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Juvenile Death Penalty
The death penalty in the United States has created contentious debates and discussions in the political and public spheres. Juvenile death penalty cases have been rare, but the ones that have come out in the light have raised several concerns, including the criminal justice system's effectiveness. The criminal justice system in the United States has been cited as one of the tools that propel racism, social inequalities, and other social problems. Many people end up in federal and state prisons as well as county jails out of incompetence of the criminal justice system. This essay examines the juvenile death penalty concept in the United States based on the murder trial of Shareef Cousin.
Shareef Cousin's case was among the few cases that people have heard of and yet represents thousands of cases that involve innocent people getting convicted for crimes that they never committed. The death penalty has been cited as one of the cruelest and brutal forms of punishment for offenders that even a democratic nation like the United States still holds as part of its criminal justice system. It is even devastating when it involves a child. As American Civil Liberties Union (2021) explains, children are those members of society who have not reached 18 years of age. As such, they cannot be treated as adults even if they have committed insidious crimes. While the debate may involve someone who has actually committed a crime, it is not acceptable to convict someone to a death row that has not committed the insidious crimes and any crime. The United States is one of the countries with the laws and policies that protect children from the consequences of their actions. These laws also seek to ameliorate the danger and harm caused by children when they make the wrong choices (American Civil Liberties Union, 2021). However, it is contradicting when the same government could include a child on death row, especially for an offense they did not commit.
Shareef Cousin is a case study that has left many human rights activists and civil rights groups wondering whether the United States' criminal justice system is ineffective or is being used as a tool to extend oppression against the marginalized racial groups. Most of the wrongful convictions in the United States have involved the minority groups like African Americans. The contradictions experienced in the past years regarding wrongful convictions and overturning the court sentences have demonstrated that there is a serious problem in the criminal justice system.
It is ironic that countries that the United States has been criticizing over the years for violation of human rights like Iran, Yemen, China, and Pakistan are doing better in protecting their children than it does. For example, in 2003, Iran created a bill that reduced the severity of legal punishments to offenders below 18 years of age. The law sought to eliminate life sentences on children. Between 1994 and 2000, Pakistan, Yemen, Zimbabwe, and China engaged in serious legal reforms seeking to change the punishment granted to children below 18 years (American Civil Liberties Union, 2021). It is even difficult to try to understand that the United States, until now, has the death penalty for juveniles. Despite the debate to review and change the death penalty sentences for juveniles beginning in the early 2000s, no solution has been established yet.
In a court case that sought to review the juvenile death penalty sentences in 2003 (Roper v. Simmons, No. 03-633), the Supreme Court ruled that the 8th and 14th Amendments of the United States Constitution prohibits the execution of offenders who are younger than 18 years. The vote on the case was 5-4 in which the majority (5 Judges stated that even though the 8th and 14th Amendments forbade the death penalty on children, there is a need to necessitate the evolving standards of decency that marks the maturity of the society (DPIC, 2021). Despite the rejection of this kind of punishment across thirty states, some states have remained in the books up to date. The Court, in this case, outlined the similarities between executing juvenile offenders with the constitutionality of executing mentally challenged people. This ruling cited other similar cases and ruling including Atkins v. Virginia (2002), where the Court held that the criminal justice should reflect the evolving standards of decency, and there was a new national consensus getting formed about executing mentally retarded persons. In Roper v. Simmons (2004), the compared executing juvenile offenders with executing mentally challenged individuals.
Also, in line with the international standards, the Court further expressed that the execution of juvenile offenders violated several international treaties, which the United States is a signatory. These rights include the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (DPIC, 2021). The 1990s was the period that most juveniles were convicted in the United States on death row. Some of them were found innocent and removed from death row, including Shareef Cousin. The case of Shareef was interesting and received the world's attention, not because he was the only juvenile to be handed a death-row sentence, but because he was the youngest juvenile to be on death row in the world (The Murder Trial of Shareef Cousin). Another significant feature was that he was a black person.
Racism has been a critical factor in criminal justice in the United States for many decades. The case of Shareef represents the many cases of black Americans who are suffering through the criminal justice system because the system is used to suppress them. Shareef's case is not the only incident that has attracted the attention of the country and even the world at large. In September 2014, North Carolina Court released two half-brothers who had been accused of rape wrongfully. Brown (15 at the time he was arrested) and McCollum (19 at that time) were sentenced to death row in 1984 for allegedly raping an 11-year-old girl (DPIC, 2021). These two kids, at that time, were intellectually disabled, and the courts still sentenced them to death. After remaining on death row for more than 30 years, the duo was released in 2014.
The debate on the juvenile death penalty has continued for a long and people continue to argue the most appropriate age that requires serious sentences like the death penalty. Others have also argued that the death penalty should be eliminated from the criminal justice system to its entirety. While all these arguments have merits that need to be considered, the underlying concern is the death penalty handed to innocent juveniles who are targeted because of their socioeconomic or geopolitical backgrounds. Shareef Cousin's case symbolized what many have argued about in the country's criminal justice system, what happens to the lives of those who have been wrongfully convicted and yet were innocent like Shareef Cousin.
Shareef Cousin was 16 when he was arrested, and he was sentenced to death in 1996. He spent four years on death row, and in 1999 he was exonerated from all the charges. The concern from his case of Shareef involves the innocent life destroyed, the reputation of a young man who probably had a bright future, the ignorance of the criminal justice system, and misuse of the authority by the office of the prosecution, the investigative authority, and mishandled witness identification. The reasons highlighted from Shareef's case that resulted in exoneration include mistaken witness identification, police misconduct, and prosecutorial misconduct (Murder Trial of Shareef Cousin).
Despite that, there are advanced investigative methods, including DNA forensic technologies; the case of Shareef shows how the criminal justice system is mishandled and ineffectively used to advance personal interests. The case of Brown and McCollum resulted in exoneration after DNA evidence showed that the two did not commit the crime. Instead, the evidence pointed to a man who had been convicted of the same crime before (DPIC, 2021).
In conclusion, the juvenile death penalty has reduced across the United States, but it has remained on the books in many states. Despite the court cases on the juvenile death penalty review, significant policy changes still need to be created to ensure that innocent people do not end up suffering on death row like Shareef Cousin and other innocent Americans. The United States has been advocating for democracy and the end of human rights violations across the world, and yet, its citizens still suffer from the inadequacies of the criminal justice system, which allows violation of human rights and many other international treaties that seek to protect children.  
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