June 24, 2009

The Honorable Juan Arambula, Chair

Assembly Public Safety Committee

State Capitol, Room 2141

Sacramento, CA  95814

RE: SB 399 (Yee) Sentencing

Dear Assembly Member Arambula,

The California Catholic Conference of Bishops supports SB 399 by Senator Yee which would provide an opportunity for review and resentencing after ten years or more of incarceration for youth sentenced to life without parole in prison.

Approximately 250 juveniles in California are serving this sentence.  These children have been sentenced to life without the possibility of parole for crimes committed at an age when they are not considered responsible to live away from their parents, drive, make decisions related to their education or medical treatment, vote, leave school or sign a contract.  Life without parole means absolutely no release, it also means minors are often left without access to program and rehabilitative services while in prison.

While crimes that are committed by children under the age of 18 may be the same as those of adults, these offenders are not adults and should not be automatically sentenced as adults.  Young offenders will change significantly as they grow into adulthood.  A child who is 14 years old today will be quite a different person when he or she is 40.  It is right and appropriate for us to reassess that individual at that time and determine if he or she poses any risk to public safety.

The parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15) shows God’s love for us and models how we should love one another.  In spite of his younger son’s reckless life and squandering of his inheritance, the father celebrates his return home, recognizing that his son has shown contrition and has changed his life.  “The lost that have been found are to be welcomed and celebrated, not resented and rejected.” (Responsibility, Rehabilitation and Restoration: A Catholic Perspective on Crime and Criminal Justice) U.S. Catholic Bishops, 2000.

Please vote yes on SB 399.   Should you have any questions regarding our position, please contact Linda Wanner, Associate Director for Governmental Relations at 916.313.4017

Yours sincerely,

Edward E. “Ned” Dolejsi

Executive Director
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