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Around the world, children can and do commit terrible crimes. But the United States is one of only a handful of
countries that sentence children to life imprisonment without parole. In forty-two of the United States and under
federal law, youth under eighteen who commit serious crimes may be tried as adults and upon conviction, sen-
tenced to spend the rest of their lives behind bars. 

Today, there are 2,225 such youth in prisons throughout the country. In the thirteen other countries that still
have laws allowing for the sentence, there are only about a dozen youth serving life without parole. Such world-
wide rejection of the sentence is due in part to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which prohibits sen-
tencing child offenders to life without the possibility of release.

The Rest of Their Lives is the first ever study of youth offenders sentenced to life without parole in the United
States. Drawing on unique data analysis and hundreds of letters and interviews, this report presents the histo-
ry of the life without parole sentence, explores the rate and prevalence of its use nationwide and state by state,
and examines the backgrounds of youth serving the sentence as well as their experiences in adult prison. It also
critically examines the rationale for branding youth as permanently irredeemable by sentencing them to spend
their lives in prison, no matter how they change and grow. Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International con-
clude that because of their diminished culpability, immaturity, and unique potential for rehabilitation, child
offenders should always have some opportunity to earn parole, no matter how serious their crimes.
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