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(Note: The Siuslaw News in Florence published this guest opinion on
Jan. 7,2012.)

Camp Florence youth build life skills in the community
By Clint McClellan

As an incarcerated youth offender, Josh has been at Camp Florence for almost a
year. He’s taking advantage of Oregon Youth Authority programs that will give
him a real opportunity to lead a crime-free lifestyle after he’s released. He’s
earned certifications that will enable him to work as a veterinary assistant. Once a
week he shadows Dr. Gene Osburn.

“I pretty much do what | would do at an actual job,” he says of his unpaid
internship at Osburn Veterinary Clinic. “I have restrained dogs, cleaned teeth, and
| assist the veterinarian during procedures and surgeries.” He has his eye on a
Portland-area veterinary clinic where he wants to work.

Josh is one of 25 Camp Florence youth offenders who are benefiting from having
been embraced by the Florence community. These youth often come to OYA
focused on themselves and their own survival, with little or no work experience,
few if any academic credits, and often without positive adult role-modeling.

| get to watch them gain a work ethic and slowly develop a sense of community
and pride. Seeing them return after a hard day’s work is special because you can
feel the confidence they are building in themselves. This is happening because of
an estimated 300 Florence community volunteers and the general acceptance of
the youth by the community at large.

You have hired Camp Florence youth to do construction, landscaping, fence-
building, brush-clearing and other work around town. You have invited youth
offenders to learn from you at your places of business. You have looked youth
offenders in the eye and thanked them for various community service efforts
through local partnerships such as Relay for Life, Florence Food Share, Boys and



Girls Club, Soroptimist Club, Kiwanis, and Florence Rotary Club. When Camp
Florence youth come into your store to shop, you treat them like any other
customer.

At their “town jobs” youth are earning money to pay restitution for their crimes.
Three youth just paid off restitution that, combined, totals nearly $7,000 from
earnings working for people in Florence. Savings from earnings also helps them
get a better start when they return to the community.

Youth who have unpaid internships like Josh have gained experiences as diverse
as those at The Siuslaw News, Siuslaw Valley Fire and Rescue, Sandpines Golf
Links, the City’s wastewater treatment plant, Osburn Veterinary Clinic,
Bridgewater Restaurant and KCST radio, among others. Volunteers teach skills
such as audio-video production, lead Bible study and mentor youth.

Camp Florence is a re-entry facility. At other OYA facilities youth have had
treatment for their criminal behaviors, and often have earned high school
diplomas or GEDs; we give them an opportunity to earn online community college
credits in our computer lab.

Logan came to us from OYA’s Hillcrest facility where he earned his state barbering
license; he plans to enroll in community college after his release. Eric came from
OYA’s RiverBend facility where he earned a DEQ wastewater-treatment license
and has honed his skills interning at Florence’s wastewater plant. These types of
opportunities influence a young person’s future. It’s not just the opportunity to
learn and practice employable skills but also to build relationships with caring
adults willing to invest in their lives.

OYA Director Colette S. Peters puts it this way: “The youth’s punishment is being
sent to OYA, not being at OYA.” OYA’s job is to provide education, deliver
evidence-based treatment and offer youth opportunities that show them the way
to becoming productive, crime-free citizens.

When we invited the Florence community to help us, you said “yes.” Thank you.

Clint McClellan, a Florence native, has been director of Camp Florence on South
Jetty Road for 16 years. He can be contacted at Clint.McClellan@oya.state.or.us.
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Camp Florence is one of 10 youth correctional and re-entry facilities operated
statewide by the Oregon Youth Authority.
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