
PAGE 20 THE WESTCHESTER GUARDIAN THURSDAY,  AUGUST 20, 2009

Endorsing Richard Aborn
For Manhattan District Attorney

As many people are aware, since 
emerging from prison nearly three 
years ago as the result of having been 
proven innocent, I have become an 
anti-wrongful conviction advocate. I 
have given over 50 presentations on 
wrongful convictions throughout the 
country, including having the privilege 
of being the keynote speaker at the � rst 
International False Confession and In-
terrogation Conference which was, in 
part, sponsored by the American Psy-
chological Association, and at the 34th 
Annual meeting of the Northeastern 
Association Of Forensic Scientists.

I have written over 70 articles on the 
subject, many of them for � e Guard-
ian, and given many print, radio, and 
television interviews, including CNN 
three times, and multiple appearances 
in � e New York Times. I have lobbied 
many lawmakers and testi� ed at three 
di� erent legislative hearings where re-
forms were considered. 

As an advocate, I am non-partisan- 
my concern is getting anti-wrongful 
conviction legislation passed, not ad-
vancing a party agenda, although I have 
found that more Democrats have been 
willing to take action than Republicans, 
and that both in New York and across 
the country Republicans have o� en 
been obstacles to getting anti-wrongful 
conviction legislation passed.

� e line between being an advocate 
who supports policies rather than indi-
vidual candidates involved in a political 
race who support those policies is a thin 
one, and one which I have never crossed 
before, because I want to be able to con-
tinue to reach across both sides of the po-
litical aisle and work with people of di� er-
ent viewpoints on the subject of wrongful 
convictions. Some of my concerns have 
involved whether I’d be viewed as politi-
cal rather than as an advocate and thus 
lose the ear of non-political people and/
or staunch ideological supporters of po-
litical parties. Beyond that, what if the 
person I supported lost the race? Would 
I then have lost the ear of the winner be-
cause I supported their opponent? And 
how would the public perceive me?  

As I have been writing about re-
cently, the commitment of people who 
occupy various positions, working in 
and around the criminal justice system, 
such as prosecutors, judges, police, de-
fense attorneys, and others connected 
thereto, to justice,  being against wrong-
ful convictions, and to 
stay within the rules to 
minimize the chances of 
that happening, is criti-
cally important. � at is 
also true of people who 
hold political o�  ce. A� er 
all, they can vote directly 
on measures which im-
pact upon the accuracy 
of the criminal justice 
system. In the case of a 
District Attorney, they 
have the power to imple-
ment changes within 
the conduct of their of-
� ce; they have the moral 
weight of their o�  ce to 
try to persuade law en-
forcement to voluntarily 
adopt best practices, as 
well as weigh in legisla-
tively in terms of lobby-
ing or testifying. 

Given all of the 
above, and considering 
that we as yet have gotten 
no anti-wrongful convic-
tion legislation passed, it 
is clear that I have to not 
only continue on with 
my mission and the tac-
tics that I have used, but 
that I need to go further. Having given 
further thought, I do not think that it 
is inconsistent with my mission to sup-
port candidates for political o�  ce who 
are willing to run, at least in part, on a 
wrongful conviction plank, whose au-
thenticity I believe in, and who, a� er 
evaluation, I believe are the best quali-
� ed for the position. In fact, I think that 
it will be good for the cause and may 
lead to better results. Based on that, I 
decided to get involved in the District 
Attorney’s race in Manhattan.

A month and a half ago, at a func-
tion called the National Freedom March 
For � e Wrongfully Convicted, an event 
that went on simultaneously in many 
states across the country, I met two can-
didates for Manhattan District Attorney, 
Richard Aborn and Cyrus Vance, who 

each spoke at the event.  
I then researched the candidates. 

A� er hearing testimony at a hearing, 
Richard Aborn helped write the New 
York State Bar Association Report on 
Wrongful Convictions, and also helped 
get legislation passed regarding ex-
panding usage of the DNA Database. 
He reviewed the NYPD’s procedures 
for handling civilian complaints against 
police and the outcomes of complaints. 
He produced a report. A� er his report, 
the number of complaints by civilians 

against police that were dismissed went 
down signi� cantly. He works with the 
SWAT team in Los Angeles in order to 
reduce fatalities and to increase safety. 
He consults with Scotland Yard in han-
dling civilian complaints about police, 
and in forensics. He helped pass � e 

Brady Bill � rearms leg-
islation which was de-
signed to prevent gun 
violence. He has been 
a lifelong opponent of 
the death penalty.

Cyrus Vance’s web-
site mentions that he 
is in favor of Careful 
Prosecutors. � e DA’s 
O�  ce must continue to 
hire lawyers with good 
instincts, who re� ect 
the community and are 
sensitive to cultural dif-
ferences. Learn from 
experience. We must 
continue high quality 
training and supervi-
sion. When a case goes 
wrong, everyone should 
understand why. Re-
training and propor-
tionate disciplinary ac-
tion should be taken to 
make sure it does not 
happen again. Convic-
tion Integrity Panel. 
I will establish a panel 
whose membership 
will be selected from 
the O�  ce’s best appel-
late and trial lawyers. 

It will apply fresh sets of eyes to high-
risk, red-� agged cases. Working with 
external organizations and individuals, 
it will examine allegations of wrongful 
convictions and review the O�  ce’s pro-
cedures and practices to ensure they line 
up with national best practices. Reliable 
Evidence. False confessions, mistaken 
identi� cations, and defects in scienti� c 
and forensic evidence all contribute to 
wrongful convictions. � e O�  ce will 
work closely with the NYPD to develop 
protocols regarding the videotaping of 
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interrogations in appropriate cases; re-
view identification methods to ensure 
reliability; and recommend improve-
ments in the management of scientific 
and forensic evidence.

He is also against the death pen-
alty. 

Leslie Crocker Snyder, who ran 
for District Attorney last time against 
Robert Morgenthau, says that her posi-
tion on the death penalty has changed 
in light of her review of my case, which 
she was commissioned to do along with 
three other people to determine what 
went wrong in my case. She also plays 
up my case big and the report that she 
was involved in putting together on what 
went wrong in my case. Yet, her changed 
view of the death penalty comes at a po-
litically expedient time, and her implied 
assertion as a longtime wrongful con-
viction advocate is misleading: she has 
no body of work to support that idea. 

While I like the things that Cy 
Vance advocates, some of which over-
lap with what Richard Aborn says, he 
lacks the specificity of how he will ac-
complish them. Further, I think Rich-
ard Aborn’s background and qualifi-
cations are better. As regards Judge 
Snyder, while I appreciate her changing 
her position on the death penalty, as I 
mentioned above, it does come at a po-
litically expedient time,  and she does 
not have a body of work as a wrongful 
conviction advocate. As has been well 
documented, she wrote in her book that 
she once turned to a defendant and told 
him that he should have been sentenced 
to death and that she personally would 
have been willing to administer the injec-
tion. In addition, other than saying the 
words that she is in favor of a second 
look program, there is no body of work 
to support that she is an anti-wrong-
ful conviction advocate, other than 
her participation in the report on my 
case. That report, however was in some 
ways flawed, and was politically correct 
in that it omitted the name of former 
Westchester DA Jeanine Pirro, and that 
it started off by saying that the report 
would “not engage in finger pointing.” 
As I see it, it was pre-determined that 
nobody did anything wrong, whereas 
it is abundantly clear that there was 
wrongdoing by many parties. 

For all of the above reasons, I en-
dorsed Richard Aborn for Manhattan 
District Attorney, and participated in a 
press conference with him. At that press 
conference, Richard rolled out an exten-
sive program outlining how he would 
fight against wrongful convictions. Prior 
to that, I had met with him and gave my 
input on anti-wrongful conviction mea-

sures. As I mentioned a few articles ago, 
Richard made history in that he may 
have been the first candidate ever to run 
on such a plank, and to seek an endorse-
ment of an exoneree. 

The headlines of the press re-
lease issued by Aborn’s Campaign read 
“ABORN LANDS DESKOVIC EN-
DORSEMENT, UNVEILS PLAN TO 
LIMIT WRONGFUL CONVICTIONS. 
The first subheading read “Wrongfully 
convicted advocate lauds Aborn’s plan 
to reduce false confessions, improve fo-
rensic evidence” The second subheading 
read “For the first time, Deskovic speaks 
out on Crocker Snyder and her com-
ments about his case”

At the press conference on July 27, 
2009, Aborn stated that he was proud to 
be standing next to me at the conference 
and to be working with me on wrongful 
conviction issues. He said “Sending the 
wrong man to prison is a prosecutor’s 
nightmare. When mistakes are made, 
the consequences are devastating, not 
only to the defendant, but to the com-
munity, in which the real offender con-
tinues to live free. There are progres-
sive and effective steps we can take to 
strengthen a culture of accountability, 
and ensure that our criminal justice sys-
tem prosecutes offenders but never at 
the expense of the innocent.”  Aborn 
added “A study of New York’s 24 DNA 
exoneration cases since 1991 found that, 
in 9 of the 10 cases where the actual per-
petrator was later identified, these per-
petrators had [collectively] committed 
5 additional murders, 7 rapes, 2 assaults 
and 1 robbery while the innocent per-
son was in prison. Distrust of the sys-
tem is particularly high in communities 
of color: members of minority groups 
represent 70% of those exonerated by 
DNA testing.” He also stated that in a 
large amount of cases that were studied 
in New York’s 52 wrongful conviction 
cases, police or prosecutorial miscon-
duct was involved. He also mentioned 
that wrongful convictions have cost 
taxpayers millions of dollars. The aver-
age cost of incarcerating a wrongfully 
convicted person is $648,000.  He rolled 
out his program by which he intends to 
reduce wrongful convictions.

Aborn mentioned being in favor 
of videotaping interrogations, and in 
training  prosecutors in how to spot 
false confessions, giving them train-
ing in handling and storage of evidence 
and assessing the reliability of evidence, 
having an Office of Professional Re-
sponsibility which would investigate al-
legations of prosecutorial misconduct, 
organize training, create clearer guide-
lines, pro actively review potential on-

going cases of wrongful conviction
He mentioned utilizing his office to 

advocate for legislative changes in New 
York. Some of the specific measures he 
would advocate for include:

• Providing increased access to 
DNA, even in instances where defen-
dants have pled guilty, which reflects the 
reality that suspects sometimes make 
false statements. This would include giv-
ing judges authority to order compari-
sons of crime scene DNA to the DNA 
Database

• Having a standardized evidence 
preservation system, as well as support-
ing funding for it

• Videotaping interrogations
• Adoption of better methods of 

identification
• Provide immediate compensation 

to the exonerated, giving them support 
services to help them reintegrate similar 
to what parolee’s receive, and expunging 
criminal records.

At the press conference I stated 
that I was endorsing Richard Aborn for 
Manhattan District Attorney because we 
need progressive district attorneys who 
understand wrongful convictions and 
will work against them at every level, and 
because he was the only candidate with 
a comprehensive plan to make that hap-
pen. He will change the culture within 
the Manhattan District Attorney’s Office 
which tends not to admit errors, and he 
will not fight claims of actual innocence 
on procedural grounds.

I also stated that he would use the 
weight of the Office to help bring about 
legislative changes to prevent wrongful 
convictions so that best practices would 
become mandatory rather than discre-
tionary. I mentioned that I spent 16 
years in prison for murder 
and rape, beginning at age 
17, despite a negative DNA 
test, based upon a coerced, 
false confession, fabrica-
tion of evidence, prosecu-
torial misconduct, fraud 
by the medical examiner. 
I also indicated that my 
public defender was not 
very good, and that I was 
cleared only when further 
testing revealed the iden-
tity of the real perpetra-
tor who had raped and 
murdered another young 
woman three and a half 
years after I went to pris-
on for his original crime. 
I related that I knew well 
the consequences of being 
wrongfully convicted: I 
was taken from my family 

and friends, and a second family lost a 
daughter to the same killer. 

I explained how Richard’s policies 
and positions would have made a dif-
ference in my case, and that had the 
interrogation been videotaped it would 
have been clear that I had been coerced. 
I revealed that former District Attorney 
Jeanine Pirro fought further DNA test-
ing, that prosecutorial misconduct had 
been a factor in my wrongful conviction 
and that Richard Aborn‘s Office of Pro-
fessional Responsibility would focus on 
prosecutorial misconduct. 

Each time the wrong person is 
convicted that leaves a perpetrator free 
to strike again, as Steven Cunningham 
did in my case, killing school teacher 
Pat Morrison. I believe that we need 
more candidates for District Attorney 
throughout New York and indeed the 
country like Richard Aborn, who are 
staunchly anti-wrongful conviction and 
will run on such a plank. I hope that his 
actions will spark a chain reaction of 
more district attorney candidates to do 
so, and indeed politicians for every genre 
of office to do so. At the same time, it is 
important for us as voters to ensure that 
just because candidates make claims as 
to being wrongful conviction advocates, 
that we are sure that they have the ac-
tions and record to support it. We also 
should not accept election year or near 
election year conversions. 

When Richard Aborn says that if 
there is a movement to bring back the 
death penalty that he will put together a 
coalition to prevent it from happening, 
his prior involvement in the Brady Bill 
gives him the experience to do so. n


