United States Supreme Court
Miller v. Alabama, __ U.S. __, [2012 WL 2368659] (June 25, 2012).

· Juveniles: The Eighth Amendment forbids a sentencing scheme that mandates life in prison without possibility of parole for juvenile offenders.
I. Facts and Procedural History

The opinion consolidates two cases, one from Alabama and one from Arkansas, in which 14-year-old boys were convicted of murder and sentenced to a mandatory sentence of life without parole. In Arkansas, petitioner Jackson was charged as an adult with capital felony murder and aggravated robbery as an accomplice. He was convicted and sentenced to life without parole. On habeas review, Jackson argued that the mandatory life imprisonment sentence violated the Eighth Amendment.

In Alabama, petitioner Miller was initially charged with murder in juvenile court, but was transferred to adult court. He was convicted and received a mandatory life sentence. On appeal, he argued that the sentence was overly harsh and that the Eighth Amendment barred a mandatory life sentence for a juvenile offender.  Both state courts rejected the defendants’ arguments. 
II. Juvenile Offenders and Mandatory Life Sentences

In reviewing whether the juveniles’ life sentences violated the Eighth Amendment, the Supreme Court found these cases implicated two strands of precedent concerning proportionate punishment. The first strand of precedent adopted categorical bans on sentencing practices based on mismatches between the culpability of a class of offenders and the severity of a penalty. Among that line of cases, Roper v. Simmons, 543 U.S. 551 (2005), and Graham v. Florida, 560 U.S. __ (2010), focused on juvenile offenders because of their lesser culpability. Those cases held that children are constitutionally different from adults for sentencing purposes because they have diminished culpability and greater prospects for reform. Roper and Graham held that the “distinctive attributes of youth diminish the penological justifications for imposing the harshest sentences on juvenile offenders, even when they commit terrible crimes.” Opinion at *8. A mandatory penalty scheme, such as the ones at issue here, prevent the sentencer from taking into account these central considerations. 

The second strand of precedent demands individualized sentencing when imposing the death penalty or life sentences. A sentencer must have the ability to consider the “mitigating qualities of youth.” Mandatory penalties preclude a sentencer from taking into account an offender's age and the characteristics and circumstances attendant to it. Among the qualities the Court held a sentencer must consider are: 

· the juvenile’s immaturity, impetuosity, and failure to appreciate risks and consequences, 
· the family and home environment that surrounds the juvenile, and; 

· the circumstances of the homicide offense, including the extent of his participation in the conduct and the way familial and peer pressures may have affected him. 
A mandatory sentencing scheme for a juvenile offender ignores that the child might have been charged and convicted of a lesser offense if not for the “incompetencies associated with youth—for example, his inability to deal with police officers or prosecutors (including on a plea agreement) or his incapacity to assist his own attorneys.” Opinion at *11. Additionally, mandatory life imprisonment disregards the possibility of rehabilitation.
III. Rejection of the States’ Arguments 

First, the majority rejected the dissenters’ argument that Harmelin v. Michigan, 501 U.S. 957 (1991), precludes their holding because the case had nothing to do with children and did not claim to apply its holding to the sentencing of juvenile offenders. 
Second, the states argued that the Court could not find the mandatory life sentence unconstitutional because 29 states impose this sentence on juvenile offenders. The majority noted that this case differs from others in which it tallied legislative enactments. Here, the Court’s decision did not categorically bar a penalty for a class of offenders or type of crime. Instead, it mandates only that a sentencer follow a certain process—considering an offender's youth and attendant characteristics—before imposing a particular penalty.

Finally, the Court was not persuaded that the presence of transfer procedures in some state courts is a sufficient safeguard for three reasons: (1) many states have mandatory transfers to adult court; (2) prosecutors rather than courts have the discretion to transfer, and; (3) when courts have the discretion to transfer, the hearings are of limited utility. Finally, where the transfer decision presents a choice between a light sentence as a juvenile and standard sentencing as an adult, it cannot substitute for discretion at post-trial sentencing.
For those reasons, the Court reversed the decisions of the Alabama and Arkansas courts. 

