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The North Carolina Senate
passed a bill imposing a two-year
moratorium on executions in the state
on April 22.  During the moratorium
period, the bill provides for a legisla-
tive study of inequities in death
sentencing, including disparities based
on race, geography, and wealth.
While moratorium bills have been
introduced in past years, this marks
the first time one has ever come to a
vote either in committee or on the
floor, making its passage even more
striking.  The bill has moved on to the
House, where a vote is anticipated in
mid-June.

Approved by a 29-21 vote,
Senate Bill 972 gained support from
senators with diverging views on the
death penalty.  Powerful, pro-death
penalty supporters like Majority
Leader Tony Rand (D-Cumberland),

who initially opposed the bill, cast
their support at the last minute.  “This
is an issue that has ripened,” Senator
Ellie Kinnard (D-Orange), the bill’s
primary sponsor, told The Charlotte
Observer, “to where the grassroots
have put pressure on the legislature.”

Grassroots victory indeed!
During the floor debate, support-

ers of the bill spoke
repeatedly about
the vast number of
North Carolina
local governments,
faith communities,
businesses and local
organizations that
have adopted
resolutions urging a
moratorium.  By the
Senate vote, North Carolina Morato-
rium Now! had recruited over 750
such moratorium endorsers – the
largest state tally in the country!
Among them are most of the state’s
daily newspapers and 21 local
governments, including large cities like
Charlotte and Greensboro, the
Counties of Orange and Durham, and
many small towns.

The North Carolina Moratorium
NOW! campaign – spearheaded by
People of Faith Against the Death
Penalty – escalated in May in
preparation for June’s House vote.
As of early June, the North Carolina
tally had reached 1,000, including at

least five resolutions from everyone
one of the state’s 100 counties!

No new death sentences
Not one new death sentence has

been handed down in North Carolina
in 2003.  Capital defense attorneys
credit this to widespread moratorium
organizing, buoyed by recent revela-
tions about three likely innocent people

who ended up on death row due to
prosecutors withholding evidence.

In one of these cases, prosecu-
tors deliberately hid from Native
American defendant Henry Lee Hunt
the fact that another man had con-
fessed to the murders.  When this first
suspect couldn’t get a plea deal, he
recanted and fingered Hunt.  Hunt
was prosecuted by Robeson
County’s infamous District Attorney
Joe Freeman Britt, proud of his entry
in the 1976 Guinness Book of World
Records as the D.A. with the most
death penalty cases.  Hunt, who was
nearly executed in January, remains
on death row.
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NC Senator Ellie
Kinnard, the primary
sponsor of the mora-
torium bill,  listens
during the floor debate.
“This is an issue that
has ripened,” she told
The Charlotte Observer,
“to where the grass-
roots have put pressure
on the legislature.”
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The Death Penalty – A Change of Head and Heart
    By Illinois State Representative Julie Hamos

1. The administration
of the death penalty
in Illinois is applied in
an arbitrary manner.
Illinois law contains as many as 20 eligibility factors to
seek the death penalty, and there is broad discretion
granted to State’s Attorneys in particular cases.  This
results in wide geographical disparities, with defendants

outside of Cook County substan-
tially more likely to receive the
death penalty, as well as racial
disparities, with two-thirds of
Death Row inmates either African-
American or Hispanic.  The
Governor’s Commission’s recom-
mendations to impose uniform

statewide standards and a statewide review committee to
approve decisions to seek the death penalty are not likely
to be adopted.

2.  Eyewitness testimony is not foolproof.  The
number one reason that innocent people are sometimes
prosecuted and convicted is faulty eyewitness testimony –
by well-meaning citizens who want to cooperate with the
police.  First-of-a-kind legislation that I am sponsoring
will test a new police lineup procedure to reduce this
possibility, but the problem will not be solved entirely.

3.  Mistakes in Illinois’ system of capital punish-
ment have occurred repeatedly.  We know about the
13 people on Death Row who were proved innocent of
the crimes for which they were sentenced to death, some
of them moments before their execution.  Actually, more
than 135 death penalty convictions in Illinois have been
reversed or sentences vacated on appeal since the death
penalty was reinstated in 1977 – for bias in jury selection,
prosecutorial misconduct, unreliable informant testimony,
errors at trial.

Since the moratorium on executions was imposed
three years ago, the Illinois legislature has not had to face
the central problems concerning the death penalty.  Gover-
nor Blagojevich has extended the moratorium, until reforms
can be enacted.  This spring we will be asked to vote on

April 4, 2003         Special to juliehamos.orgFor many years I
have supported the death
penalty as a fitting punishment
for the most heinous crimes.  Today,
however, I am prepared to cast my vote in the Illinois
General Assembly to abolish the death penalty and
replace it with life in prison without parole.

This decision comes at the end of a 20-year personal
journey.  Working inside the Cook County State’s
Attorney’s Office during the 1980s, I witnessed close-up
the unbearable suffering of families of murder victims.  It
didn’t seem possible that innocent people would confess to
crimes they did
not commit, or
that confessions
could be the
result of coercion
or other official
misconduct.
First-hand
eyewitness testimony was thought to be as good as gold.
DNA testing was not available.  We were virtually oblivi-
ous to the racial disparities in the charging, sentencing and
imposition of the death penalty.  We believed that tough
punishment, including the ultimate penalty of execution,
would be a deterrence to brutal crime

Then and now, I tremendously respected the people
who believed that killing in retaliation – an “eye for an
eye” – was wrong under any circumstances.  However, I
continued to believe in our system of justice, including
capital punishment for the most heinous crimes.

That belief, however, has been shaken to its core by
the revelations and my own examination of the death
penalty over the last few years.  From my initial shock and
dismay that innocent people were found on Death Row,
to serving on the Task Force on Videotaping Interroga-
tions and Confessions, to monitoring the work of the
Governor’s Commission on Capital Punishment, to
sponsoring a standing-room-only forum at the Evanston
Library last summer, I listened to my constituents, scruti-
nized the facts, and reached deep into my soul on this
most complex and difficult issue.

My concerns with the death penalty do not lie with the
police officers, detectives, prosecutors and judges who
make up the process, but rather with the system in which
they work.  Three facts are so troubling that I am now
changing my long-held position on capital punishment:

“Can we ever eliminate the inherent fallibility of
human perception and human decision-making?  I
think not. . . We must replace the death penalty with
the sentence of life in prison without parole.”
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Excerpted from the Chicago Tribune (April 24, 2003)

Despite movement in the legislature to reform the
state’s death penalty system, Gov. Rod Blagojevich said
Wednesday he won’t lift a moratorium on executions
imposed by his predecessor “anytime soon” – and per-
haps not at all during his current term. . .

Blagojevich, who once was a Cook County prosecu-
tor, said he remains a firm supporter of the death penalty.
Still, the governor said the
expected passage of capital
punishment reforms in the
legislature this spring will not
be enough to induce him to
lift the moratorium on
executions begun three
years ago under former
Gov. George Ryan after the
exonerations of several
Death Row inmates.

“The decision for me on
an issue like lifting the
moratorium won’t be driven
by what happens in the state
Senate or the House,”
Blagojevich said.  “It will be
driven by whether or not the
system in Illinois has been
reformed in such a way
where we can have no doubt that we’re (not) going to
make any mistakes.  And it begs the question of whether
we can ever get to a point in Illinois that we can feel
comfortable with that.”

Since Ryan emptied the state’s Death Row in January
in one of his final acts in office, the practical effects of
Blagojevich maintaining a self-imposed moratorium may
be minimal. Although death penalty prosecutions have

Illinois Governor Continues Ban on Executions by Rick Pearson

continued, the lengthy appeals process for defendants
may mean the Democratic governor will not face a
decision on an execution for years.

The House and Senate in recent weeks have passed
separate reform packages and are now trying to reconcile
differences in plans designed to reduce chances that
innocent people end up on Death Row.

Blagojevich said that while many of the legislative
proposals “make a lot of sense” and “may improve the

system,” they don’t go
far enough.  He said the
legislation does little to
address the “inherent
problems” of indigent
defendants who cannot
afford adequate legal
counsel.  Remedying
that, he said, would
take a “major invest-
ment from the state.”

Even then,
Blagojevich acknowl-
edged he didn’t “have
an answer” for what
additional reforms
would be needed to
give him the confidence
that wrongful death
sentences would no

longer occur.  He said a decision on capital punishment
reforms and a lifting of the moratorium is “just something
that will have to evolve as we go through the system.”

“I’m not going to promise that we’re not going to lift it
or going to lift it.  I don’t know,” Blagojevich said.  “But
it’s certainly not imminent and I have not seen anything to
suggest that we can feel confident that this system is
foolproof.”

reform legislation incorporating some of the Commission’s
recommendations (SB 472, SB 15).  We also will vote
whether to abolish the death penalty (HB 213).

The key remaining questions are these: Can the
criminal justice system be reformed sufficiently for us to
feel comfortable in lifting the death penalty moratorium?
With its past flaws coming to light, has the system begun
to reform itself, to ensure consistency in prosecutions,
fairness in enforcement, accuracy in eyewitness testimony?
Can we ever eliminate the inherent fallibility of human

perception and human decision-making?  I think not.
Since we as a society can’t afford to make a single
mistake in this life-and-death decision, my conclusion is
that we must replace the death penalty with the sentence
of life in prison without parole.

For comments or questions, please contact Rep. Julie
Hamos, 820 Davis Street, Suite 103, Evanston, IL
60201, or at 847-424-9898, or julie@juliehamos.org


