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As time passes and society shifts, so too does 
public opinion. When it comes to the issue of the 
death penalty, according to a Gallup poll, the 
fewest percentage of Americans are in favor (60 
percent) since 1972. Many states have recently 
abolished the death penalty, and several others 
including Ohio, are proposing legislative 
measures to fix it or end it. 
 
OTSE, Ohioans to Stop Executions, released its 
annual report titled “A Crumbling Institution: Why 
Ohio Must Fix or End the Death Penalty” the 
same day the Ohio Attorney General’s Office 
released its Capital Crimes Annual Report. In its 
report OTSE offers context and perspective 
beyond the scope of the Capital Crimes Report, 
and highlights several facts and issues 
surrounding the death penalty. According to the 
group, “The system is broken beyond repair.” 
 
Perhaps one of the most important elements of 
the report is its mention that since 1979, nine 
men have been exonerated from Ohio’s Death 
Row due to inconsistent evidence, whether 
faulty DNA or poor testimony. According to The 
Death Penalty Information Center, the nation’s 
leading source of information concerning the 
death penalty, the nine men exonerated from 
Ohio’s Death Row spent a combined 207 years 
incarcerated for crimes they didn’t commit. Two 
of these men, Timothy Howard and Gary Lamar 
James, were exonerated in 2003.  
 
According to the National Registry of 
Exonerations, on the afternoon of Dec. 21, 1976, 
two armed African-American men robbed the 
Ohio National Bank in Columbus. Approximately 
$1,207 was stolen and a 74-year-old security 
was shot and killed. Two days later on Dec. 23, 
the Columbus Dispatch published photos of 
Howard and James after two eyewitnesses 
picked them out of a photo lineup, and identified 
them as suspects. Both men had alibis, the 
bank’s security camera did not include footage 
that day, and no physical evidence was found 
linking either man to the crime. And yet, both 
men, age 23, were sentenced and charged with 
capital murder that very day they were named 
as suspects.  
 
An investigation revealed that along with 
mistaken witness identification, Howard and 
James had been convicted as a result of  

 
 
egregious police corruption, particularly on the 
part of Columbus Police Department detective  
 
Thomas Jones. Jones falsified evidence and 
testimony in order to “solve” the case, according 
to Centurion Ministries, a non-profit organization 
that has assisted in freeing more than 30 
wrongfully convicted prisoners since 1983.  After 
being rejected in appeals to the Ohio Supreme 
Court in 1978 and 1982, Howard and James 
kept fighting, filing requests for case documents 
as well as writing to attorneys and the media in 
order to seek justice.  
 
On July 17, 2003, James was released from 
prison after a lie detector test showed he was 
truthful in claiming not to have killed the security 
guard or robbed the bank.  On July 22, 2003, all 
charges against Howard and James were 
dismissed. 
 
Howard then filed a claim for damages with 
Ohio’s Court of Claims. It was confirmed on April 
21, 2006 that Howard’s claim would be settled 
for $2.5 million, the largest wrongful conviction 
settlement in Ohio’s history. James’ lawsuit is 
still pending.  
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When I think of the phrase, an eye for an eye, I 
picture medieval times. However it is April 28th 
2015, and we are still executing people as a 
form of punishment in many states across the 
country, including Ohio. This needs to stop. 
 
Not only can one consider the death penalty to 
be immoral or cruel punishment, the costs 
associated with putting a man or woman to 
death is simply not financially reasonable. While 
the exact costs per execution in Ohio is not 
straightforward, according to the Urban Institute, 
it costs the state of Maryland an average of $3.1 
million per execution. But this must be much 
lower than the cost of keeping one inmate in 
prison for multiple decades to life, right? Wrong, 
it costs about $1.1 million, three times less than 
for executions, for a capital eligible case where 
prosecutors didn’t seek the death penalty. This 
money, millions of dollars each year, could be 
used to benefit police departments, social 
workers, and local government.  
 
Kevin Werner, executive director for OTSE, 
Ohioans to Stop Executions, says he joined the 
movement against the death penalty after he 
saw what an execution did to not only the 
convicted, but also the family and those close to 
the inmate. “The death penalty destroyed their 
lives.” Werner argues that many of the men and 
women on death row are not purely evil people 
but rather came from poverty and simply made a 
mistake.  
 
Disregarding moral and financial issues 
associated with the death penalty, there are still 
legal issues at hand. Each county’s prosecutor 
has the job of executing the will of the people, 
however each has their own stance on the death 
penalty. For instance former Cuyahoga County 
prosecutor Bill Mason was so in favor of the 
death penalty that he indicted 70 people in just 
one year. The year Mason resigned, 2010, saw 
only four indicted, with the same procedure, 
same court, same everything. Did public opinion 
change so drastically in one year?  
 
A man who is convicted of multiple homicides 
over a period of time is guaranteed the death 
penalty in the state of Ohio. When a man robs a  
 
 

 
store at gunpoint, whether in a fit of adrenaline, 
drunkenness, or a drug-related incident, and 
shoots the store clerk dead, he too is eligible for 
the death penalty. This means that serial killers 
and armed-robberies gone bad are treated the 
same. This should not be the case.  
 
Another issue, especially with older cases, 
relates to DNA evidence and its validity. 
According to Werner, “potentially thousands of 
cases have been affected by bad hair samples.” 
Crime labs are not what you see on TV and 
many labs in Ohio are not certified. When DNA 
is faulty or incorrect it becomes a game of he 
said/she said- not something you want in a 
courthouse. In order to convict someone, “it 
needs to be biological evidence, not I saw this 
and that,” said Werner. 
 
Legislative proposals to end this fiasco are 
moving forward. Ohio State senators Bill Seitz, a 
Republican from Cincinnati and Sandra 
Williams, a Democrat from Cleveland, will carry 
a bill to implement 13 chief recommendations 
from a state appointed task force that spent two 
years studying the three-decade-old death 
penalty law. Seitz aims to find “common ground 
on changes to the law.” The task force is aiming 
to see several key changes implemented 
including barring executions of seriously mental 
ill defenders and requiring strong evidence such 
as DNA, or a videotaped, voluntary confession.  
 
Ohio is not the only state seeking change. 
Kansas, Delaware, Nebraska, and Montana are 
all active in legislative campaigns. One can only 
hope that in coming years more states will 
abolish the death penalty and that there will be a 
federal ruling making the death penalty 
unconstitutional.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


