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Our capital system is haunted by the demon of error: error in determining
guilt, and error in determining who among the guilty deserves to die.

lllinois Gov. George Ryan’s Commutation

of Death Penalty Sentences
(11 January 2003)

Thefollowing excerptsdo not do justiceto thefull text of Geoge Ryan’s excellent
speechwhich canbefoundat:

http://www.cs.utsa.edu/"wagner/church/ death penal ty/dea th.ht ml

Ryan was a strong death penalty proponent, and even now is only againstthe
lllinois system,and similar ones:

Four yearsago| wassworn in asthe 39th Governorof lllinois. Thatwasjust four
shortyearsago;that’s whenl wasa firm believerin the AmericanSystemof Justice
andthe deathpenalty | believedthatthe ultimate penaltyfor the taking of a life was
administratedn ajustandfair manner

In lllinois, Ryan found a terribly flawed[“br oken”] system:

The deathpenaltyhasbeenabolishedin 12 states. In nhone of thesestateshasthe

homiciderateincreasedln lllinois lastyearwe hadaboutl000murderspnly 2 percent
of that1000weresentencedo death.Whereis the fairnessandequalityin that? The

deathpenaltyin lllinois is notimposedfairly or uniformly becausef the absencef

standarddor the 102 lllinois StateAttorneys, who mustdecidewhetherto request
the deathsentence Shouldgeographybe a factorin determiningwho getsthe death
sentence? don't think sobut in Illinois it makesa difference.You are5 timesmore
likely to geta deathsentencdor first degreemurderin the rural areaof lllinois than

you arein Cook County

| watchedn surpriseasfreeddeathrow inmateAnthory Porterwasreleasedrom jail.
A freeman,heraninto the armsof NorthwesterriUniversity ProfessoiDave Protess
who pouredhis heartand soul into proving Porters innocencewith his journalism
students.

He was48 hoursaway from beingwheeledinto the executionchambemvherethe
statewould kill him.

Half of the nearly300 capitalcasesn lllinois hadbeenreversedfor a new trial or
resentencing.

33 of thedeathrow inmateswererepresentedt trial by anattorng who hadlater
beendisbarredr at somepoint suspendettom practicinglaw.

Of the morethan 160 deathrow inmates,35 were African Americandefendants
who hadbeencorvictedor condemnedo die by all-white juries.

More thantwo-thirdsof theinmateson deathrow wereAfrican American.

46 inmatesverecorvictedonthe basisof testimory from jailhouseinformants.
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We thenhadthe dubiousdistinctionof exoneratingmore menthanwe hadexecuted.
13 menfoundinnocent,12 executed.

In the United Stateghe overwhelmingmajority of thoseexecutedarepsychotic alco-
holic, drug addictedor mentallyunstable.They frequentlyareraisedin animpover
ishedandahusive ervironment. Seldomarepeoplewith money or prestigecorvicted
of capitaloffensesgvenmoreseldomarethey executed.

Somepeoplehave assailedmy power to commutesentencesa power that literally
hundredsof legal scholarsfrom acrossthe country have defended. But prosecutors
in lllinois have the ultimatecommutatiorpower, a power thatis exercisedevery day.
They decidewhowill besubjectto the deathpenalty whowill geta pleadealor even
who may get a completepasson prosecution.By what objective standardsio they
make thesedecisions\Ve do notknow, they arenot public.

He felt that “closure” wasa bad justification — providing little help to victims:

| wasstruckby the angerof the familiesof murdervictims. To a family they talked
aboutclosure.They pleadedvith meto allow the stateto kill aninmatein its nameto
provide the familieswith closure.But is thatthe purposeof capitalpunishmentis it
to soothethefamilies?And is thattruly whatthe familiesexperience.

I cannotimaginelosing a family memberto murder Nor canl imaginespending
every waking day for 20 yearswith a singlemindedfocusto executethe killer. The
systemof deathin lllinois is sounsurethatit is not unusualfor casedo take 20 years
beforethey areresohed. And thank God. If it had moved ary faster then[mary]
innocentmenwe've exoneratednight bedeadandburied.

Whatkind of victims servicesarewe providing? Are all of ourresourcegearedoward
providing this notion of closureby executioninsteadof tendingto the physicaland
socialserviceneedsof victim families? And whatkind of valuesarewe instilling in
thesewoundedfamiliesandin the youngpeople?As Gandhisaid,an eye for aneye
only leavesthewholeworld blind.

In thedaysahead] will praythatwe canopenour heartsand provide somethingor
victims’ families otherthanthe hopeof revenge. Lincoln oncesaid: “I have always
foundthatmerg beargicherfruits thanstrictjustice”

Ryan tried and failed to getlllinois to reform the system:

Threetimesl proposedeformingthe systemwith a packagehatwouldrestricttheuse
of jailhousesnitchescreatea statavide panelto determinedeatheligible casesand
reducethe numberof crimeseligible for death.Thesereformswould not have created
aperfectsystem put they would have dramaticallyreducedhe chanceor errorin the
administratiorof the ultimatepenalty

Thelllinois capitalpunishmensystemis broken. It hastakeninnocentmento a hair’s
breadthescapdrom their unjustexecution. Legislaturespasthave refusedto fix it.
Our new legislatureand our newv Governormustactto rid our stateof the shameof
threateningheinnocentwith executionandthe guilty with unfairness.



