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November 5, 2010

District Attorney-Elect/Assistant District Attorney Ashley Rich

PO Box 2841

Mobile, AL 36652 
Dear District Attorney-Elect Ashley Rich: 

Congratulations on your recent win.  I’ve written to you in the past about how you would handle wrongful conviction cases that are presented to you were you the District Attorney (I also contacted your opponents in the primary and general elections about wrongful convictions). Specifically you stated in response to my question the following: 

                                                            Artemesia, 

I think it is very important to listen to claims made about wrongful convictions.  Anytime claims are made in cases that have been prosecuted in Mobile County, we re-open the file and re-examine the case to make sure everything was done properly.  I can't imagine not doing that.  So, we already do that at the Mobile County District Attorney's Office and that will not stop when I am elected.   

Thanks so much for your question.  I am sorry you did not get a chance to ask it on the show last week. 

Ashley   (email from March 15, 2010)
You are familiar with the case of Rodney K. Stanberry. This is a case that should be reopened and a third party without a personal interest in the case should be allowed to review it.  If you believe that that case was handled properly, then why not allow an attorney from the Equal Justice Initiative or the Georgia Innocence Project (which has an Alabama Initiative that looks cases of innocence in Alabama) to look into this case. If you’ll go to www.freerodneystanberry.com, you’ll see some court transcripts and actions by your office that should be of concern.  If you’ll click on the first link entitled “Key Documents in Rodney’s case”, you’ll see another quote by you made on a local talk radio show in response to a caller asking you about the Duke Lacrosse case and subsequent documents that you should look at. John Tyson, Jr. should not pass this onto you, but since he will, I hope that this is a case that will be at the top of your agenda.   There are those who have said that you’ve made the call in this office for quite some time, but I do hope that in light of the fact that you will officially be the District Attorney in January, that you will reconsider any decision you’ve made on this case. 
I am presenting a proposal for a fellowship that would enable me to start an innocence project in Alabama. This would enable me to spend significant time in Mobile, Alabama. There is a desperate need for these projects as there are innocent people serving time in prison.  I asked you before if you’d consider having a Convictions Integrity Unit were you elected to the top spot. This will help to provide some safeguards and enable those with legitimate claims of innocence to have their cases addressed. District Attorney Craig Watkins of Dallas County, Texas established a Convictions Integrity Unit and he worked with innocence projects. The result was that innocent people serving years in prison were freed. It seems to me that a DA with integrity would not perpetuate a culture where convictions are upheld for political reasons.  I will continue my efforts to bring about the truth in Rodney’s case regardless of who is in office.  I just wish that compassion and justice mattered more than politics. Again, congratulations on your victory and congratulations on making history. 

                                      Sincerely, 

    

                                    Artemesia Stanberry, Ph.D    

PS  I recommend that you watch the movie Conviction. In addition, I recommend that you read the following books: Confession (John Grisham), Tested: How Twelve Wrongfully Convicted Men Held onto Hope (Peyton and Dorothy Boyd), Picking Cotton: Our Memoir of Injustice and Redemption (Jennifer Thompson- Cannino, Ronald Cotton and Eric Torneo). The last book on this list involves a wrongful conviction based on the eyewitness identification of the victim. Seventy-five percent of those exonerated by DNA technology were convicted via a faulty eyewitness identification.  While the general public is becoming more aware of wrongful convictions, district attorneys continue to have their heads in the sand. As I mentioned in my proposal for the fellowship:
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)

Public officials should want to have mechanisms in place to ensure that the wrong person is not in prison.  By the way, I await the outcome of Connick v. Thompson as it is an important case.  The message should be sent to everyone in every DA office that Brady will be respected, you will not withhold exculpatory information- no matter who you are and how long you’ve been in the office.   
PPS A hardcopy of this letter will be sent to the Mobile DA’s office. In addition, “An Open Letter to District Attorney Ashley Rich” is also coming soon.  

