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Senate lawmakers voted
to end the automatic pros-
ecution of 18-year-olds as
adults by extending the ju-
venile justice system to in-
chide the age group, a move
supporters hailed as a way
to increase public safety but
opponents cautioned could
put a burden on the court
system.

The substantive crimi-
nal justice reform has been
pitched as a way to make
sure the prosecution of
young people as adults does
not later derail their educa-
tion and employment. Shift-
ing the older vouth popula-
tion into the juvenile justice
system allows them to be
held accountable through
treatment, advocates say.

But critics have ques-
tioned the cost of the policy
change, which was tucked
into a $2.8 billion economic
development bill after law-
makers approved it on a 31
to nine vote late Thursday
that saw five Democrats join
with all four of the cham-
ber’s Republicans to oppose
the measure.

Leon Smith, a long-time
defense attorney and exec-
utive director of Citizens
for Juvenile Justice, said
raising the age of criminal
court jurisdiction to 19 will
lead Lo a more educated la-
bor force and ensure voung
people who make mistakes
have a path forward.

“At 18, you're dealing
overwhelmingly with a high
school kid who is in our
classrooms. They're partic-
ipating on our high school
sports fields. It makes more
sense to have that particular
age group treated more sim-
ilarly to their high school
age peers than to be put
into a system with 30- and
40- and 50-year-old adults,”
Smith told the Herald ves-
terday.

The push comes almost a
decade after Massachusetts
lawmakers voted in 2013 to
keep 17-year-olds out of the
adult eriminal justice sys-
tem. That change was fol-
lowed by a 53% reduction in
juvenile arrests and a 73%
drop in the arrest rate of
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Democrats on Beacon Hill want to expand the juvenile justice system to include 18-year-olds. The Boston Municipal Court's Central Division is housed
at the Edward W. Brooke Courthouse.

18- to 20-year-olds, accord-
ing to data from Citizens for
Juvenile Justice.

The Senate-backed pro-
posal allows judges to keep
their discretion in sentenc-
ing and deciding where to
send voung offenders to
serve their terms. It also
allows 18-yvear-olds to be
prosecuted and sentenced
as adults for viokent crimes
like first- or second-degree
murder.

An 18-year-old could be
charged as an adult if they
have been previously com-
mitted to the Department of
Youth Services, committed
an offense that involves se-
rious bodily harm, orif the
juvenile is convicted of cer-
tain firearm laws.

“We're choosing a less
costly way of incarcerating
people. It's extremely expen-
sive o incarcerate someone
in adult prison,” said Sen.
Brendan Crighton, a Lynn
Democrat who helped au-
thor the proposal.

Some law enforcement
officials still have concerns,

including those in Spring-
field, where an 18-, 16-, and
26-year-old were accused of
shooting Officer Nestor San-
tos in the face and leg last
month.

Springfield Police Depart-
ment Cpt. Brian Keenan,
who heads up the Firearms
Investigation Unit, said
the expansion of the juve-
nile system would be “cata-
strophic” and judges and lo-
cal district attorneys would
have a backlog of cases
“from here to Texas."”

“Our basic contention is
it’s just ludicrous. Because if
an 18-vear-old can serve on
a jury, if an 18-vear-old can
vote, and if an 18-year-old
can give his life in Iraq or
Afghanistan, why can'the be
held accountable for a crime
he commits?” Keenan said by
phone from Springfield.

At least one prosecu-
tor thinks the measure is a
good idea.

Middlesex District Attor-
ney Marian Ryan said the
proposed change in law is
a“commonsense approach”

that will enhance equity
and provide young peaple
with educational opportu-
nities through the Depart-
ment of Youth Services.

“T1 know well the pro-
found impact that the crim-
inal system can have on the
lives of young people. This
amendment addresses a sig-
nificant disparity: 17 and
18-year-olds in the same
high school class who can
face vastly different out-
comes, even when charged
with the same offense,”
Rvan said in a statement to
the Herald.

Advocates said young
people convieted of a crime
in the juvenile justice sys-
tem are still held account-
able for their actions and a
focus on rehabilitative pro-
gramming is key to making
sure they can move ahead
with their Tives.

“If you're held account-
able and you also receive
the education. then the re-
cidivism data shows very
clearly that recidivism is
less likely to happen. This

initiative is all about ensur-
ing young adults have the
opportunity to grow and
its smart on public safety,”
said Gregg Croteau, CEO of
UTEC, an organization that
works with young adults in
the Merrimack Valley who
are involved in the justice
system.

Senators and judicial of-
ficials have warned that ex-
panding the juvenile justice
system could increase case-
loads for judges and place
a burden on clerks who are
already saddled with large
amounts of work.

Sen. Ryan Fattman, a
Sutton Republican, said
“no one” could say during
Thursday’s Senate debate
how much it would cost the
state to change the age of
criminal majority.

“Isn't it ironic that in an
economic development bill,
no one could answer the
question about a cost, and
I made the point that this
is probably why we know
thousands of our residents
are leaving,” he said. “IRS

data shows that $3.9 bil-
lion of economic-generated
income revenue has walked
out our front door, probably
because people are observ-
ing how we make laws and
saying, 'this isn't right." It's
highly ridiculous.”

In a November 2023 letter
to lawmakers, former Trial
Court Chief Justice Jeffrey
Locke said raising the age
to 19 would add more than
2,300 new cases to Juvenile
Court judges' cascload, an
increase of about 33%,

“Such an exponential ex-
pansion of these judges’ de-
linquency caseloads would
overtax already limited ju-
dicial resources and would
necessitate the addition of
new judges,” Locke wrotein
the letter.

More than 85% of all
criminal cases in fiscal year
2023 involving an 18-vear-
old were dismissed. placed
on file, resulted in pre-trial
probation. continued with-
out a finding of guilt, or re-
sulted in a not guilty find-
ing, according to Locke.
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