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do social justice.

“Social justice should be the underlying goal of all humanity.”
-Alan V. Lowenstein, Institute Founder

TESTIMONY OF ASHANTI JONES
NEW JERSEY INSTITUTE FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE IN SUPPORT OF A5169
THE NEW JERSEY ASSEMBLY JUDICIARY COMMITTEE
MaAy 18, 2023

Good morning, Chair Mukherji, Vice-Chair Murphy and members of the
Assembly Judiciary Committee:

Thank you for your leadership in introducing this bill, Chairman Mukherji, and
for the opportunity to present this testimony on behalf of my organization.

My name is Ashanti Jones, and | am a Policy Analyst at the New Jersey
Institute for Social Justice (the “Institute”). The Institute’s advocacy
empowers people of color by building reparative systems that create wealth,
transform justice and harness democratic power — from the ground up —in
New Jersey.

The Institute supports A5169, a bill that establishes a minimum age for
juvenile delinquency of 12 years old, however, we recommend that it be
amended to establish a minimum age of 14.

Introduction

The Institute supports A5169 and recommends an amendment to raise the
age to 14 for when a young person’s behavior is considered juvenile
delinquency for the following reasons: 1) Establishing a minimum age for
when behavior can be characterized as juvenile delinquency reduces the risk
of mischaracterizing developmentally appropriate misbehavior with
criminality; 2) Raising the age to 14 accords with brain science that recognizes
that youth are more likely to engage in harmful behavior prior to full brain
development; 3) Raising the age to 14 will make New Jersey a leader among
states and aligns with international standards for juvenile delinquency.

1) By establishing a minimum age for when behavior can be
characterized as juvenile delinquency, New Jersey reduces the risk of
mischaracterizing developmentally appropriate misbehavior with criminality.

Without setting a minimum age New Jersey runs the risk of occurrences like
that of Kaia Rolle, a six-year-old arrested in a Florida school after having a
tantrum,® or Philip Roybal, who was arrested in Colorado at 12 years old for



stealing baseball cards at school? and a six-year-old North Carolina boy arrested for destruction of
property for picking a flower.?

2) Raising the age to 14 accords with brain science that recognizes that youth are more likely
to engage in harmful behavior prior to full brain development.

It is an incontrovertible fact that the human brain undergoes an extraordinary journey of
development throughout childhood and adolescence. Research in the fields of child psychology
and neuroscience have attested to the limitations in the cognitive and emotional capacities of
children.* Their emerging decision-making processes are fraught with immaturity, their impulse
control is fragile and their understanding of long-term consequences is underdeveloped.®

It is imperative that New Jersey recognize the critical importance of allowing these young
individuals the time and space to mature, evolve and develop the necessary skills to make
responsible choices.

The unequivocal body of research demonstrates that punitive measures in the case of minors fail
to yield desired outcomes.® In stark contrast, interventions, counseling and support services
designed specifically for their age group have proven to be vastly more effective.” By establishing
14 as the minimum age for arrest, the state can redirect our valuable resources toward these age-
appropriate, evidence-based programs that address the root causes of delinquent behavior,
promoting partnerships between schools, communities, law enforcement and community-based
organizations.®

If New Jersey raises the age to 14, it reduces the number of elementary and middle school students
who would be funneled into the juvenile justice system and have their lives forever harmed.

Let us not be complicit in perpetuating a system that crushes the spirit and exacerbates recidivism
but instead, forge a path towards a future where every child can reclaim their lives and contribute
positively to society.

3) Raising the age to 14 will make New Jersey a leader among states and will match
international standards for juvenile delinquency.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child requires countries to establish a
minimum age of criminal responsibility,® prioritizing the best interests of the child® and the right
to life,!* and survival and development.'? The United Nations High Commission on Human Rights
has subsequently interpreted the treaty to require a minimum age of 14 or higher.'2 Stateside, the
American Bar Association also recommends the age be set at 14.** However, while 24 states in the
United States have a minimum age for juvenile delinquency, none have a minimum age set at 14.
Therefore, setting the minimum age of delinquency to 14 would position New Jersey as a leader
in the country.



Conclusion

Chair Mukheriji, Vice-Chair Murphy and fellow committee members, | encourage you to release
A5169 from your committee with an amendment to raise the age to 14 for the reasons mentioned.
Doing so signifies New Jersey’s unwavering commitment to protecting our children’s rights,
preserving their well-being and nurturing their boundless potential. It is our moral obligation to
provide them with every opportunity for growth, education and rehabilitation, sparing no effort
in empowering them to become thriving, productive members of our community.

Thank you.
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