       Sheryl L. Marshall

Maryland Juvenile Justice Coalition

March 6, 2003

Chairman Vallario and Members of the House Judiciary Committee: Thank you for the 

opportunity to submit testimony in support of HB 520 that would expand the exclusive 

jurisdiction of juvenile court.  


One hundred years ago, the first children's court was created in Chicago. Its purpose was to: acknowledge that children are different from adults, remove children from adult facilities; and provide a special court staffed with trained professionals to work with the 


special needs of these children. Over the last 100 years, the vision of the juvenile court has not faded. Rehabilitation and child welfare are still the driving forces behind the 

juvenile court system. In adult court children are often processed as first time offenders. 

This means they will not be punished or rehabilitated in the adult system as they might be 

in juvenile court.  


Locking children in adult facilities does not reduce crime. Although some think the key purpose of transfer laws is to enhance community protection, that safety actually may be reduced over the long-term by transferring juveniles to criminal court. Five recent large- scale studies indicate that juveniles tried in criminal court have greater recidivism rates after release than juveniles tried in juvenile court. The lower recidivism rates in juvenile court might be attributed to more effective rehabilitation efforts. Juvenile court 

rehabilitation places a greater emphasis on individualized and non-punitive means of 

treatment. It also helps to avoid the stigmatizing and "social labeling" effect of adult 

court. The greater degree of retributive punishment inherent in our adult court and 

incarceration system may produce a variety of counter-deterrent factors such as : 

modeling and learning criminal behaviors of adult criminals, humiliation, weakened ties 

to families (as well as peers and community), and diminished job and educational 

opportunity.  


There are other consequences of juvenile transfer to adult court. For example, a 

disproportionate number of minority children are prosecuted as adults. The Department 

of Justice indicates that nationally 67% of juvenile defendants are  

African American. In addition, 77% of juveniles sent to adult prison are minorities. 

Eighteen states report over-representation of minority youth transferred to adult criminal 

court. Maryland should not be one of those states to continue down this path of 

disproportionate minority transfer.  


Additional key points to be highlighted regarding transfers are as follows:  


• Youth held in adult prisons and jails are five times more likely to be victims of 


attempted sexual attacks or rapes than those held in juvenile institutions.  


• The suicide rate for juveniles is nearly eight times higher than that for juveniles 
in youth detention centers. 


• In Baltimore, 92% of cases filed in the adult criminal system involved minority 


youth. 


• Nearly all the determinations to prosecute youth in adult court were made by 


prosecutors or legislators (96%), not by judges.  


Maryland must support its children, and make every attempt possible at rehabilitating those youth who come in contact with our justice system. The adult system is not capable of assessing and treating the special needs of our children. Our children need the help available to then in the juvenile system.  For the reasons outlines above, we support the passage of HB 520.  

