
Jessica Burlew sentencing press release

18 year old autistic teen accept plea from Maricopa County, support team retains new 
lawyer
A new private defense lawyer has been retained by Jessie Burlew's family and support team and plans to file for
post-conviction relief

PHOENIX, AZ October 21st, 2015- Jessica Burlew has taken a plea from Maricopa County Superior Court and was 
sentenced to 10 years in prison with no hope of early release, for the charge of 2nd degree murder. This plea was set in 
motion on September 4th, but the short time in between those dates has been instrumental for the next stage in Jessie's 
support and defense.

Jessie's sentencing is a complete failure of the Maricopa County justice system, as well as a failure of the Arizona 
Department of Child Safety. Jessie is an 18 year old girl diagnosed as autistic and schizoeffective, who was arrested as a 16 
year old runaway from a DCS group home for the accidental death of a 43 year old man who exploited her vulnerability, 
gave her hard drugs, and engaged her in dangerous sex acts. Jason Ash, who was 27 years older than Jessie Burlew, would 
have been charged with sexual assault, and sexual conduct with a minor if he had been caught by authorities. Instead, he 
asked Jessie to wrap a cord around his neck until he gave her a safe word to remove it, lost consciousness, and died. At over
200lbs, Jason Ash could not have been physically overpowered by Jessie Burlew, but the Maricopa County Attorney, Bill 
Montgomery, still charged her as an adult for second degree murder.

The severity of the plea that Jessie was offered intensified efforts by activists working to draw attention to her case. The 
Free Jessie B support group has been working for a year to encourage responsible media coverage of Jessie as a childhood 
sexual assault survivor, as well as appeal to the prosecutor's office for her release. They have also drawn attention to the 
cruel treatment in MCSO custody of juveniles, trauma survivors, and prisoners with mental health concerns. Jessie Burlew 
has been kept in solitary confinement for almost the entire time she has awaited sentencing, more than 500 days. She is in 
her cell for 23 hours a day, with very limited access to a phone, and no access to trauma counseling. Jessie's treatment has 
been so harsh that it prompted the Arizona American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) to release the following statement:
“The conditions of Jessica’s confinement are deplorable for any juvenile, but they are particularly horrible in Jessica’s 
case because of her extensive history of mental illness. No juvenile pre-trial detainee should be confined to a cell for up to 
23 hours a day, denied proper medical and mental health care, or be subjected to contact with convicted adults. Maricopa 
County must provide better care to juveniles in their custody.” -Darrell Hill, AZ ACLU staff attorney

The severe plea offered to Jessica Burlew by Maricopa County galvanized some of the legal experts the Free Jessie support 
team works with, and they received a response from very experienced criminal defense attorney who agreed to take Jessie's 
case at the cost of the expert witnesses and legal filings. For a murder defense, that cost works out to about $20,000, but the 
lawyer offered to accept a $10,000 retainer. Murder cases typically cost between $100,000-$500,000 for a private defense, 
so this was the first time that a qualified private defense was an option for Jessie's family and support team. Since there was 
a very short amount of time to raise the funds before sentencing, the Free Jessie support team launched the “Fight for 
Jessie” campaign to raise the retainer. For the next several weeks, they shared Jessie Burlew's story with everyone they 
knew, and stretched all of their resources. They held bake sales, benefit shows, and yard sales. They did teach-ins about 
Jessie’s case to support groups in other cities and states. They made t-shirts, delivered cupcakes to people, and recruited 
local artists to help. On Friday, September 25th, they held a large benefit event called “Jessie Fest,” with local artists and 
performers donating their time and materials to promote the fundraiser. It was an all-ages event with a live mural by 
celebrated artist Lalo Cota, performances by Robin Harts, Joy Young, Phil Freedom, Shandi Ilyse, Artie Cassidy, and 
dancers from Phoenician Fire and Dirigible Doumbek. Donated prizes were raffled off and a total of $600 was raised. 
Throughout that weekend, other benefit shows and events happened in Phoenix, Tucson, and even Utah. 

On September 28th, only 3 weeks into fundraising, the Free Jessie support team hit the goal of $10,000.

Thanks to those efforts, the family and Free Jessie support team have retained Victoria Washington, of Masada Law. 
Washington has been practicing criminal law for 18 years, and the last 10 years exclusively providing capital defense at the 
trial and post conviction relief level.  She is rule 6.8 capital-qualified with multiple capital jury trials as lead counsel. She is 
also a volunteer attorney with The Clemency Project, a program in which lawyers research and prepare formal petitions for 
clemency for individuals serving long federal prison terms for drug offenses and other charges which may have carried 
lower sentences because of changes in the law, sentencing guidelines, or DOJ Policy. Washington has a reputation in the 



Arizona legal community as a brilliant and passionate advocate for social justice, and the entire support team is grateful to 
have her defending Jessie Burlew. On Washington's advice, Jessie has proceeded with sentencing to an escalation of 
charges. If the plea was vacated, Jessie would be open to the prosecution increasing the charge to 1st degree murder, which 
is a very typical response by the Maricopa County Prosecutor's office. Victoria Washington will now file a petition for post-
conviction relief in Jessica Burlew's case. Post-conviction relief is an appeal to re-open the criminal case to present new 
evidence challenging the person’s guilt or the appropriateness of the person’s sentence. It is a legal action that is most 
successful in cases that violate a public trust or represent a severe injustice due to unweighed aspects such as the mental 
health of the defendant.

After two long years, Jessie Burlew's case finally has hope. With Victoria Washington as Jessie's defense lawyer, a concrete
defense can be launched and Jessie can finally have full involvement in her advocacy. The support team will continue to 
provide legal updates when possible, but will work with the lawyer to ensure that they are not revealing defense strategies. 
Over the next several months, the Free Jessie team will continue to educate and share Jessie’s story, encourage responsible 
journalism around survivors, and provide support to Jessie and her mother. They will also be recruiting law students and 
activists to assist with paralegal work, to help build the strongest defense possible on such a limited budget. By the end of 
this week, the Free Jessie team will launch a new fundraiser to raise the remaining $10,000 for the defense witnesses, so that
Jessie’s mother is not saddled with that debt. 

The family and support team express enormous gratitude to all of Jessie’s supporters who worked so hard to raise the funds 
to give Jessie a chance in court. There will be many long months ahead while the case is prepared, but they have become 
much more hopeful for Jessie and her family. The criminal justice system in America heavily favors those with money and a
large support network. Together, we can create our own support networks. 
TOGETHER, WE CAN FIGHT FOR JESSIE.

Support website: freejessieb.org
Media contact: support@freejessieb.org
Letter to journalists:freejessieb.org/presskit/letter-to-media
Pictures, artwork and letters from Jessie may be available to journalists upon request. 

Additional information about Jessie Burlew's case can be found at the following links:
AZCentral coverage: Activists back Glendale teen charged with murder
State Press coverage: Local supporters rally around teen charged with murder
AZ Real News coverage: Jessica Burlew and Arizona's broken justice system
US Uncut coverage: Is This Mentally-Ill Teen in Solitary Confinement for Protecting Herself From a Sexual Predator?
Revolution News coverage: Jessie Burlew, 16 years old, held in confinement 

mailto:support@freejessieb.org
http://revolution-news.com/phoenix-az-jessie-burlew-16-year-old-held-in-confinement/
http://usuncut.com/news/is-this-mentally-ill-young-woman-in-solitary-confinement-for-protecting-herself-from-a-sexual-predator/
http://www.realnewsaz.net/jessica-burlew-and-arizonas-broken-justice-system/jessie-burlew-and-our-broken-justice-system
http://www.statepress.com/article/2015/10/free-jessie-support-movement
http://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/glendale/2015/04/01/activists-back-glendale-teen-charged-murder/70808596/
file:///Users/user/Desktop/%20http:%2F%2Ffreejessieb.org%2Fpresskit%2Fletter-to-media
http://www.freejessieb.org/

