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Juvenile Life Without Parole
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Imagine this. You’re an eleven-year-old girl, attending middle school with other kids all your age. However your father is never there for you and your mother is abusive and addicted to drugs. Despite going through bouts of severe depression you still do your best in school. During all of this you meet a man who starts to treat you the way you feel you should be treated. He’s older than you, but he buys you nice things and takes you and your friend’s places to have fun. He becomes like a father figure to you in a sense. But all of a sudden the atmosphere changes a little. That man starts to talk about sex, and whom you should be giving it out to. Without you knowing it, this man is coaching you into being a prostitute. To top it all off he rapes you. This goes on for years and then finally you decide you’ve had enough. You snap. You kill the man that has been abusing you since you were 13 years old and free yourself from the torment. However despite all of this you’ve condemned yourself to death. You’re tried in court under the charge of first-degree murder and you’re convicted and sentenced life in prison. The aforementioned is the story of a girl named Sarah Kruzman (Josephvbui). She like many individuals committed a felony under the age of 18 and was tried as an adult receiving the punishment of life without parole. There have been years of debate about this topic as to whether or not this sentence is a fair one for someone still deemed a child. This issue touches many different people and has many different opinions. The sentence Juvenile life without parole has proven itself to have many more negative qualities than redeeming ones for many people involved.
	In order to make the decision whether or not a sentence of life without parole is you need to first understand what life without parole actually means. There are three types of crimes that can be committed in this country. Starting from the least severe you have petty offenses. A petty offense is something along the lines of shoplifting or disturbing the peace. Most times a person charged with a petty offense is simply served with a fine. The next up the ladder is a misdemeanor. A misdemeanor is right on the borderline of being a felony. For example, if you threaten someone that’s deemed a misdemeanor. Misdemeanors are also punished by most of the time a fine or up to a year in jail. However, if you then go and carry out the assault to cause physical bodily harm that then turns into a felony.  Felonies have their own differences within themselves but they are the only crimes that have the possibility of giving someone a sentence like life without parole. (Birckhead)
	The actual sentence, “Life without parole”, simply means just what it sounds like, the person receiving this sentence will spend the rest of their life in prison. They will not have the opportunity to have parole or being released under any extenuating conditions. Other than being given the death penalty and solitary confinement, this is the harshest punishment anyone could receive. As of 2012 according to the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation there were roughly 2,500 juveniles serving out life without parole sentences. Out of this number 309 of them are located in California prisons (Campbell). The life without parole sentence does not exist in every country. Portugal was the first country to actually go forth and abolish life imprisonment due to it’s harsh nature (Hanson). There are multiple countries that use life without parole as a sentence for convictions but as far as the sentence being given to juveniles, the United States is the only country that allows a juvenile to receive such a sentence. 
	Life without parole isn’t just given out at will. Only a Capital Felony or a Life Felony can receive the life without parole sentence. Life Felonies if and when convicted of one means you will spend the rest of your natural life in prison, whereas a Capital Felony is even more serious. A Capital Felony can only be received in certain states and the punishment for one is death. Capital Felonies can be first-degree murder and high treason. Life felonies can be murders, rape, human trafficking or child abuse in some cases (attorneys.com) 
	The popular opinion in whether or not the life without parole sentence is fair for a juvenile is more towards it not being fair at all. There is an overwhelming amount of people that feel that being that they are so young they shouldn’t be tried like an adult let alone spend the rest of their lives in prison. In one short documentary called “A Path For Hope: Ending Juvenile Life Without Parole”, they gave many different examples as to why life without parole was a bad thing for juveniles. One man named Aqeela Sherrills said that based on his past experience he understands what some of these juveniles are feeling and going through that are committing these crimes. Growing up in a broken home or a bad environment can lead a child to do some irrational things without fully thinking them or their consequences through. Another woman named Jody Keny Lavy, a part of The Campaign for the Fair Sentencing of Youth, and Belinder Hynes, a part of a juvenile life without parole support group, both made the point that children under the age of 18 are still in their developmental stage of life (TakePart). They have a tendency of growing out of these criminal behaviors. If that’s the case, then throwing a child behind bars at such a young age cannot be fair. A child can make a horrible mistake when he or she is not old enough to fully understand the implications of his or her actions. Without giving them a chance to grow up and learn from their wrongdoings, it’s taking away their possibly fulfilling future. 
	An interesting person that was a part of this short documentary was a man by the name of Oshea Israel. Israel was actually sentenced to prison during his youth for murder. Israel 16 years old at the time, received 25 and a half years in prison for the murder of a woman named Mary Johnson’s son. Mary Johnson too is in the video and she talks about how she had a hatred for Oshea Israel upon seeing him in court during the proceedings. When the judge ruled the verdict and handed out the sentencing though, it was clear to Mary Johnson that the judge didn’t want to see a young man go to jail for the rest of his life. Johnson also says that she told Oshea that she forgave him for what he did and considered him a, “spiritual son”, of hers. (TakePart) Johnson admits in the video that she is happy she wasn’t the same person she was when the murder originally occurred because she was very hateful towards Oshea. For Oshea, he talks about how he feels he’s been bettered by the situation. He says that he feels that he was always, “emotionally closed off” and with the help of Johnson he feels he has become a much better, caring, person. The situation between Oshea Israel and Mary Johnson is a perfect example of how a juvenile avoided the life without parole sentence and turned his life around completely given his second chance. This case shows that even when faced with the loss of a loved one, it is possible for that person to then be against juvenile life without parole. Johnson and Israel go around and share their story with other people to show how sincere the truly are and to explain the downside to life without parole for a juvenile. At the very end of the video Oshea says he would have been very bitter upon receiving a life sentence. This is important because this is coming from the mouth of a man who could have been put away in prison for the rest of his life. He expresses the fact that knowing he would one day be free again gave him the little bit of hope he needed to turn his life around. Instead of wasting away in prison he became a proactive member of society. 
Another interesting video that talks about the downside of juvenile life without parole is called, “Unlocking Hope: Juvenile Life Without Parole Sentences in Michigan”. This video specifically talks about a few individuals that were sentenced to life without parole as a juvenile but despite the Supreme Court and Michigan courts declaring that the sentence is unconstitutional three hundred and sixty people still sit in Michigan prisons. The very first speaker is Deborah Labelle from the ACLU of Michigan. She makes the point that many people use in this side of the argument, which is that the United States is the only country left that sentences juveniles to life without parole. This then sets the tone for the rest of the video. In some states like Michigan they actually had a law in place that was called, “mandatory life without parole”. The law that’s in place states that if tried and convicted of first-degree murder you will automatically receive a life sentence without the possibility of parole. So that being said, if you are a juvenile and you’re tried as an adult and end up getting convicted you’re given the sentence. In some cases like many of the ones in Michigan the juveniles receiving the sentence never actually committed a homicide. This is due to the fact that you can still be convicted of a crime even if you yourself didn’t “pull the trigger”. That being said, you could be guilty just by being there when the crime took place and not have done anything wrong at all (ACLUofMichigan). That is the definition of being unfair. One person suffering due to another person’s action is the farthest thing from justice. This highlights one of the specific problems with Michigan’s old policies on sentencing. Currently they no longer carry out the mandatory sentence on convicts but once again there are still people sitting in prison that received the sentence before things were changed. 
	 One man by the name of Dale Daverman was one of the many people that had to be in a situation where he lost a loved one to the hands of a juvenile. Ross Hayes who was sixteen years old at the time and a friend took a role in killing Daverman’s aunt while under the influence of LSD. After his trial he was given life with the possibility of parole. Thirty-five years later Hayes had a parole board hearing. Daverman attended this hearing and told the board that he had forgiven Hayes. Daverman made the point to the board that if Hayes could go around to schools and speaks to kids about the dangers of drugs and alcohol and deter them from it then it was all worth it. His thoughts were if even one kids’ life could be turned around by the words of Ross Hayes then it’s a winning situation for society. On that same idea of being proactive Labelle goes on to say that by throwing away the key to a child’s life at the very beginning it is doing more harm then good. It doesn’t allow them to be reformed in anyway and doesn’t truly serve justice (ACLUofMichigan). This once again shows that even though Mr. Daverman was extremely hurt by the actions of a juvenile he still can see hope in that child’s future and wants them to better themselves rather than sit in a jail cell for their whole lives because he’s looking at the bigger picture. Yes it is a terrible thing that has been done but to then “fight fire with fire” and do more injustice only for a sense of redemption isn’t good for the better mankind. 
	Juveniles are nowhere near the same in their development than the development of a fully-grown adult. When you are under the age of 18 in this country there are many things you’re not legally allowed to do. You’re not allowed to smoke, drink, vote, up until 16 or so drive, and make other important decisions like marry and enlist into the armed forces. The reasoning behind this is that a juvenile’s brain is actually much different from an adults’. In a video called, “Growing Up In Prison: JUVENILES SERIVING LIFE WITHOUT PAROLE”. A clinical and forensic psychologist shows a video of a compilation of brain scans of people between the ages of 4 and 22.  In the video it shows a legend on the side of the screen showing what the different colors on the brain signifies. As the pictures are shown the image progressively transitions from the four year old to the twenty two year old, you can see the significant difference in the brain between the age ranges. The brain becomes a more blue color indicating the maturation process as a juvenile goes into adulthood. The argument being made is how can you possibly treat someone who is literally biologically different from an adult the same exact way in the court of law? (N.S.W. PrisonWatch).  The age-old saying comes to mind, “He/She is just a kid, he/she doesn’t know any better”. Now clearly that was being said for things much lesser than the crime of first-degree murder but the same concept still applies. Kids are not mentally capable of processing certain things that come very natural in the thought process of adults.
	Like all arguments there of course is another side altogether. This being idea that life without parole for a juvenile is completely just. In most cases the people supporting the idea that juvenile life without parole is not fair is either someone that has never been involved in a situation involving it or someone who has been and has forgiven the juvenile that was convicted. The other group is the people that have lost their family member significant other or loved one at the hands of a juvenile. They have their own point of view entirely. 
	Another saying comes to mind, “walk a mile in someone else’s shoes”. It’s simply not possible to understand how someone feels about something unless you too have experienced the exact same thing. Many of the people in these next few documentaries have gone through some very tragic experiences and what people to understand why they feel the way they do. In the same video, “Growing Up in Prison: JUVENILES SERIVING LIFE WITHOUT PAROLE”, another woman named Miriam Shehane speaks about her own opinions. Miriam Shehane’s daughter was a murder victim in Birmingham Alabama in 1976. Subsequently she founded an organization called VOCAL, the goal being to assist not only the victims of crimes but their families as well. Miriam has a fairly unpopular opinion in most people’s eyes. She says that though, “ We’re not necessarily all just for, throwing everybody in the slammer”, she feels that if you have committed an adult crime and you’re to be considered as an adult you should have to face the same possible consequences as a legal adult (N.S.W. PrisonWatch).
	Like Miriam Shehane, another woman was put in a similar situation. Two teenage boys killed Mary Anne Rippey’s brother in 1999. Mary personally doesn’t understand why people don’t understand why a person of any age shouldn’t have to pay for their crimes. She states, “ People want the person that took someone’s life to have a second chances when the person gone doesn’t get that same chance”( N.S.W. PrisonWatch). This concept seems extremely unfair to Mrs. Rippey having had her brother taken away from her so abruptly. In both Mrs. Shehane and Mrs. Rippey’s cases, they didn’t see things quite the same way people like Dale Daverman and Mary Johnson did. They aren’t looking at the situation as a whole. The only thing they have on their minds is what happened to their loved ones which is completely understandable because it is very hard to cope with the situations that they are in. However, regardless of what happens to that child, it will not bring back the loved one that has been lost unfortunately. 
	The pattern that shows itself to be evident is that most of the people against juveniles receiving the sentence life without parole are people that haven’t personally had a loved one taken away from them by the hands of a juvenile. In the same respect most people that are for the penalty in some way have had someone they care about murdered by someone under 18 years of age. There are some outliers mixed in. Mary Johnson and Dale Daverman despite being distraught over their losses, both break the pattern in forgiving and accepting the individual that took there loved ones lives. Both of the arguments seem valid to both points of view solely because of their personal experience shaping their opinions. To truly decide whether or not all juveniles receiving life without parole is fair becomes very difficult keeping all of this in mind. The only way you could make a decision like that is to completely look at the totality of the circumstances or every piece of information involved in the particular case before coming to any sort of conclusion For example going back to Sarah Kruzman’s case, she was being abused and raped which triggered her actions, that is very different from just a senseless murder. Sarah Kruzman has the capacity to be rehabilitated due to the nature of her crime. She didn’t do it maliciously, whereas someone committing a random act of violence has no true defense.
	There were two major Supreme Court cases that dealt with the issue of life without parole for a convicted juvenile offender. One being the case of Graham vs. Florida. This case was held in 2010 when a boy named Terrance Jamar Graham (16) alongside two other people attempted to hold up a restaurant but upon the trial Graham got off on a plea bargain. However not even a year later, once again Graham was arrested, this time for robbing a home. At that point he was then sentenced to life without parole. However the majority opinion stated their distaste in a juvenile receiving such a sentence for a crime other than a homicide. Justice Kennedy delivered the opinion of the court, “The Constitution prohibits the imposition of a life without parole sentence on a juvenile offender who did not commit homicide. A State need not guarantee the offender eventual release, but if it imposes a sentence of life it must provide him or her with some realistic opportunity to obtain release before the end of that term. The judgment of the First District Court of Appeal of Florida is reversed, and the case is remanded for further proceedings not inconsistent with this opinion”(GRAHAM v. FLORIDA."). In February of 2012 Graham was resentenced and was given a lighter sentence of 25 years. In this case the amendment is being interpreted as a deciding factor between what’s considered just and what isn’t. Basically, what’s being said Is that life imprisonment being given out without even looking at the case details isn’t fair to the individual being accused of the crime. In cases where the accused was simply guilty by association or committed the crime due to an extenuating circumstance such as not having any other choice, there is no room to defend his or herself and receive a just trial.
	The second case was Miller vs. Alabama. The case dealt with the mandatory sentencing. In this case, Evan Miller who was merely 14 years old at the time was convicted after he helped another boy light a trailer on fire. Initially he received life without parole. Upon review of the Supreme Court they then decided that a juvenile receiving the sentence by default was cruel and unusual punishment and a violation of the 8th amendment. Despite both of these rulings in both of these cases, “there are still at least fifteen states that have not yet eliminated mandatory life without parole sentences for juveniles”. (Clark) A group of states went back and reviewed their laws involving the decision and most of them decided to give the convicted a parole hearing after serving at least 25 years behind bars. The problem then becomes what to do with the states that haven’t done away with the mandatory sentencing. For people such as Henry Hill who was sentenced life without parole at 16 for murdering a man in Michigan during the period of time they had mandatory sentencing many people aren’t sure what to do. (Clark) A Law Professor at Ohio state university talked about the different states reactions to the Miller V. Alabama decision. He states that, "There's been a dynamic set of reactions, and that reflects that the decision will have different impacts on different jurisdictions," “In some states where it's only a couple sentences, the courts are saying 'OK, we'll think about resentencing (all prisoners serving juvenile life without parole sentences),' but in other states where they have lots of these sentences, they're more resistant."
	Anytime a courtroom is used there is an extreme amount of money involved. Most of the people in the courtroom need to get a paycheck. Also the court systems themselves are already so backed up with cases that there are some people waiting years for their trials already due to the court process being so long. Lawyers in some cases can simply say they aren’t ready to go to trial to even further delay the process. For example, Trayvon Martin was killed in February 2012 and George Zimmerman didn’t receive an acquittal until July 2013, about seventeen months for just one trial (Botelho). For states with many people that have been wrongfully convicted and given a life sentence, it’s hard for the courts to then go back and reverse them all due to how much time and money it would cost. Other states that don’t have that many convicts in that predicament are not nearly as resistant to going back and reforming what’s been previously done. 
	Aforementioned, the United States is the only country that has sentenced a juvenile to life in prison. That means that literally every other country in the world at least offers the juvenile parole. Unfortunately even with the two Supreme Court cases, it is still not illegal to be a child serving a life without parole sentence. It is however illegal to be given that sentence at default or for a crime other than a homicide. That being said there are plenty of alternatives to sending a child away to jail for the rest of their life. Some of these alternatives include community service, rehabilitation programs such as anger management or boot camp, and house arrest. Programs like these focus on rehabilitating the child rather than removing any bit of hope for change in his or her life. As seen in most testimonies like the ones from Oshea Israel, if faced with a sentence that has absolutely no opportunity for a second chance, there is nothing left for that person to hold on to.
	States like California have made great strides in changing the way things are done. Just recently Senate Bill 9, or SB9, was passed in response to the Supreme Court cases allowing juveniles that are currently serving a life sentence to “submit a request to have a new sentencing hearing” (Senate Bill 9). This will give the juveniles the second chance that they deserved when they first were sentenced. Many people in support of SB9 make it clear however that they have no intention to make this a “get out of jail free card”. They understand that the law finite, but at the same time they believe everyone deserves a second chance. This is a great step in the right direction for juvenile’s rights. Hopefully other states will follow in California’s footsteps and pass a similar if not the same bill.
	All in all, juvenile life without parole is not a fair sentence for every juvenile. Being fair or just, means acting in a way that is considered morally right. Sending any juvenile behind bars for life simply is neither of the two. When addressing the possibility of a juvenile receiving such a sentence, a court needs to look at a few things to determine whether or not life without parole seems to be a sensible. These factors include, who was killed, how they were killed, why they were killed, and whether the child shows remorse or not. This will allow a sufficient evaluation of the particular case in order to determine whether or not the child should receive life in prison. The last point is very important because if there doesn’t seem to be any care at all from the person in question, there isn’t a promising chance that they will change in the future. In many cases like the ones talked about in the documentaries, the children that grew up in prison for their actions realized how wrong their crimes were. In turn they had a change of heart and learned from their mistakes., going on to become proactive and productive members in society. Also looking from the outside in, it’s in human nature to care about children. When children are killed in a major tragedy it is arguably the worst possible thing due to them being so young and having their whole lives ahead of them. Putting a child in prison until he or she dies is the equivalent of killing them. It kills their hopes, dreams, and ambitions that they themselves had and their loved ones had for them. By giving them a second chance being that they are young, the world as a whole is in a beneficial position. In all of the cases examined in this research, the juvenile upon leaving prison changed for the better.
When conducting a case involving a juvenile, before the judge gives that child a life sentence, he or she really needs to think of the implications of their own actions. Alternatives and methods exhibited in other countries need to be used to not only punish the child but also make them a functioning member in society. Though it can be argued that some children are beyond saving and deserve the sentences they get, in most cases that doesn’t appear to be true. Murder is a terrible thing and anyone who commits one should receive punishment, however when that anyone is a child, extra consideration needs to be put in before incarcerating them for the rest of their lives.
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