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Envoy criticizes death penalty policy
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Alabama leaders are "strikingly indifferent” to concerns that prisoners awaiting execution may be innocent,
a U.N. envoy said in a new report.

State officials and a U.S. spokesman in the United Nations strongly disagreed with the envoy's conclusion,
and said that he was biased in his thinking and did not spend enough time researching state criminal justice
procedures.

Alabama has the nation's highest per-capita rate of executions, which led Philip Alston to travel to the state
during a recent 15-day U.S. trip. Alston, a special envoy on executions for the U.N. Human Rights Council,
also visited Texas, which has the largest number of executions and prisoners on death row.

On Monday at U.N. head quarters in New York, Alston said several officials in Texas acknowledged that
innocent people might have been executed and expressed a desire to improve their criminal justice system.
Attempts to reach Alston by telephone Tuesday were unsuccessful.

"In Alabama, the situation remains highly problematic,” he said. "Government officials seem strikingly
indifferent to the risk of executing innocent people and have a range of standard responses, most of which
are characterized by a refusal to engage with the facts."

Alston, an Australian who also serves on the law faculty at New York University, said it is possible that
Alabama could have aiready executed innocent people.

Todd Stacy, deputy press secretary for Gov. Bob Riley, said Tuesday that there is no proof that Alabama
has done such a thing.

Richard Grenell, a spokesman for the U.S. mission to the United Nations, said he does not think Alston
spent enough time researching death penalty policies in Alabama and Texas; nor did he visit enough states
to come to a firm conclusion.

"He chose to make sweeping judgments about a system that | think he doesn't like or understand,” Grenell
said. "It is just one man's opinion from a very short visit," he added.

According to Alston, a major problem in Alabama is that elected judges can change jury decisions on
sentencing. He said that the juries should be allowed to protect individual rights without judicial override.

Said state Attorney General Troy King, "He came here with an agenda that the U.N. is trying to push on the
U.S. against the death penalty."

King said he agrees that there is a problem with the death penalty, but he believes the problem is long
delays before an execution can occur.

For example, Thomas Arthur, whose execution date was set by the Alabama Supreme Court for July 31,
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has been on death row for 26 years, King said. Arthur was convicted of carrying out a contract killing while
he was a work-release inmate in Decatur.

Alston was in the U.S. from June 16 to 30. It was unclear how much time he spent in Alabama and Texas.

Some U.S. officials said that Alston spent most of his trip in Washington, D.C., and New York asking about
the U.S. military prison at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.

(This story includes information from national news reporting services.)

© 2008 Press-Register
© 2008 al.com All Rights Reserved.

]

http://www.al.com/printer/printer.ssf?/base/news/1214990113303470.xml&coll=3 7/14/2008






