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The opportunity 

In 2014, California established the concept of a special youth offender 

parole hearing, based on scientific evidence showing that parts of the 

brain continue to develop throughout adolescence and early 

adulthood. Since then, youth offender parole eligibility has been 

expanded three times, raising the qualifying age limit from 18 to 26. 

Even with these reforms, 38% of all Californians currently in prison 

committed their most serious offense while under the age of 26. Over 

7,200 youth offenders are currently serving life sentences with the 

possibility of parole but are not yet eligible for their first youth 

offender parole suitability hearing. Under current law, youth offenders 

with these indeterminate life sentences qualify for youth parole after 

serving up to 20 or 25 years, depending on their minimum sentence 

length.

4,000+
Youth Offenders who would  
immediately become eligible for 
parole upon enactment

0.4%
Youth Offenders released who 
were re-convicted

(2 out of 445 in FY2017)

By lowering this requirement to 15 years, over 4,000 people with 

indeterminate life sentences would become immediately eligible for 

their first youth parole hearing, along with an additional 780 

becoming eligible within the first two years of enactment. Updating 

the timing of these parole hearings is an opportunity to safely reduce 

the number of youth offenders in prison, a population that historically 

has lower recidivism rates than the general population. In 2019, the 

CDCR reported that .6%, or two people, of the 346 released on youth 

offender parole during FY 2016 were reconvicted of a crime within 2 

years of release, which is substantially lower than the equivalent 

reconviction rate for the general population (35%). Under the 

proposed policy, youth offenders allowed to return to the community 

would spend on average 5 fewer years in prison than they would 

today.

Other states with some form of release opportunities for young adults

Washington D.C

In 2016, the DC Council passed legislation that made offenders, who 

were under 18 years of age at the time of the offense, eligible for 

resentencing after 20 years. In 2019, that requirement was changed 

to 15 years. In 2021, the resentencing mechanism was expanded to 

include anyone who was convicted for an offense that occurred 

before their 25th birthday. As of February 2023, 135 people had been 

released across all three iterations and the recividism rate stands at 

12%.

5-year impact in California
California expanded youth offender eligibility in 2017 to include all 

individuals 25 or younger at the time of offense. Reducing the 

minimum time to parole eligibility from 25 or 20 years to 15 years for 

incarcerated youth offenders with indeterminate life sentences would 

immediately qualify over 4,000 people for a youth parole hearing and 

could safely reduce the prison population by 990 people over 5 years. 

This reduction could lower prison costs by $55 million within the first 

5 years and allow eligible Californians to return to the community an 

average of 5.4 years earlier.

Cumulative cost avoidance

Yearly savings

$11M
5 year total cost avoidance

$55M
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