Resolution on the Juvenile Death Penalty

Through the following resolution, the Virginia Council of Churches calls for the abolition
of the juvenile death penalty in the state of Virginia:

Whereas, from its first recognized execution of a juvenile offender in 1642, the United
States has executed at least 366 persons for crimes committed as juveniles, nearly ten percent of
which have been put to death in Virginia, and as the United States has, since 1990, executed
more juvenile offenders than all other countries combined;’

Whereas, today the United States stands practically alone among the nations of the world
in executing persons for crimes committed as juveniles, with all countries except the United
States and Iran now forbidding such executions;’

Whereas, among all the signatories to three major international human rights treaties only
the United States has reserved for itself the right to kill juvenile offenders;’

Whereas, there is a growing consensus among an increasing majority of states and
jurisdictions in the United States that the death penalty should not be applied to persons for
crimes committed as juveniles, with 44 states, by either law or practice, not executing any
juvenile offender since reinstatement of the death penalty in 1976;"

Whereas, racial disparities in the application of the death penalty are even greater among
juvenile offenders than among adult offenders;’

Whereas, within the United States the juvenile death penalty is applied almost
exclusively in the South, which accounts for 84 percent of the 224 death sentences imposed on
juveniles since 1973, and 95 percent of the 22 executions of juvenile offenders carried out during
the same period, with Virginia (3) second only to Texas (13) in the number of juvenile
executions;’

Whereas, studies have found that the majority of juveniles on death row had terrible
childhoods, with backgrounds of physical or sexual abuse, “profound psychological disorders,
low 1Q, indigence, and/or intensive substance abuse;”’

Whereas, society has long recognized the lesser maturity of persons below 18 years of
age, has by law excluded such persons from a range of activities such as voting, serving on juries
or in the military, marrying, entering into contracts, purchasing alcohol and tobacco products,
and executing wills, and has held that minors should not be held accountable for their actions to
the same degree as adults;

Whereas, recent studies using magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) have found that
adolescent brains are far less developed than previously thought; that the brain development
process continues into the early 20's; that “the parts of the brain that govern judgment, reasoning
and impulse control are not fully developed until the early twenties;” that due to the
underdevelopment of this portion of the brain teenagers rely heavily on another part of the brain
responsible for ‘gut reactions’; that this reliance continues until the early twenties, and is found
more among males than females;®



Whereas, the “evolving standards of decency” cited by the U.S. Supreme Court in Atkins
v. Virginia (2002) for prohibiting execution of mentally retarded offenders apply also to juvenile
offenders — namely, considerations such as a national consensus against the practice, lesser
capacity to control their impulses, and the risk of wrongful execution due to greater vulnerability
“to giving false confessions and [being] less able to provide meaningful assistance to counsel”;’

Whereas, there is a growing national consensus against the juvenile death penalty, as
evidenced not only by the increasing majority of states opposed to the practice, but also by
strong opposition to the practice from a large number of child advocacy and educational
organizations; medical and social service organizations; legal, human and civil rights groups; at
least thirty-three religious and ethical organizations calling for abolition of the juvenile death
penalty on the grounds of juvenile justice and regard for the sanctity of human life, and by polls
indicating that two out of every three persons in the U.S. are opposed;'’ and,

Whereas, while juvenile offenders must be punished for wrongs committed, their lesser
maturity lessens their culpability, their potential for growth provides promise for rehabilitation,
the sanctity of human life calls us to never give up hope for what each child of God can become,
the juvenile death penalty is at odds with the emerging consensus in the U.S. and the rest of the
world, and the abolition of the juvenile death penalty in the United States is long overdue;

Now, be it therefore resolved, that the Virginia Council of Churches calls upon Governor
Warner and our state legislators to quickly enact legislation abolishing the death penalty for
juvenile offenders in the state of Virginia.
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