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Bortner jurors urge stiffer penalties
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CONCORD -- The night after a medical examiner showed jurors how 21-month-old Kassidy Bortner died at the hands of her mother's boyfriend, juror Rosemary McDonald broke out in hives and couldn't fall asleep. 
A week later, after what she described as "about five minutes" of deliberations, the jury found Kassidy's mother, Amanda, guilty of two counts of child endangerment, for which Bortner was given the maximum sentence: two years in county jail. With good behavior she could serve as little as 16 months. 

Yesterday, McDonald and another juror urged lawmakers to stiffen the penalty for child endangerment. 

"The vivid pictures of Kassidy, who was used as a human football, flash before me in a never-ending nightmare," McDonald, a former teacher, told the House Criminal Justice and Public Safety Committee. 

"How could this crime possibly be a misdemeanor?" 

McDonald read testimony from another juror, Leo Callahan of Dover, who wrote that Kassidy's death still makes him weep. 

"This woman stood by and allowed her daughter to be murdered," Callahan wrote. "This woman who calls herself a mother deserves to remain behind bars for far more than two years." 

A bill sponsored by Rep. Robert Ouellette, R-Franklin, would make it a class A felony to endanger a child or incompetent person when death or serious injury results. A class A felony is punishable by 7½ to 15 years in state prison. 

Ouellette gave the committee a petition he said was signed by more than 800 state residents calling for stiffer penalties for those who don't report suspected abuse. 

A subcommittee will consider combining Ouellette's bill with one being drafted by Rep. William Knowles, D-Dover. Knowles' bill would be similar to Ouellette's but also make child endangerment a felony if it results in sexual abuse. 

The state Attorney General's Office supports both bills, Senior Assistant Attorney General Will Delker said. The limited penalties of the current endangerment law on reporting sexual abuse became known during the state's investigation of the Diocese of Manchester, Delker said. That investigation led to a settlement. 

Lawmakers will consider at least one other bill inspired by Kassidy's death. A bill being drafted by Sen. Andre Martel, R-Manchester, would require the state Division for Children, Youth and Families to take steps toward becoming accredited and to reveal what it knew of child abuse cases that led to death or serious injury.
