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what is the death penalty and life imprisonment without parole?

The death penalty, or capital punishment (literally the sentencing of an individual to death), continues 
to exist in several countries in the world. Although the banning of this practice for both children and 
adults has become an international norm, children who are under 18 in some States may still receive 
death as a sentence. While the reported figures vary, it is generally understood that Iran, Saudi Arabia, 
Nigeria, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Yemen, Pakistan, China and the United States have sentenced 
children to death between 1990 and 20041.

A sentence of life imprisonment without parole is the second harshest sentence that can be given short 
of execution and essentially means that the individual is destined to die in prison. Throughout the world, 
approximately 14 countries have laws allowing for a life sentence to be imposed on child offenders; how-
ever, it appears that with the exception of the United States, the sentence is rarely if ever used2. In fact, 
99.9% of all cases of children serving life sentences without parole occur in the United States3.

why should the death penalty & life imprisonment without parole be abolished?

International human rights standards worldwide consider the death penalty – whether applied to adults 
or children – to be an inhumane practice in violation of an individual’s fundamental human rights. A 
number of international instruments including the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) explicitly denounce the sentencing of persons 
to death and to life in prison without the possibility of parole – especially children. 

There are tremendous developmental differences between children and adults: children are not yet psy-
chologically equipped with the same sense of judgement, foresight or understanding of the consequences 
of their actions as adults. They are less able than adults to control their impulses and to display the same 
processes of reasoning in their actions. However, as a result of their youth and inexperience, children 
also have the greatest hope of being rehabilitated and reintegrated into society and moving forward to 
lead productive lives.

what does gc 10 recommend?

States Parties should completely abolish the death penalty for children under 18 years of age at the • 
time of the offence. Any pending executions should be suspended until domestic legislation is passed 
to abolish them; 

During sentencing, States Parties should take into account the age of the child when they broke the • 
law rather than the age at which they are being tried. This would prevent the practice of States wait-
ing for children to reach 18 before executing them;

1 Amnesty International & Human Rights Watch (2005). “The Rest of  their Lives: Life Without Parole for Child Offenders in the 
United States”
2 Ibid
3 Leighton, M. and de la Vega, C. (2007) “Sentencing our Children to Die in Prison: Global Law and Practice”. Center for Law and 
Global Justice; University of  San Francisco School of  Law
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children’s rights in Juvenile Justice 

Fact Sheet #6
Prohibiting the Death Penalty and Life Imprisonment

On 2 February 2007, the Committee on the Rights of the Child issued General Comment No.10 – Children’s Rights in Juvenile Justice (GC 10), providing 
their interpretation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child’s (CRC) provisions for children in conflict with the law.  This is one of a series of seven ex-
planatory Fact Sheets highlighting key themes in the GC 10 with the aim of ensuring that it becomes widely known, understood and used by States Parties
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(what does gc 10 recommend -- continued)

There should be no life imprisonment (both with or without possibility of release) for children who • 
infringed the law before reaching the age of 18 years. The possibility of release should be realistic 
and regularly assessed and must comply with the aims of juvenile justice

positive steps in prohibiting the death penalty and life imprisonment

The European Union (EU) is opposed to the death penalty in all cases and abolition of the death pen-• 
alty is a requirement for all States seeking membership in the EU1.

South Africa and Tanzania, which had been reported to have five children serving life in prison with-• 
out parole, have now officially indicated they will provide parole for child offenders2.

1 http://www.eurunion.org/legislat/deathpenalty/deathpenhome.htm
2 Leighton, M. and de la Vega, C. (2007) “Sentencing our Children to Die in Prison: Global Law and Practice”. Center for Law and 
Global Justice; University of  San Francisco School of  Law”
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This is one in a series of  7 Fact Sheets on the GC 10 which includes:

1)  General Comment No 10: Children’s Rights in Juvenile Justice
2)  Preventing Juvenile Delinquency
3)  Promoting Diversion
4)  Ensuring Appropriate Age Limits of  Criminal Responsibility
5)  Guaranteeing a Fair Trial
6)  Prohibiting the Death Penalty and Life Imprisonment
7)  Deprivation of  Liberty as a Last Resort

 www.dci-is.org 
www.kidsbehindbars.org 

www.juvenilejusticepanel.org
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/crc/index.htm 


