At the same time, we have to maintain public 
safety and make sure there is accountability.”

The process is akin to balancing on a tightrope. 
Fortunately, it’s a balancing act the St. Paul Police are 
well-prepared for.
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Reducing Disproportionate Minority Contact

“A juvenile record may have long-term 
effects. Sometimes the impacts don’t 
occur for years after the event.

— Commander Gene Polyak
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prohibiting the general public from accessing 
juvenile records under most circumstances.

•	 The legislature has also limited state 
agencies’ and prospective employers’ access 
to juvenile records.
•	 Juvenile court records and all records 
relating to an appeal from a juvenile court 
proceeding are not open to the public unless 
the offense is a felony and the juvenile was at 
least 16 years old at the time of the offense, 
or the case was transferred to adult court. 
•	 If a juvenile is arrested and fingerprint-
ed, a fingerprint arrest record is created and 
retained by the Bureau of Criminal Appre-
hension until required to be destroyed ac-
cording to statutes governing these records.
•	 Records relating to regular juvenile 
delinquency dispositions in felony and gross 
misdemeanor cases are sent only to the Bu-
reau of Criminal Apprehension.

Minnesota law specifically provides for 
the destruction of juvenile history data. 
There is an exception to the requirement 
that juvenile records be destroyed as re-
quired by law. If the juvenile commits a 
felony offense as an adult, the Bureau of 
Criminal Apprehension is required to retain 
the juvenile history data for as long as the 
data would have been retained if the of-
fender had been an adult at the time of the 
juvenile offense. 

If the youth is at least 16 and charged 
with an offense that would be a felony if 
committed by an adult, the proceedings and 
court records will automatically be available 
to the public because the cases are open to 
the public.

Schools may access records
The juvenile’s probation offer must pro-

vide disposition (court) records to the 
superintendent of any school the child is 

attending if the child was adjudicated for: Murder, 
manslaughter, or any homicide crime; assault; rob-
bery; kidnapping and kidnapping-related offenses; 

any criminal sexual conduct offense; arson; harass-
ment/stalking; terroristic threats; witness tampering; 
controlled substance crimes; or an offense involving 
the possession or use of a dangerous weapon.  

In addition, if the juvenile has been adjudicated 
delinquent for any offense and subsequently placed 
on probation, the probation officer may provide the 
superintendent with the disposition records; however, 
the officer is not required to provide those records.

Note: Minnesota State Universities do not require 
disclosure of juvenile history on applications. There-
fore delinquency proceedings should not affect an 
individual’s access to state higher education opportu-
nities within the Minnesota State University system.

employers may access court records
As a general rule, employers cannot see sealed 

juvenile records. There are, however, exceptions to 
this rule. Prospective employers may be allowed by 
statute to know about certain juvenile offenses. This 
applies to certain jobs, such as ones that work directly 
with children. For these jobs, employers can request 
juvenile records through a background check from 
the Bureau of Criminal Apprehension. The scope of 
the background check is limited to whether specific 
statutory crimes were committed by the juvenile, 
so called “background check crimes.” An individual 
cannot bypass this regulation by consenting to the 
release of their juvenile records. 

Exceptions do exist for criminal justice agencies, 
which can view expunged or sealed records without a 
court order for the purposes of evaluating a prospec-
tive employee. 

In addition, although no arrest records for individ-
uals under the age of 18 are made public, an employer 
seeking a background check for a position that in-
volves interaction with children will still be able to 
access arrest records related to any violent crime or 
crime against children. 

If a juvenile is certified and moved into the adult 
justice system, his or her arrest records are then dis-
tributed according to the statutes governing distribu-
tion of adult arrest records.

Information for this story was provided in part 
by The Juvenile Collateral Consequences Project,  
www.beforeyouplea.com. 
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ment Inventory. The RAI is an objective screening 
tool that helps to determine whether a juvenile 
belongs in detention or in an alternative, or should 
be returned to her or his home. Detention Center 
staff and police are trained in its use. The RAI was 
introduced in January of 2008, and by 2009, admis-
sions to detention had decreased 49 percent. An-
other ingredient was developing appropriate alter-
natives to detention and community programming.  

By 2009, the gradual reduction in detention 
meant that Ramsey County was able to redirect $1 
million from detention to alternatives. 

Carol Roberts, Director of Ramsey County Com-
munity Corrections, notes that data really helped 
drive the changed approach to juvenile detention, 
but that the process was a bumpy road. “Some 
people believe that detention should be used to 
hold kids accountable, but that’s actually not the in-
tent in the law. The data show that we can keep the 
public safe at less cost and with better outcomes by 
reducing the use of detention. But  in some cases, 
the data challenge people’s beliefs.” 

Lessons in redesign
Though not  envisioned through AMC as a 

“redesign,” Ramsey County’s JDAI is an excellent 
example of AMC’s Redesign concept, with which 
it shares four touchstones: increased collaboration, 
bold local leadership, improved process efficiencies 
and structural changes in the status quo.

At Ramsey County Community Corrections, 
efficiencies and structural change proceeded hand-
in-hand. Restructuring the system to deal with 
young people in a more productive manner meant 
redirecting them into community alternatives to 
detention. Corrections Director Roberts notes that 
change management methods were essential to 
shifting internal practices and culture. “When the 
data show that youth are not reoffending and are 
showing up for court, you have to make this clear 
to everyone. You can’t let rumors stand. You have to 
speak to everyone and challenge misperceptions.” 

Carter believes there are  lessons from JDAI that 
apply to other kinds of large-scale services redesign.
•	 Start with outcomes. “Redesign always needs 

to be about accomplishing the best for the 
community with the resources you have.”

•	 Get your partners on board. “Ask, ‘What part-
ners do we need to accomplish this? What 
resources do we need?’”

•	 Base decisions on data and evidence. “As the 
data show you what’s needed, act in accor-
dance with it.”  

•	 Be bold in rethinking your approach. ”We 
have to be willing to look beyond our tradi-
tional belief systems,” said Carter. “It is a bold 
act to open your eyes this way, to address the 
facts and data, not  just the beliefs that may be 
in our heads, and that have led us in the past.” 

Carter  says there is something for every county 
to learn  from JDAI.  “Reliance on data, collabora-
tion, community needs, and the remaining JDAI 
principles apply to any redesign initiative.”
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1 Interagency collaboration to improve 
planning and coordination

2 Use of data, including results tracking, 
to drive policy and program decisions

3 Reliance on objective criteria to guide 
detention admission and sanctioning 

decisions

4 New or enhanced community-based 
alternatives to secure detention

5 Expedited case processing to reduce 
lengths of stay to secure detention

6 Innovations to reduce secure custody 
in “special” cases (e.g., probation 

violations)

7 Development of practices and policies 
to eliminate structural and personal 

biases that produce racial disparities

8 Routine facility inspections to improve 
conditions of confinement

9 Community engagement is an essential 
ingredient for moving forward with 

system redesign


