but people have had enough.
The aldermen ﬁnally have had enough.”

were held at the Valley Street jail at the
same time, and it wouldn’t be unexpected
for Dauphinais
to testify about discussions
New Hampshire Union Leader - 10/20/2022
she had with Kayla Montgomery.

ALDERMAN JOE KELLY LEVASSEUR

aldermen voted to suspend from residents, including sethe rules and implement the niors, who say they are afraid
ordinance immediately.
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SUNUNU YOUTH CENTER

Union details injuries, frustrations at understaffed detention facility

Executive Council, legislative leaders OK temporary
staffing contract.

J

By Josie Albertson-Grove
and Kevin Landrigan
Union Leader Staff

Tensions are mounting between workers at New Hampshire’s youth detention center and
state officials after several serious
injuries to staff, including one
employee with three concussions
from recent assaults, according to

the employees’ union.
The State Employees Association, which represents staffers at
the Sununu Youth Services Center in Manchester and many other
state employees, says conditions
have become more dangerous
while center staff have been required to work overtime shifts for
the past week.
“The current staff here are more
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than burnt out,” read a statement
issued Wednesday by the union.
Despite a pay increase over the
summer, the center has struggled
to hire and maintain staff.
“We know from experience that
the staff and residents at SYSC are
safe when the facility is staffed
appropriately,” said Jake Leon, a
spokesman for the Department of
Health and Human Services, in an
email.
Mandatory overtime so far has
been the only way to ensure safe
staffing levels at the Sununu Cen-
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ter, Leon said.
The center is operating with
less than half the front-line staff
it typically would need to care for
about 12 children and teenagers
in custody. The youths range in
age from 10 to 17, though most
are in their late teens.
Sununu Center staff and juvenile probation officers have been
required to work mandatory overtime shifts for the last week. An
employee can be fired for refusing
too many of these overtime shifts,
the union said Wednesday. Leon

Today’s Chuckle

A Small Prayer

For many, Sunday is a day of
rest and reflection, sort of like
Monday mornings and Friday
afternoons at the office.

May we have a brainstorming session with
You, Lord, through our
prayers. Amen

said the department has created
a retention bonus for staff at the
Sununu Center and other directcare facilities, and has raised staff
pay.
Staff have said they feel unsafe
around the children and teenagers, some of whom have faced
significant trauma and have been
accused of serious crimes, and
nearly all of whom have mental
and behavioral health challenges.
Since August, police and
+See Youth Center, Page A12
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filings.
and other materials are
But more recently, Manbeing used to erect shelters
New
Hampshire Union chester
Leader - police
10/20/2022
arrested a
and occupy
disproportionman named Michael Sulately large areas.”
Aldermen began receiving emails over the weekend asking them to oppose
the proposed amendments
and delay any further discussion until the city hires
a new director of homeless
emergency medical servicinitiatives.
es have been called to the
The city has begun adcenter 10 times, according
vertising that position since
to the union, and staffers
the resignation of Schonna
have been badly hurt.
Green last month.
Two had to have surgery
The emails pointed out an
after the assaults, and two
existing ordinance passed
have suffered concussions.
in 2021 already prohibits
One worker has had three
camping in public parks
concussions since August.
without permission.
Youth have bitten several
Levasseur said the city
workers. During one state
can’t wait any longer.
police response, the union
“There are people that
said, a youth tried to grab a
are terrified to walk on
state trooper’s gun.
our trails after the murder
Three youths incarcerdown in Ward 9,” Levasated at the center also have
seur said. “The people that
been sent to the hospital
we’ve helped the most, the
with injuries.
people that we’ve opened
Years of inadequate
our doors to, the people that
funding have slowly bled
have come here from all
the facility, the union said.
around this state, good old
The uncertain future of the
Manchester has been taken
Sununu Center and the
advantage of, and they have
current tight labor market
abused us. They have abused
have created serious staff
themselves, and they have
shortages, but the union
abused our parks.
said programs have been
“The more free stuff you
slowly cut from the center
give, the more free stuff
for years.
they want. The more serOnce, the facility offered
vices you offer, the more
career and technical educaservices they want. If you
tion options for youth, with
go and house 150 of these
woodworking courses, cupeople, 150 more are going
linary courses and an auto
to show up. It’s never going
shop. The union said none
to end. Whatever we can do
of these programs exist at
to put a stop to this, we need
the Sununu Center now.
to do it.”
In a related development, the Executive Council
pfeely@unionleader.com
on Wednesday approved
without debate a $500,000
contract for Maxim Healthcare Staffing Services Inc.
of Manchester to continue
held a news conference to
to provide youth counselor
announce the arrests of 20
staffing at the Sununu Cenpeople for voting illegally
ter while work continues on
in the 2020 election.
a new treatment center to
DeSantis said all of
replace it.
those arrested had been
This contract from state
convicted of murder or
dollars extends staffing sersex crimes, which excludvices from Oct. 31 to the
ed them from a 2018 Florend of April to give the Legida state constitutional
islature time to come up
amendment that restored
with a new closure date for
voting rights to other felthe SYSC.
ons who had finished their
“These temporary staff
sentences.

• The shotgun has
never been recovered but
may have been used in a
robbery. Filings make no

Court Judge Amy Messer
has yet to issue some key
rulings in the case.
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provide constant surveillance to ensure a safe and
secure environment free
from assaults, escapes,
attempted suicides, and
other potentially dangerous situations,” said Joseph
Ribsam, director of the Division of Children, Youth
and Families.
Ribsam said Tuesday
that the agency was providing eight temporary staff
members for the facility.

“I think we’re all
on the same page
now for both a
short- and longterm approach.”
REP. JESS EDWARDS
chair of House working group
on DCYF budget

Legislative impasse hurt
Gov. Chris Sununu said
he is urging lawmakers to
address the situation.
“I remain committed to
working with the Legislature to close the Youth Detention Center once and for
all while implementing a
future solution that ensures
robust service in a more appropriate setting,” Sununu
said in a statement.
Last spring, House and
Senate negotiators were
unable to reach agreement
on some key features of the
replacement facility, including the number of beds
it would include.
As a result, legislation
died and the March 30,
2023 closure date stayed in

place.
At that time, top lawmakers and state agency officials said that deadline was
impossible to meet.
Cassandra Sanchez, the
state’s child advocate, has
urged the Legislature to
come up with a permanent
replacement for SYSC by
April 2025 but to put programming changes in place
in the meantime so these
juveniles receive treatment
that is more appropriate.
The Joint Legislative Fiscal Committee approved
this same contract at its
meeting last Friday.
Ribsam told the group it
will be a challenge for the
state to transition from a
program that’s treatment
and not incarceration-centered.
This will require recruiting more staff with behavioral health skills while the
country is in the midst of a
chronic workforce shortage
for these workers.
State Rep. Jess Edwards,
R-Auburn, who chairs the
House Finance Committee
working group in charge of
the DCYF budget, said, “I
apologized to Director Ribsam because the problems
he is experiencing now are
connected to our inability
to reach an agreement,” Edwards said.
“I think we’re all on the
same page now for both a
short- and long-term approach.”
Councilor Cinde Warmington, D-Concord, said
she was working with Ribsam and other stakeholders
on a permanent solution.
“This is a very delicate
and critical situation. The
Legislature has to address
this issue as soon as possible,” Warmington said.
jgrove@unionleader.com
klandrigan@unionleader.com
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