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Camp offers second chance

for wayward juveniles
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Deep within the Withlacoochee State Forest, a small work camp is bustling again.

Most of the young residents in this patch of the forest, the Richloam Tract, are

doing time for minor convictions such as theft, battery or probation violations.

Their days are consumed by school, manual labor and counseling in the error of

their ways.

And each of the 20 young men knows exactly how long he has been there and how

much time he has left _ to the day.

The Withlacoochee Juvenile Residential Facility reopened under new management

and with a slightly revised program in March, after the state closed it in June

2002.
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Several of the boys, who range in age from 14 to 18, said that if they have to

participate in such a juvenile offender program, this is not a bad place to be.

"It's a pretty good program, and I'm learning a lot of things," said 18-year-old

Stephen in a recent interview at the facility. "It's kind of like summer camp."

The work camp used to be a state-run, short-term juvenile offender program

called the Withlacoochee STOP Camp. The camp was one of many casualties

statewide that resulted from a $4.8-million cut in the Department of Juvenile

Justice's budget.

In January, the state signed a contract with Career Systems Development Corp., a

private company and subsidiary of Global Associates, to operate the camp. Until

this summer, Career Systems ran five juvenile facilities in Florida, including the

one in the Withlacoochee forest, and one in Pennsylvania through its Redirections

program. About 85 percent of Florida's juvenile detention programs are now

operated by private firms, Department of Juvenile Justice spokeswoman

Catherine Arnold said.

Redirections has recently been shifted to report directly to its parent company,

Global, which does business under the name of Owl International Inc., a major

federal contractor based in Irvine, Calif. The private company did $96-million in

sales in 2002, according to Hoover's Online, which collects business information

from such companies. Global representatives did not return calls from the Times

seeking comment.
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Tucked away in the far southeast corner of Hernando County, the Withlacoochee

Juvenile Residential Facility still houses low-risk juvenile offenders, but for longer

periods of time _ three to four months instead of two.

The camp first opened in 1978 with just a few Quonset huts. It eventually grew

into its current environment, made up of a cafeteria, a school room, an

administrative office and sleeping quarters.

The only way into the facility is via a long limerock and dirt road that originates in

Pasco County, a few miles north of Lacoochee. The road winds through a wildlife

preserve shaded by giant moss-strewn oaks and pines in a summer camplike

setting.

But the summer camp image shatters when facility director William Ellis

confiscates visitors’ car keys for safety reasons.

Since it is a low-risk facility, kids are allowed more freedom than they would be at

higher-risk facilities. For example, they can roam around the camp under

supervision.

Otherwise, the boys' lives are structured from the moment they rise at 6 a.m. with

calisthenics to lights out at 9:30 p.m., just after homework and journal writing, an

activity several boys said they look forward to.

"I like it, because if you have a bad day, it gives you something to talk to," 14-year-

old Jesse said. The staff monitors the journals.

Private Vacation Rentals

On weekdays, the kids attend school from 8:30 a.m. to 3 p.m. and then go to after-

school counseling sessions, with topics such as substance abuse and victim impact,

said Department of Juvenile Justice contract manager Odella Anderson, who visits

the facility each month.

Manual labor and chores fill the weekends. For instance, the kids mow the lawn at

the Fraternal Order of Police lodge and maintain the woods surrounding the

center, which meets part of the center's lease agreement with the Florida Division

of Forestry.

A few weekends ago, the facility rented a pressure washer, which the kids used to

bleach the sidewalks clean and wash the building's walls and gutters. They were

not very happy about the work, and accused the staff of overworking them to get

the place sparkling clean before journalists came for a tour.

Ellis, 41, denied the claim and told the youths that their duty is to strive to make

the facility always look clean.

The primary way of checking behavior is with a "timeout" period, during which a

resident is isolated to calm down and think for up to several hours, Ellis said.

Residents talked about the dreaded "bus stop," a stump in the yard, where they

must sit if they act up.

"You know you're in trouble then, because no bus comes out here," said Clifford,

17.
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But several counselors and juvenile facility schoolteacher John Patrick said that

while behavior problems occur at the school, the Withlacoochee kids don't act up

as much as residents they have seen at other facilities.

"This program gives every opportunity to any individual who wants to change,"

said Patrick, 31, who grew up a troubled youth and has taught at one other juvenile

facility.

"It's very conscious that these young men are still people who just made mistakes."

_ Staff photographer Ted McLaren contributed to this report.
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