
ENDING LIFE WITHOUT PAROLE FOR
CHILDREN IN MICHIGAN 

 

 

"This legislation gives
us the opportunity to
rectify this at the
state level. Our
understanding of
effective criminal
justice policies has
changed over time,
and so too should our
laws. There are
people in Michigan
prisons who were
sentenced as children
to life without parole,
and their cases need
to be reviewed and
given another look.”

CURT VANDERWALL,
MICHIGAN STATE
SENATOR 

WHY THIS MATTERS
M i c h i g a n  h a s  9 7  i n d i v i d u a l s  s e r v i n g  l i f e  w i t h o u t
p a r o l e  s e n t e n c e s  t h e y  w e r e  g i v e n  a s  c h i l d r e n ,  t h e
m o s t  i n  t h e  n a t i o n .  I n  f a c t ,  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  8 0
i n d i v i d u a l s  i n  M i c h i g a n  s t i l l  h a v e  n o t  b e e n
r e s e n t e n c e d  a s  r e q u i r e d  b y  t h e  S u p r e m e  C o u r t
d e c i s i o n  o f  M o n t g o m e r y  v .  L o u i s i a n a  i n  2 0 1 6 ,  w h i c h
f o u n d  t h a t  a l l  m a n d a t o r y  l i f e  w i t h o u t  p a r o l e
s e n t e n c e s  w e r e  r e t r o a c t i v e l y  u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l .  

C h i l d r e n  u n d e r  1 8  h a v e  l e s s e r  c u l p a b i l i t y  a n d
h e i g h t e n e d  c a p a c i t y  f o r  c h a n g e .  T h e i r  b r a i n s  a r e
" p r i m e d  f o r  l e a r n i n g  a n d  p a r t i c u l a r l y  r e c e p t i v e  t o
i n t e r v e n t i o n  a n d  r e h a b i l i t a t i o n . " ( 1 )  

B a s e d  o n  t h e  S u p r e m e  C o u r t  h o l d i n g s  a n d  t h e
s c i e n c e  o f  a d o l e s c e n t  b r a i n  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  2 6  s t a t e s
a n d  j u r i s d i c t i o n s  h a v e  p a s s e d  l a w s  a b o l i s h i n g  l i f e
w i t h o u t  p a r o l e  f o r  c h i l d r e n ,  i n c l u d i n g  T e x a s ,
V i r g i n i a ,  N e v a d a ,  O h i o ,  W e s t  V i r g i n i a ,  a n d  M a r y l a n d .

SUMMARY OF BILLS
S B  8 4 8 - 8 5 1  a n d  H B  5 9 4 1 - 5 9 4 4  w o u l d  e l i m i n a t e  J L W O P ,
p r o v i d e  a  m i n i m u m  s e n t e n c e  o f  1 0  y e a r s  a n d  a  m a x i m u m
s e n t e n c e  o f  6 0  y e a r s ,  a n d  a l l o w  f o r  p a r o l e  r e v i e w  a f t e r
1 0  y e a r s .  

T h e  r e v i e w  p r o c e s s  w o u l d  r e q u i r e  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  t h e
i n d i v i d u a l ’ s  a g e ,  f a m i l y  h o m e  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  a n d
c i r c u m s t a n c e s  o f  t h e  o f f e n s e  —  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  r o l e  t h e
i n d i v i d u a l  h a d  i n  t h e  o f f e n s e  a n d  a n y  i n f l u e n c e  o f  p e e r
p r e s s u r e .
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THINGS YOU SHOULD KNOW

T h e  b i l l  m e r e l y  p r o v i d e s  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  p a r o l e  f o r
t h o s e  w h o  w e r e  s e n t e n c e d  a s  c h i l d r e n ;  i t  d o e s  n o t  i n
a n y  w a y  g u a r a n t e e  r e l e a s e .

R e s e a r c h  s h o w s  t h a t  i n c a r c e r a t i n g  y o u t h s  f o r  l o n g e r
t h a n  1 5  t o  2 0  y e a r s  h a s  d i m i n i s h e d  r e t u r n s  f o r  p u b l i c
s a f e t y .  ( 1 )  

A  r e c e n t  s t u d y  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  s e n t e n c e d  t o  l i f e  w i t h o u t
p a r o l e  a s  c h i l d r e n  w h o  w e r e  r e l e a s e d  o v e r  t h e  l a s t  f i v e
y e a r s  d u e  t o  c h a n g e s  i n  t h e  l a w  f o u n d  a  r e c i d i v i s m  r a t e
o f  a  m e r e  o n e  p e r c e n t .  ( 2 )

T w e n t y - f i v e  s t a t e s  a n d  t h e  D i s t r i c t  o f  C o l u m b i a  a l r e a d y
b a n  l i f e  w i t h o u t  p a r o l e  f o r  c h i l d r e n ,  w h i l e  s e v e n  o t h e r
s t a t e s  h a v e  n o  o n e  s e r v i n g  t h e  s e n t e n c e .  

M i c h i g a n  i s  t h e r e f o r e  b e h i n d  o t h e r  s t a t e s — i n c l u d i n g
t r a d i t i o n a l l y  c o n s e r v a t i v e  s t a t e s — i n  t h e  w a y  i t  h o l d s
c h i l d r e n  a c c o u n t a b l e .

P a r o l e  e l i g i b i l i t y  ≠  a u t o m a t i c  r e l e a s e
f r o m  p r i s o n

T h e  b i l l  w i l l  n o t  m a k e  M i c h i g a n  l e s s  s a f e

M i c h i g a n  w i l l  j o i n  t h e  m a j o r i t y

"When I was 16 years
old, I was called a

menace to society, and
told I should never get

out of prison. But I
received a second
chance and now

provide support to
formerly incarcerated

children all over the
country. My life is a

testimony that no child
is beyond the hope of

redemption."
 

Eddie Ellis, 
Campaign for the 

Fair Sentencing
of Youth
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SB 848-851 & HB 5941-5944 
FACTS AND FIGURES

1st
Michigan has more individuals

serving a juvenile life without parole
sentence than any other state.

$2.5 mil
It costs approximately $2.5

million to incarcerate a child for
life in the United States.

 74%
Seventy-four percent of individuals

still awaiting resentencing are Black,
which is one of the worst racial

disparities of this kind in the country.


