Below is just a portion of a proposal I wrote for the purpose of establishing an Innocence Project in Alabama. 

In October 2010, the Supreme Court heard oral arguments in Connick v. Thompson, a case where an individual spent 14 years in prison for crimes he did not commit.  The prosecutor withheld exculpatory information that could have prevented Thompson from serving time in prison.  The Supreme Court will address the question of whether district attorney offices should be held civically liable if they do not properly train their attorneys on the Brady v. Maryland case.  Beyond the withholding of exculpatory evidence, eyewitness misidentification, not properly handling and/or testing DNA evidence, and people providing false testimony in exchange for a reduced sentence are among the causes of wrongful convictions.  According to cases gathered by Northwestern School of Law, there have been 34 known cases of wrongful convictions in Alabama from the 1920s until 2003 (the most recent date of the cases listed on their website).  In 2008, UN Rapporteur Philip Alston visited Alabama and Texas because those are the two states with the largest number of people on death row, for Alabama, this represents the number on death row per capita. In his report, he stated that officials in Alabama seemed to be indifferent to evidence of innocence and bias. Specifically, he said the following:

 In Texas, there is at least significant recognition that reforms are needed. In Alabama, the situation remains highly problematic. 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. The reality is that the system is simply not designed to turn up cases of innocence, however compelling they might be. It is entirely possible that Alabama has already executed innocent people, but officials would rather deny than confront flaws in the criminal justice system. (http://eji.org/eji/files/06.30.08%20Alston%20Press%20Statement.pdf)
There is a need to address wrongful convictions in Alabama for both capital and non-capital cases.  This would help to restore a sense of faith in the system by communities disproportionately affected by wrongful convictions. There is a need to educate people about how to go about appealing a case, and post-conviction relief that may be available. It is also important to build a network of those impacted by wrongful convictions- the inmates and their families. Few understand that personally experiencing and having personal knowledge that a loved one was wrongfully convicted can be one the most difficult emotional and psychologically challenges faced by many. Few intimately understand what it is like to intimately live with the knowledge that someone is wrongfully convicted, which makes having a network of support very important.

There would be resistance from district attorney offices for they would feel challenged by claims of innocence and requests from their offices for information.  Other resistance may come from the victim and the victim’s family because it would open up old wounds. But the benefits would outweigh the costs for society suffers when the wrong person is convicted. Further it is costly for taxpayers to keep an innocent person is incarcerated. Further, more faith is placed in the criminal justice system when there is a belief that safeguards are in place to help prevent wrongful convictions.
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