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THE ISSUE: SB 399 (Yee, D-San Francisco) Sentencing which would, after 10 years of incarceration, allow for the review and resentencing of youth who were sentenced, before the age of 18, to life without parole.








History & Facts


Nearly 20 years ago California enacted a law allowing youth to be sentenced to life in prison without parole which in practice means that youth as young as 14 years old are sentenced to life in prison without the possibility of parole. When youth receive that sentence they are also often left without access to programs and rehabilitative services. 





Young people—even those serving life sentences—have the capacity to change for the better. SB 399 would still allow juveniles to be sentenced to life in prison, but they would have the opportunity for parole consideration.  If an offender had matured and proven him/herself to have changed, there would be the opportunity to earn parole. The Catholic approach leads us to encourage models of restorative justice that address crime in terms of the harm done to the victims and communities—not simply as a violation of the law.





Church Teaching


“All are created in the image of God and possess a dignity, value and worth that must be recognized, promoted, safe-guarded and defended.  For this reason any system of penal justice must provide those necessities.  Human dignity is not something we earn by our good behavior; it is something we have as children of God.  Just as God never abandons us, so we must be in covenant with one another.  We are all sinners, and our response to sin and failure should not be abandonment and despair, but rather justice, contrition, reparation, and return or reintegration of all into the community.” 


—U.S. Bishops, Responsibility, Rehabilitation, and Restoration (2000)





Talking Points


According to recent poll, 86 percent of those asked disagreed with the idea that children who commit crimes are beyond redemption.





Neuroscience has now confirmed that adolescents’ brains go through significant development during their teen years.





Nationally, 59 percent of juveniles sentenced to life without parole are first-time offenders—without a single crime on their record.





Society must never respond to children who have committed crimes as though they are somehow equal to adults, i.e., possessing fully formed consciences; fully aware of their actions.





SB 399 would give juveniles sentenced to life in prison the motivation to work towards rehabilitation.

















“We believe that because we are all created by God, none of us is the sum total of the worst act we have every committed… As people of faith, we believe that grace can transform even the most hardened and cruel human beings.”  


 —U.S. Bishops, Responsibility, Rehabilitation, and Restoration (2000)













