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! John Rector came to OJJDP with unparalleled knowledge about how it
was supposed to run, and with a fierce determination to make it run that way.

Rector was one of the key architect’s of the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act (JJDPA).
The agency created by that act was in its infancy when President Jimmy Carter appointed Rector to run

<« . e lomra Aral/ =347 10/20/2009



Rector Era: An Archite‘ct of the Act Finds T: roublé at the Office | Youth Today Exchange Page2of11

it. .

This was bound to be a tumultuous time. OJJDP was still in administrative start-up mode; it was still
trying to work out its sensitive new relationship with the states as both a funder of programs and an
enforcer of new federal standards for juvenile justice practices; community-based organizations were
seeking money for all sorts of new and unproven approaches to combating delinquency; and the lines of
authority between OJIDP and higher-ups in the Justice Department were in dispute — especially at the
Law Enforcement Assistance Administration (LEAA), where OJJDP was housed.

Rector, an attorney, had worked in the civil rights division of the Justice Department before joining the
staff of Sen. Birch Bayh (D-Ind.). He served as Bayh’s staff director and as chief counsel on the
Subcommittee to Investigate Juvenile Delinquency, which Bayh chaired. It was in that latter position
that he guided the writing and passage of the JJDPA.

Says Ira Schwatz, who succeeded Rector at OJJDP:

“John did a heroic job as the juvenile justice staff person to Birch Bayh, getting this
legislation through and providing support for it. His place in history is assured.”

Rector’s work on the act was more than a job; he was outspoken about juvenile justice reform. In
November 1976 (the month Carter was elected president), the Phoenix Gazette quoted him thusly:

“The juvenile justice system all over the country is in a state of collapse. It’s jammed with
bodies and understaffed. ... Half the kids in custody ... haven’t committed crimes.”

Says Birch Bayh:
“He dedicated his life to this cause.”
As the Carter administration moved in to succeed cight years of Republican control of the White House,

OJIDP’s first director, Milt Luger, left as part of the standard house-cleaning of presidential appointees.
Bayh and others proposed Rector, who sailed through the confirmation process.

Says Schwartz:

“He went in with enormous credibility and good will. And with very, very high
expectations.”
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Whoever runs OJJDP has several constituencies to deal with, foremost among them state juvenile justice
officials the juvenile justice field (including service providers, judges, researchers and advocates); the
states; OJJDP staff; Congress; the higher-ups in the Justice Department and at the White House. Rector
had conflicts with all of them, revolving primarily around money and authority. What made those
relationships combustible were the traits that made Rector a natural to lead OJJDP: his passion for the

cause and his comfort with confrontation.
[ i
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As he was on the cusp of getting the job in 1977, this statement from Rector appeared in the
Congressional Record:

“When young people confront our juvenile justice system, injustice is a frequent result. The
system does not provide the individualized justice promised by reformers at the turn of the
century; it does not help the many non-criminal status offenders who fall into is jurisdiction;

and it does not protect communities from juvenile crime.”

The statement laments ... the sordid and even brutal manner in which we as a nation
indiscriminately respond to children in trouble.”

Rector’s experience in enforcing civil rights statutes and battling over legislation in the back rooms of
Congress meant he was accustomed to a fight-like-enemies, drink-like-friends approach to leadership — a
style not well-suited to the culture of the federal bureaucracy.

Bayh points out now that while Senate staffers come and go, the federal agencies are full of career
staffers who will be working with each other for many years:

“If you’re operating under the authority of a member of the Senate, that’s pretty intoxicating
up there. There’s a big difference between working in the Senate and working in town.
More diplomacy is required” in the departments.

Rector knew it would be rough:

“I didn’t go into that job with rose-colored glasses. ... I was very familiar with controversy.
I thought that would be an advantage. It wasn’t.”

Because Milt Luger had run OJJIDP for a short time (less than two years), Rector took over an agency
that was still finding its way and had lots of administrative issues to be resolved. In 197 8, the House
Economic Opportunity Subcommittee held a hearing about OJIDP. Zector testified that the office didn’t
have basic systems for tracking grant applications and correspondence from the field, that funding
applications were backed up and that the place was generally run as if no one person was in control. For

example:

“The office looked like a travel bureau when I arrived. ... They had a staff meeting planned
at Lake Tahoe over the Memorial Day weekend.”

“One of the first things I did was place a moratorium on travel. ... There has been a degree
of controversy about my attitude on travel.”

Milton G. Rector, executive director of the National Council on Crime and Delinquency (no relation to
John Rector), told the House subcommittee that the office and its efforts to implement the act were in
such bad shape that anyone who tried to fix things was going to anger a lot of people:

“The task can be likened to that of a conscientious landlord who suddenly possesses an
apartment building in complete disrepair.”



Rector Era: An Architect of the Act Finds Trouble at the Office | Youth Today Exchange Page 4 of 11

What’s more, Rector told the subcommittee that OJJDP had been so neglected by the Justice Department
— by not filling many staff positions, not giving the employees sufficient work space and supplies, trying
to wipe out the agency’s funding in its annual budget proposals and not caring about enforcement of the
JJDPA — that he inherited a cast of beaten-down employees. Among the them were Law Enforcement
Assistance Administration (LEAA) veterans who were assigned to the new agency but who, in Rector’s
eyes, were indifferent to its mission:

“The majority of the staff people in our office are hardworking individuals ... who have
been subjected during this several-year period under the former administration [of President

Gerald Ford] to anything but support. The morale is very low.”

He said the staff was losing its ambition to continue “fighting the good fight ... because of the way the
Juvenile Justice Office has been treated by the former administrators of the LEAA, by the former

attorney general, and by the former administration.”

Rector went on a tear to make the office work as he believed the JIDPA intended. He established
various procedures for paper flow and communications and set up rules on such matters as staff travel.
He closely supervised his employees’ work, pushed them to work harder and didn’t hesitate to override
their decisions. Maybe they weren’t cut out for the work; maybe Rector was too unyielding.

In 1978, the local of the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees union issued
to the subcommittee a 15-point petition of complaints about Rector. It accused him, among other things,
of:

“Intimidating his staff. ... questioning the smallest decisions. ... depressing the morale.”

Gordon Raley, a legislative associate on the Committee on Education and Labor (of which the House
subcommittee was a part), noted that in one year, OJJDP had lost about 20 workers, or about one-third
of'its staff. Rector told the subcommittee that the turnover rate was not unusual for the Justice
Department, and made it clear he didn’t mind losing some of the people:

“We are all pleased that the folks found more attractive alternatives.”

Rector’s no-nonsense management approach stood out at LEAA. He recalled for the subcommittee a
meeting of LEAA managers in which some worried that employees might “react negatively” to an
administrative decision they were considering, Rector said something along the lines of:

“Listen, folks, if you are going to check your spine at the front door every morning, don’t
bitch about the day-to-day problems.

“That is the kind of thing I have been saying. It doesn’t make me popular. I didn’t go there
to be popular.”
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Outside the office, in courts, detention facilities and state government offices, Rector says he found that
not everyone supported the reforms mandated by the law:

“The resistance to change was incredible.”
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administrator, gchwartz, who says:

«They were very slow on getting status offenders out of secure facilities. The clock was
ticking; that was one of conditions 10 get funding.”

Rep. Augustus Hawkins (D—Calif.) caised the 18su€ with Rector in House subcommittee hearing, noting
that California stood to lose “some $6 million in federal funds, which W€ obviously canmot afford tO
lose.”

Hawkins jssued 2 yeiled threat for Rector to €ase up on California, Of Congress would chang® the act:

«] dohave 2 suggestion fora 1egislative change. --- What can you contribute t0 2 resolution
of this problem without, let’s s8> resorting 10 2 legislative change?”

The California dilemma illustrates the tough spot that the OJIDP administrator was in as he tried 10
compel states to comply with the act. He told Hawkins:

“We were getting plenty of heat from other states who felt that if we didn’t carty through”

on declaring California in violation of the act, «j would be like we were taking a dive to
accommodate Califomia.”

He described a compromise that kept some OJIDP funds going to California fot vital services while the
two sides worked to resolve the conflict.

In his mind, there should have been something of a buffer between Rector and the states in these
conflicts in the form of the State Planning Agencies (SPAS), which were setup 10 monitor juvenile
justice policy and practice in each state. Rector wanted the SPAs to enforce mandates of the act in their
states; the SP As said their role was advisory only.

GAO found that the act 1eft some room for some uncertainty over just how much authority the SPAs had
over state juvenile justice agencies and facilities. But by and 1arge, GAO sided with Rector:

‘_‘The State pianxiing agency has of will have authority o implement the plan’s provisions,
including demstitutionaiization.” But in some states, SPA- officials “‘saW their role as 01 of
planning and advising, not implementing specific requirements 7

The subcommittee report is filled with ritten testimony from state and local officials complaining that
Rector bullied them to comply with or enforce the act, rather than working with them oVver time to
institute change- But several juvenile justice advocates praised him for his willingness t0 take on state
officials. One of them was william E. Rittenberg, chief counsel for Advocates for Juvenile Justice:

«Mr. Rector 18 being criticized for simply trying to jmplement the act. ..- ADY bureaucrat
who seeks chang® is going to be attacked.”
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Rector saw @ common culprit behind the problems in the OJIDP office and out in the field: LEAA,
which he now says took on the act’s mission half-heartedly-
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