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Since 1885, Ohio has executed 393 people. 
Nine men have been exonerated from the 
state’s death row. They spent 207 years in 
prison for crimes they didn’t commit. There’s no 
way to know if one or two or nine of those who 
were executed were innocent. There’s no telling 
if any were wrongly convicted, something that 
was arguably more common before 1963 when 
DNA was first used in trials. 
 
Statistics are even more alarming at a national 
level. Since 1973, there have been 152 
exonerations in the United States. That’s 
countless decades locked up on wrongful 
convictions. But at least they weren’t killed, like 
the 1,407 who have been executed in that time.  
 
And yes, while there is no way to know how 
many of these victims were innocent, a number 
of them were killed after trials during which 
dubious evidence was put forth.  
 
Two of these cases, the executions of Todd 
Willingham and Troy Davis, prompted 
widespread protest and outrage. Texas 
executed Willingham in 2004 after more than a 
decade on death row, several appeals and just 
as many doubts swirling about the legitimacy of 
the case’s investigation. In 2011, Davis was 
executed amid calls of police coercion and 
recanted testimony, and despite support from 
Jimmy Carter, Desmond Tutu and Pope 
Benedict XVI. Both men maintained innocence 
until the end.  
 
The large role juries and county prosecutors 
play in capital indictments make human error 
inevitable. 
 
There’s a simple fix to all of this. Kevin Werner, 
the executive director for Ohioans to Stop 
Executions (OTSE), called it the common-sense 
solution. Just stop killing people. What better 
way to curb the effects of the inherent human 
error than to lower the stakes?  

 
If evidence is found that undermines a 
conviction, someone in prison can be let out; 
someone who is dead won’t come back. It’s 
simple, right? Yet, only 18 states have abolished 
the death penalty.  
 
But, if Werner’s common sense isn’t enough to 
convince Ohio and the 31 other states that they 
are using an archaic and deeply flawed system 
of “justice,” there is a whole lot of other sense 
(cents, too) that should do the trick.  
 
It’s not like the threat of the death penalty is 
keeping homicides at bay. Both the homicide 
and execution rates have fallen in the last 30 
years, but OTSE data show no correlation 
between the two. In fact, from 1990-1993, Ohio’s 
murder rate spiked while capital indictments fell.  
 
There is also no financial upside to killing people 
or to keeping them on death row. In fact, as the 
Dayton Daily News reported in 2014, the 
opposite may be true: the death penalty is 
actually costing Ohio a lot of money — nearly 
$16.9 million annually. Additionally, the paper 
found that every death penalty trial, conviction 
and execution cost Ohioans $3 million, which is 
triple the cost of Life Without Parole, the 
alternative sentence. Now, these numbers are 
not exact, nor are they tracked by the state’s 
own Department of Rehabilitation and 
Correction (a travesty in and of itself), but they 
are consistent with data from other states, like 
Maryland and Nevada.  
 
OTSE is advocating for a “fix it or end it” 
approach. But, the death penalty is broken 
beyond repair. It just doesn’t make sense to risk 
so much, especially when a perfectly good (not 
to mention cheaper) alternative exists. Yes, for 
myriad reasons, the death penalty is broken.  
 
The only way to fix it is to end it.  
  



Ohio senators transcend partisanship to 
address death penalty laws 

Reis Thebault 
 

Ohio Sen. Bill Seitz, R-Cincinnati, is leading a 
bipartisan charge to amend what he considers a 
flawed system of capital punishment.  
 
Seitz, who is serving his last term, teamed up 
with Ohio Sen. Sandra Williams, D-Cleveland, to 
hammer out a cadre of bills that they believe will 
make the conviction process fairer.  
 
"We want to make progress," Seitz told the 
Associated Press, "because whether you're for 
the death penalty or against the death penalty, 
you ought to be able to agree that we can 
improve the fairness with which it is 
administered.” 
 
The senators’ efforts come in the wake of a 
detailed report on the administration of Ohio’s 
death penalty. A court-appointed task force, of 
which Seitz was a member, published the report 
in April 2014.  
 
Since then, Seitz has worked with Williams to 
ensure legislative follow-through on the task 
force’s recommendations.  
 
“I believe it is important for the Ohio Legislature 
to heed at least many of the Task Force’s 
suggestions,” he said in an email. “The Task 
Force was a two plus year effort involving 
experts from all over the state, and it would be a 
shame to have that much work lay unattended to 
gathering dust on a shelf.” 
 
While Seitz has not introduced the specific 
language for many of his planned bills, Ohioans 
to Stop Execution (OTSE) executive director 
Kevin Werner said he expects Seitz will address 
a number of the task force’s recommendations, 
including topics like “serious mental illness” and 
setting up a capital litigation fund. The latter of 
which could be challenging since Ohio does not 
do a good job of tracking the costs of the death 
penalty, Werner said. 
 
“My sense is that Senator Seitz is trying to figure 
out how much [the fund] should be but isn't 
getting all the info he'd like,” Werner told a Miami 

journalism class. “He's probably learning the 
hard way that these costs are not tracked.” 
 
If Seitz’s bill succeeds in tracking the expenses, 
it’d be a landmark moment for the state, in 
Werner’s opinion.  
 
“If Ohio legislates a capital litigation fund it will 
probably be the first time anyone can track how 
much death penalty cases are costing,” he said.  
 
Seitz told the Associated Press he has been 
meeting with mental health experts regarding 
the task force’s eighth recommendation: “Enact 
legislation to consider and exclude from 
eligibility for the death penalty defendants who 
suffer from ‘serious mental illness,’ as defined by 
the legislature, at the time of the crime.” 
 
This coded language, Werner said, may lead to 
difficulties when attempting to define what 
exactly constitutes a serious mental illness. 
Psychiatrists and psychologists will all have 
widely varying opinions, he said.  
 
In a memo sent to all Ohio senators, Seitz and 
Williams said the bill aligns with the eighth 
recommendation.  
 
“It would prohibit the execution of those who had 
a serious mental illness, defined as 
schizophrenia, schizoaffective disorder, bi-polar 
disorder, major depression disorder, and 
delusional disorder,” they wrote.  
 
The memo also said drug or alcohol addiction 
would not constitute “serious mental illness.” 
 
Of about 15 of the task force’s recommendations 
they plan to address, Seitz and Williams have 
actually introduced a bill, SB 139, on April 6 that 
packages four of them, all dealing with aspects 
of the death penalty post-conviction. 
 
Seitz said it is important to get this right, 
because, even after a conviction, the stakes are 
still high. He said he introduced this bill “with the 
goal of minimizing the chance that someone 
who is innocent would actually be executed." 



 
The senator said he does not want to ban the 
death penalty, but has said he recognizes that 
legislation surrounding it needs some work, 
even if that means reaching across the aisle. 
 
“I support the death penalty, but I am concerned 
that it be implemented fairly and that we go to 
substantial lengths to prevent the execution of 
innocent persons,” Seitz said. 


