
 
 

July 23, 2018 

 

 

 

Dear Representative: 

 

On behalf of the Campaign for the Fair Sentencing of Youth, and the additional undersigned 

organizations, we write to express our full support of H.R. 6011 by Congressman Bruce 

Westerman (R-AR), and encourage you to sign-on to this legislation as a co-sponsor. 

 

H.R. 6011 will allow children sentenced to more than 20 years in prison for crimes committed 

before their 18
th

 birthday to petition the original sentencing Court for review of their sentence 

after they have served 20 years of their sentence. In reviewing the petition, the judge must 

consider mitigating factors of youth, the diminished culpability of youth compared to adults, the 

defendant’s history of abuse or neglect during childhood, the defendant’s work towards 

rehabilitation, the circumstances surrounding the crime, and the recommendations of the U.S. 

Attorney and Bureau of Prisons. The bill also includes due process protections, providing 

individuals with the rights to a hearing, counsel, to present evidence, to speak, and the right to an 

appeal. 

 

H.R. 6011 is about mercy and redemption for America’s children and represents common-sense 

reform that properly balances protecting public safety with the need to treat children differently 

from adults in the criminal justice system. The legislation does not guarantee the release of 

anyone who has committed a serious crime as a child, but rather provides the opportunity for a 

judge to review lengthy prison sentences imposed on our youth. 

 

Scientific evidence shows that youth are fundamentally different from adults because of their 

immature brain development, and their weaker impulse control and reasoning abilities. Because 

their brains are not fully developed youth also have a unique potential to grow and to be 

rehabilitated. These facts led the U.S. Supreme Court to conclude on several occasions that youth 

must be treated differently by the criminal justice system.   

 

In 2005, the U.S. Supreme Court in Roper v. Simmons ruled that it is unconstitutional to sentence 

children to death who were under the age of 18 at the time of their crime.
1
  Five years later, in 

Graham v. Florida, the Court went further, striking down life without parole sentences for non-

homicide offenses for children.
2
 In 2012, the Court struck down mandatory life without parole 
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sentences for homicide offenses in Miller v. Alabama, ruling that sentencing courts must “take 

into account how children are different, and how those differences counsel against irrevocably 

sentencing them to a lifetime in prison.”
3
 Finally, in 2016, the Court in Montgomery v. Louisiana 

clarified that the Miller decision applied retroactively and that the sentence of life without parole 

violates the 8
th

 Amendment for the vast majority of juvenile offenders.” 

 

In every aspect of society we recognize children are different: We don’t allow kids to smoke, 

drink alcohol, get married, enter into contracts, vote, join the military, work in certain 

environments, or make certain decisions, because we recognize that they are still developing, that 

they are not yet fully mature. H.R. 6011 brings this same logic and line of reasoning into how we 

treat children when they commit serious crimes.  

 

Extreme sentences like life without parole are also most frequently imposed upon the most 

vulnerable members of our society. Nearly 80 percent of juvenile lifers reported witnessing 

violence in their homes; more than half (54.1%) witnessed weekly violence in their 

neighborhoods.
4
 In addition, 50 percent of all children sentenced to life in prison without the 

possibility of parole have been physically abused and 20 percent have been sexually abused 

during their life.
5
 For girls serving life without parole sentences, more than 80 percent have been 

sexually assaulted.
6
 

Like much of our criminal justice system, the racial disparities are also extreme. Children of 

color are disproportionately sentenced to die in prison, with black children serving life without 

parole at a per capita rate that is 10 times that of white children convicted of the same offense.
7
 

 

H.R. 6011 will bring the federal government in line with emerging juvenile brain and behavioral 

development science, as well as similar policies from states like Arkansas, Texas, North Dakota, 

West Virginia, California, and 15 others, which have all banned life without the possibility of 

release from being imposed on children.  

 

This bill aligns with our values as being a nation of second chances and our belief that there is no 

such thing as a ‘throw-away’ child. H.R. 6011 will ensure that no child convicted of a serious 

crime is ever denied hope of a second chance and offers children who have gone astray the 

chance for rehabilitation and reconciliation with society. 

 

It is for these reasons that we urge you to support H.R. 6011 and to sign on as a co-sponsor.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

The Campaign for the Fair Sentencing of Youth R Street Institute  

 

African American Ministers In Action   Human Rights Watch  
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Juvenile Law Center      Southern Poverty Law Center  

 

American Civil Liberties Union     National PTA 

 

National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers   American Psychological Association 

 

Faith Voices Arkansas      Arkansas Citizens First Congress  

 

The Campaign for Youth Justice    Coalition for Juvenile Justice  

 

Center for Law & Social Policy    CURE 

 

W. Haywood Burns Institute     National Juvenile Justice Network  

 

Center for Children’s Law and Policy   Gone But Never Forgotten  

 

The Youth Sentencing & Reentry Project    Human Rights Advocates 

 

National Organization for Women    Drug Policy Alliance  

 

Jesuit Conference, Office of Justice and Ecology  Aleph Institute  

 

Families Against Mandatory Minimums    Justice For Families 

 

Communities United for Restorative Youth Justice  SparkAction 

 

Futures Without Violence     National Crittenton 

The Arizona Justice Project     Ceres Policy Research 

The Washington Defender Association   StoptheDrugWar.org 

 

Faith In Action Network LIVE FREE Campaign  Defending Rights & Dissent 

 

National Association of Social Workers   Equality California 

 

Church of Scientology National Affairs Office  Japanese American Citizens League 

 

Advancing Real Change, Inc.     Students for Sensible Drug Policy 

  

NH Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers   Equity Matters 

 

Asian Pacific American Labor Alliance   Prison Policy Initiative 

 

Child Rights International Network    Healthy Teen Network 

 

Autistic Women & Nonbinary Network   Restore Justice Illinois 

 



Child Welfare League of America    Equal Justice Society 

 

National Immigration Project of the National Lawyers Guild 

 

Washington Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights and Urban Affairs 

 

Center for Juvenile Justice Reform, Georgetown University McCourt School of Public Policy 

 


