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Youth Prison System
Sued Over Health Care

m Court: Inmates lack mental and medical help, suit
atleges Officials say they are working to fix problems.

By JAMES RAINEY
TIMES STAFF WRITER

Many of the 7,500 prisoners in
the California Youth Authority
will leave the youth prison sysiem
more disturbed and dangerous be-
cause they received substandard
medical and psychiatric care, a
nonprofit law firm cha:ged Thurs-
day as it sued the state demand-
ing reforms

The Youth Law Center and a
professor of clinical pediatrics at
UCLA filed the case in San Fran-
cisco Superior Court in an attempt
to force the youth authority te ob-
tain a state license fo1 its clinics

For more than four yeats, the
vouth prison system has failed to
obtain such a license, as required
by state law. The 1esult is thai
some of the state's most disturbed
young people go without proper
care, said Youth Law Center at-
torney Sue Burretl

“This system is supposed to ad-

dress their needs, but to not have
that happen exacerbates then
problems,” Buriell said. ‘“These
guys are going to come back out
and they are going to be com-
pletely unable to cope "

Youth Authority officials con-
ceded that their medical facilities
are not in compliance with state
law, but said they are working fo
meet standards

“The governot is very sensitive
to the ciificismn that has been
jodged about correctional facili-
ties and, especially on this issue of
licensing health care, we aie go-
ing to move ahead very seri-
ously,” said George Kostyrko, a
spokesman for the CYA.

The lawsuit comes as the Youth
Autherity is facing an ongoing
probe by a state inspector general,
wheo last year found a pattern of
brutality at the system’s laigest
youth prison, in Chino A Times
investigation last year found reha-
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bilitative programs in the CYA
had withered. The state Senate’s
Public Safety Committee will as-
sess the shortcomings of the
youth prisons and question newly
appointed CYA director Jerry L.
Harper at a hearing Tuesday

The CYA's own internal docu-
ments and budget requests show
that the agency has been aware of
the need to improve its clinics for
al least five years.

“The adverse effect of provid-
ing inadequate treatment or no
treatment at ail for these wards is
releasing offenders back to the
communities with very serjous
mental and emotional problems
that have not been addressed,”
CYA officials said in a budget re-
quest for 199899 “This signifi-
cantly increases the risk to public
safety and contributes to the high
probability of recidivism

Except for extreme cases, the
Youth Authority can oaly held
wards until age 25

In a 1997 mastet plan for the
CYA health care system, the
agency acknowledges a shortage
of psychiatrists, psychologists and
nurses and a lack of staff training.
The report says the shortcomings
must be corrected for the prison
clinics to be certified as Correc-
tional Treatment Centers, known
as CTCs, as required by state law

Kostyrko said that the up-
grades of the health clinies have
been “much more laborious” than
the agency anticipated. Among
other things, clinics must be re-
built at youih lockups in Stock-
ton, Chino and Ventua That
work may not be completed until
2003

Officials with the Youth Law
Center said littie progress has
been made since the 1997 report.
With professionals often unavail-
able to provide clinical care in the
prisons, they said, counseling and
other tasks have often fallen to
line staff members who have few,
if any, qualifications.

The CYA health care plan ac-
knowledged the need for substan-
tial reforms “The need io up-
grade every aspect of our health

care delivery system prior o the
implementation of the CTCs is of
critical importance,” the plan
stated.

The failuwre to provide proper
mental health treatment ‘results
in dire consequences,” authority
officials said in one budget docu-
ment. Five wards committed sui-
cide in 1996; four of them had not
been admitted to overcrowded in-
tensive therapy programs, even
though they needed care, the re-
port states,

State and local governments
have faced many lawsuits over
the health care and mental health
services provided to prisoners

California’s adult prisons were
ordered by a federal judge six
years ago to improve care for the
mentally ill. The Los Angeles
County jail system has been work-
ing to improve since the U S. Jus-
tice Department three years ago
detailed poor care of the mentally
itl.

But some advocates said the
conditions at the Youth Autherity
are particularly disturbing be-
cause the agency cares for boys
and girls as young as 12. One of
the agency’s stated goals is to re-
habilitate young offenders

“Since these kids cant get
treatment on their own, there is a
duty to make sure that they get
treatment of a standard available
to the rest of the community,”
said Dr Robert E Morzis, the
UCLA pediatrician who joined the
Youth Law Center in filing the
lawsuit. “There is a legal, ethical
and moral responsibility to do
this. . . . And for us to be safe as
a society, we need to do this as
well.”

Morzis has worked with the San
Francisco-based Youth Law Cen-
ter on juvenile health issues. For
almost a decade, he was senior
physician at Los Angeles
County s Central Juvenile Hall.

Morris and Butrell said they be-
lieve that many CYA employees
are committed to providing
quality medical and psychological
service They said they hope the
lawsuil will provide the leverage
needed to free money in the state

budget for the upgrades

‘The state has money 1ight
now, so it's a good time to help
the CYA to get the money,” Mor-
tis said “We want to help them
get the resouwices to do the job
that we think they want to do



