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House Bill 1420

Chairwoman Vivian E. Watts and Members of the House Courts of Justice - Criminal
Subcommittee:

On behalf of the National Juvenile Justice Network (NJJN), we urge you to vote in favor of HB
1420, which would establish a minimum age of 11 years old for delinquency adjudication. NJJN
is a membership organization focused on youth justice reform, which is comprised of 60 state-
based organizational members and nearly 100 Youth Justice Leadership Institute (YJLI)
members and alumni in 42 states across the country, including Virginia.

The lack of a minimum age for delinquency adjudication puts young children at risk of
experiencing the trauma and collateral consequences associated with arrest and police
involvement. Children as young as 10 years old should be supported by their families, schools,
and holistic resources when they misbehave. They do not have the brain development necessary
to understand what is happening in court or be able to participate in their defense in any
meaningful way, they are unable to fully grasp what it means to break the law or to fully
understand the legal and moral implications of their actions, and they face great risk of being
physically harmed and emotionally traumatized by the experience. Younger children are at the
greatest risk of being victims of violence when in custody — more than one-quarter of youth
under 13 years old were victims of some type of violence while confined, compared to nine
percent of 20-year-olds.! Furthermore, research has found that adults with a history of child
incarceration were disproportionately Black or Hispanic, male, and from lower socio-economic
backgrounds, enhancing the racial and ethnic disparities in the youth justice system.?

The United States is an outlier internationally in prosecuting young children. Fourteen is the
most common minimum age of criminal responsibility internationally and the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) has urged nations to set their minimum age of
criminal responsibility to at least 14-years-old.® As the United Nations Global Study stated,
“depriving children of liberty is depriving them of their childhood.”*
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Momentum has been growing across the country to establish and raise the minimum age of
juvenile court jurisdiction. In the past few years, ten states have established or raised their age of
juvenile court jurisdiction (CA, CT, DE, FL, MA, MD, NC, NH, NY, UT). We encourage a
favorable vote on HB 1420 so Virginia can join this movement and establish a minimum
age of 11 years old for delinquency adjudication.

Respectfully,
Melissa Coretz Goemann

Senior Policy Counsel
National Juvenile Justice Network
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