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New approach
to youth justice
focuses on girls

By Karen Holzmeister
STAHF WRITER ST

SAN LEANDRO — It was one
big party Friday afternoon on
the grassy playing ficlds and
blacklop basketball courts high
in the San Leandro hills.

Laughier and shouts of joy.
undlerstanding and admiration
sounded as four dozen girls —
clad in pink sweatshirts and
dark pants - - ale a scrumptious
barbecue.

They shared pocins. played
games, and listened to adulls
who assured them of their
beauty and inlelligence — inside
and out.

An idyllic event and setting —
ali behind layers of hcavy-duty
lencing topped with razor wire,

It was the new Alameda
County Juvenile Justice Cen-
ter’s kickofl of girl-focitsed serv-
ices at the detention facility.

The county and a variety of
community. civic and spiritual
groups wanl o provide girls 18
and vounger with the best serv-
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FEMALE DETAINEES at the Alameda County Juvenile Justice Center in San Leandro rehearse dance moves during
a girls luncheon and resource fair Fridav. The mural overinaks a basketball court and grass playing fisfds,
) Organizations interested in hclpJﬁEfﬁ-cusE; gir-focused serv-
ices can coniact Barbara Loza-Muriera, Alameda County Interagency
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ices possible, both in detention and upon their relcase.

Many of the girls, victims of sexual exploitation, are
helping to define whal works and what doesn’t.

Starmesha, 17, of Oakland spent a year in the former ju-
venile hall just down Fairmont Drive from the new center,
which opened two months ago..

Out six months now. she’s finishing her junior year at a
local high school. She works part time for an attorney's of-
fice, attends classes at the University of California, Berkeley,
and hepes to become an attorney or probation officer after
college.

People in juvenile hall helped her find a path away from
delinquency and crime, she said. building on county em-
ployee Barbara Loza-Muriera's earlier advice that “Every-
body needs somehody to believe in you.”

But you have to change yourself. Starmesha told the girls,
some of whom remembered - and applanded - her.

‘I knew that I could do it.” she recailed. “I was a bad little
girl. I was a messy little girl.”

However, Starmesha insisted, nonc of the girls in the
center deserve Lo be incarcerated.

Many are victims of sexual exploitation, by pimps, other
aduits or family members. They need a safe place for coun-
seling. trafning. sheller and health care (hat is not a locked
fueility, she said after her brief specch.

Tajanik. an Oakland teenager. sang and talked her way
through a poemn titled “Kidnap "

The subjecl of her last-paced rap was a 13-year-old girl
who twned fricks on East T4th Street in San Leandro. The
girl escaped her pimp when her mother picked her up, but
then was kidnapped again after a car chase along Interna-
tional Boulevard and Lake Merrill in Oakland.

“That little girl was me.” Tajanik said.




