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When we talk about the death penalty, we 
try to not to talk about the uncertainty. We 
try to make it cut and dry. This side. That 
side.  
 
In Ohio, where exonerations have happened 
more than executions of late, where experts 
question lethal-injection drugs, where 
inmates wait for decades on Death Row, 
nothing about capital punishment is certain.  
 
We can debate costs and cite studies and 
list complications and lawmakers’ quotes, 
but that’s when we lose something pivotal in 
the discussion: the human side.  
 
During an execution in early 2014, an 
inmate choked and suffered for 26 minutes 
before dying in an Ohio prison because 
something went wrong with the drugs.  
 
As long as we have a death penalty, human 
error will get in the way, says Kevin Werner, 
executive director of Ohioans to Stop 
Executions (OTSE). 
 
“If we’re going to take away someone’s life, 
we need to be sure,” he said, following the 
sentiment of OTSE’s “Fix it or End it” 
campaign. The call comes during a virtual 
moratorium of executions in Ohio. The next 
lethal injection is set for January 2016, 
which gives all sides a chance to breathe 
amid the whirlwind of uncertainty.  
 
Paul Pfeifer, a Republican and senior justice 
on the Ohio Supreme Court sees the death 
penalty as more of a “death lottery.” It’s not 
evenly applied across the state, he said. 
Werner says that’s because each of Ohio’s 
county prosecutors has a different take on 
the death penalty.  
 
“The correct thing to do is take it off the 
books. Do I think the legislature is ready for 
that? Probably not,” said Pfeifer, who was 
the prime legislative sponsor when the death 
penalty was renewed in 1981. But if the 
death penalty procedures show us anything, 
it’s that people can change their minds. No 

one’s viewpoint is set in stone. A man 
convicted of murder can suddenly be 
innocent. And pro-death penalty lawmakers 
can suddenly campaign for reform.  
 
That’s the case for Jim Petro. Before he was 
Ohio Attorney General, some thirty-four 
years ago, Jim Petro stood on the Ohio 
Senate floor and made a case for the death 
penalty. But after seeing the executions that 
happened on his watch, something changed 
inside him.  
 
“I think it’s time to end it in Ohio. I don’t think 
we need it,” Petro said in a recent interview 
with The Columbus Dispatch. “As a society, 
it puts us at risk of grievous error that can 
never be reversed. What I have learned in 
my work in wrongful convictions is there’s 
too many times when there’s not an 
absolute sure thing.” 
 
The risks are becoming too high and 
unnecessary and the system is slowly 
sinking. The number of executions is on a 
steady decline. Thirty-five people were 
executed across the U.S. last year, which is 
the lowest number in 20 years. Since Ohio 
first re-enacted the death penalty in 1981, a 
total of 94 inmates have been removed from 
Death Row. 
 
Ohio leaders are holding onto a flawed, 
inhuman system that is going out of style, 
and they’re trying to cover up mess after 
mess.  
 
Earlier this year, Ohio Governor John Kasich 
signed a law that offers anonymity to 
pharmacies who supply drugs for 
executions. The Washington Post called that 
“obnoxious” and sneaky and “constitutionally 
suspect.” Not exactly smooth-sailing from 
here.  
 
When it comes to something as irrevocable 
as death, how can we accept the chance of 
getting it wrong? If we can’t trust the death 
penalty to be fixed, we all know what the 
other option is.  



 
 
  


