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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. GeorgeRyan’s Commutation
of DeathPenalty Sentences

(11January 2003)

Thefollowing excerptsdo not do justiceto thefull text of GeorgeRyan’s excellent
speech,whichcanbefoundat:

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 against the
Illinois system,and similar ones:

Four yearsagoI wassworn in as the 39th Governorof Illinois. That was just four
shortyearsago; that’s whenI wasa firm believer in theAmericanSystemof Justice
andthedeathpenalty. I believedthat theultimatepenaltyfor thetakingof a life was
administratedin a justandfair manner.

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

The deathpenaltyhasbeenabolishedin 12 states. In noneof thesestateshasthe
homiciderateincreased.In Illinois lastyearwehadabout1000murders,only2 percent
of that1000weresentencedto death.Whereis thefairnessandequalityin that?The
deathpenaltyin Illinois is not imposedfairly or uniformly becauseof theabsenceof
standardsfor the 102 Illinois StateAttorneys, who must decidewhetherto request
the deathsentence.Shouldgeographybe a factorin determiningwho getsthedeath
sentence?I don’t think sobut in Illinois it makesa difference.You are5 timesmore
likely to geta deathsentencefor first degreemurderin the rural areaof Illinois than
youarein CookCounty.

I watchedin surpriseasfreeddeathrow inmateAnthony Porterwasreleasedfrom jail.
A freeman,he ran into thearmsof NorthwesternUniversityProfessorDave Protess
who pouredhis heartand soul into proving Porter’s innocencewith his journalism
students.

He was48 hoursaway from beingwheeledinto theexecutionchamberwherethe
statewouldkill him.

Half of thenearly300capitalcasesin Illinois hadbeenreversedfor a new trial or
resentencing.

33 of thedeathrow inmateswererepresentedat trial by anattorney who hadlater
beendisbarredor at somepoint suspendedfrom practicinglaw.

Of the morethan160 deathrow inmates,35 wereAfrican Americandefendants
whohadbeenconvictedor condemnedto dieby all-white juries.

More thantwo-thirdsof theinmatesondeathrow wereAfrican American.
46 inmateswereconvictedon thebasisof testimony from jailhouseinformants.
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We thenhadthedubiousdistinctionof exoneratingmorementhanwe hadexecuted.
13menfoundinnocent,12executed.

In theUnitedStatestheoverwhelmingmajorityof thoseexecutedarepsychotic,alco-
holic, drugaddictedor mentallyunstable.They frequentlyareraisedin an impover-
ishedandabusive environment.Seldomarepeoplewith money or prestigeconvicted
of capitaloffenses,evenmoreseldomarethey executed.

Somepeoplehave assailedmy power to commutesentences,a power that literally
hundredsof legal scholarsfrom acrossthe countryhave defended.But prosecutors
in Illinois have theultimatecommutationpower, a power that is exercisedevery day.
They decidewho will besubjectto thedeathpenalty, who will geta pleadealor even
who may get a completepasson prosecution.By what objective standardsdo they
make thesedecisions?We donotknow, they arenotpublic.

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

I wasstruckby the angerof the familiesof murdervictims. To a family they talked
aboutclosure.They pleadedwith meto allow thestateto kill aninmatein its nameto
provide thefamilieswith closure.But is thatthepurposeof capitalpunishment?Is it
to soothethefamilies?And is thattruly whatthefamiliesexperience.

I cannotimaginelosinga family memberto murder. Nor canI imaginespending
every waking day for 20 yearswith a singlemindedfocusto executethe killer. The
systemof deathin Illinois is sounsurethat it is not unusualfor casesto take 20 years
beforethey are resolved. And thankGod. If it hadmoved any faster, then [many]
innocentmenwe’veexoneratedmightbedeadandburied.

Whatkind of victimsservicesareweproviding?Are all of ourresourcesgearedtoward
providing this notion of closureby executioninsteadof tendingto the physicaland
socialserviceneedsof victim families?And whatkind of valuesarewe instilling in
thesewoundedfamiliesandin theyoungpeople?As Gandhisaid,aneye for aneye
only leavesthewholeworld blind.

In thedaysahead,I will pray thatwe canopenour heartsandprovide somethingfor
victims’ familiesotherthanthe hopeof revenge.Lincoln oncesaid: “I have always
foundthatmercy bearsricherfruits thanstrict justice.”

Ryan tried and failed to get Illinois to reform the system:

ThreetimesI proposedreformingthesystemwith apackagethatwouldrestricttheuse
of jailhousesnitches,createa statewide panelto determinedeatheligible cases,and
reducethenumberof crimeseligible for death.Thesereformswouldnothavecreated
a perfectsystem,but they wouldhavedramaticallyreducedthechancefor errorin the
administrationof theultimatepenalty.

TheIllinois capitalpunishmentsystemis broken. It hastakeninnocentmento ahair’s
breadthescapefrom their unjustexecution. Legislaturespasthave refusedto fix it.
Our new legislatureandour new Governormustact to rid our stateof the shameof
threateningtheinnocentwith executionandtheguilty with unfairness.


