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n 2012, the U.S. Supreme Court recognized — for the third time in the past decade — that adolescents are not fully

formed adults. Teenagers can be immature and impetuous, and fail to appreciate risks and consequences, the

court rightly observed in Miller v. Alabama. But they can and do change, mature, grow up.

So, a majority of justices reasoned, adolescents should not be automatically thrown in jail for the rest of their lives for

crimes committed before 18. At some point they should have "some meaningful opportunity to obtain release based on

demonstrated maturity and rehabilitation."

In 2013, and again in 2014, the Connecticut Sentencing Commission proposed a law that would bring the state in line

with the high court's decision. In both years, the proposal passed with overwhelming bipartisan support in the House

but inexplicably stalled in the Senate.

It's being submitted again in the 2015 session and The Courant again urges its passage. The measure is humane,

science-based, constitutionally sound and fiscally prudent.

The proposed law would exclude juveniles from mandatory life-without-parole sentences and make them eligible for a

parole hearing after serving 12 years or 60 percent of their sentences, whichever is longer.

No Free Pass
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Note what the "second look" law does not do. It does not throw open the prison gates and let loose a horde of hardened

killers. It simply allows people who committed crimes as juveniles the chance for a parole hearing after they've served

a significant portion of their sentences. Of the approximately 200 inmates who would be affected by the law, about a

fourth are serving sentences of 50 years or more. They won't be eligible for a hearing until they have served 30 years.

The proposal calls for the parole board to use more stringent criteria for release than it applies to adult cases, and to

place those who are released under parole supervision until their sentences are completed. Now, in many instances,

when those convicted of crimes committed as juveniles finish their sentences, there is no further supervision.

Finally, the law recognizes that each case is different. Some juveniles intend to do serious harm and deserve long

sentences; some are just along for the ride. In a companion case to Miller v. Alabama, a 14-year-old named Kuntrell

Jackson was waiting outside while two of his friends went into a video store to rob it. One of them pulled a gun and

killed the store clerk. Mr. Jackson was charged as an adult and given a life term with no parole.

Some Thrive

Also, some young people do extremely well in prison. They take high school and college classes, complete treatment

programs, serve as peer mentors or hospice volunteers. They should be allowed to make the case that they have

matured, feel remorse and are ready to live in the community. It costs $95.16 a day to incarcerate an inmate in

Connecticut, $32.66 a day for community supervision. Without putting too fine a point on it, Connecticut is not awash

in cash.

When the legislature failed to pass the second-look law, proponents predicted a flood of litigation from the affected

inmates. They were right. Since 2012, 150 Connecticut inmates have filed legal actions demanding their rights under

the Supreme Court's Miller decision, at considerable expense, and more litigation will follow if Connecticut doesn't

align its laws with the Supreme Court rulings.

More than 15 states have passed second-look laws, a half-dozen since the Miller decision. Some of these states, such as

Florida, Texas and West Virginia, are not noted as bastions of bleeding heart liberalism. Laws that require a second

look at juvenile offenders are neither liberal nor conservative, they are just smart.
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