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As I wrote about a month ago, for 
the reasons which I layed out in depth, 
in order to further the cause of anti-
wrongful convictions, I decided to get 
involved in the race for the Manhattan 
District Attorney’s O�  ce. A� er re-
searching the candidates, I ultimately 
chose to support Richard Aborn, who 
previously helped pass legislation ex-
panding the DNA databank and co-
authoring a report on wrongful con-
victions for the New York State Bar 
Association, outlining their causes and 
reforms.

As a result of missing my teens 
from 16 forward, all of my 20’s, un-
til just before my 32nd birthday, there 
have now been many things that I have 
done for the � rst time. In this article, 
I will share my � rst experience being 
involved in a political race.

� e Platform: Aborn ran his 
campaign on a wide range of progres-
sive ideas. He was concerned about 
wrongful convictions and he had a 
comprehensive plan outlining speci� -
cally how he would prevent new ones 
from occurring, from reviewing old 
cases to using the o�  ce to seek leg-
islative changes, while also trying to 
persuade law enforcement agencies 
to voluntarily adhere to best practices 
pending legislative changes.

Some of the prevention highlights 
within the DA’s o�  ce included train-
ing modules on how to spot false con-
fessions and mistaken identi� cations, 
taking prosecutorial misconduct seri-
ously and abandoning “trial by am-
bush”  by turning over information to 
defense attorney’s as soon as possible. 
Not only would this facilitate justice, 
but would also speed up the disposi-
tion of cases.

He wanted to help further change 
the Rockefeller Drug laws, which have 
resulted in extremely long sentences 
for possession of drugs, and to send 
people with drug problems to rehabs 
rather than to prison.

He wanted to send people with 
mental health problems to receive 
treatment rather than being sent to 
prisons so they, too, could get help 
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rather than go to a place that would 
have inadequate services and would 
exacerbate their problems. He wanted 
to set up a mental health court.

He also wanted to push alterna-
tives to incarceration for non-violent 
o! enders.

He wanted to steer kids away from 
crime before it was too late and was 
willing to partner with agencies to ac-
complish this. He wanted to similarly 
work with other organizations to have 
a stronger prisoner re-entry program 
so that once released o! enders would 
live crime free rather than commit 
crimes and be returned to prison. He 
was concerned with racial justice, fre-
quently stating that ‘there was some-
thing wrong when nearly one out of 
three African American can expect to 
spend some portion of their lives in 
prison’ and that ‘4 out of 5 juvenile 
o! enders are re-arrested within a few 
years.’ His solutions: get guns o!  the 
streets before they are used, give at 
risk youth alternatives to crime, and 
treat drug addiction as a public health 
problem rather than a criminal justice 
problem.

He wanted to enforce tenant 
rights, and enforce minumum wage 
laws, unemployment insurance and 
workers compensation. He wanted 
to attack white collar crime beyond 
that which takes place on Wall Street, 
speci� cally scams against the elderly, 
and immigrant groups. He wanted 
to partner up with domestic violence 
programs and community organiza-
tions as well as places that provide 
housing and jobs to break the cycle of 
violence, and to prosecute violations 
of restraining orders. He wanted to 
uphold LGBT rights. He wanted to get 
guns o!  of the streets, stating that it 
is known where they come from and 
that he wanted to prevent them from 
even getting here.

Endorsements: " roughout the 
campaign, many progressive elected 
representatives as well as advocates 
endorsed Aborn’s platform. Elected 
representatives: Congressman Jerr-
old Nadler, Congresswoman Carolyn 

McCarthy, State Senator’s Adams, 
Perkins, Schneiderman, Serrano, 
Squadron, Assemblymen Bing, Glick, 
Gottfried, Kavanagh, O’Donnell, 
Rosenthal,  Schimel, Councilmen 
Brewer, Viverito, Mendez. Former 
Correction Commissioner Abate, 
Former Police Commissioner Bill 
Bratton, Association of Legal Aid At-
torneys, Valerie and William Bell who 
are the parents of Sean Bell, Richard 
Davis, Pauline Park, Katrina vanden 
Heuvel of the progressive magazine 
� e Nation, 504 Democratic Club, 
NYC Americans for Democratic Ac-
tion, Barack Obama Democratic Club 
of Upper Manhattan, " e Brady Cam-
paign, Broadway Democrats, Chelsea 
Reform Democratic Club, Citizen 
Action of NYC, Coalition for a Dis-
trict Alternative, Community Free 
Democrats, Communications Work-
ers of America, District 1, Commu-
nications Workers of America, Lo-
cal 1180, Democrats in " e Heights, 
Downtown Independent Democrats, 
Eleanor Roosevelt Democratic Club, 
Gay City News, Gay and Lesbian In-
dependent Democrats, Gramercy 
Stuyvesant Independent Democrats, 
Gun Free Kids, Lexington Demo-
cratic Club, Met Council on Hous-
ing, Million Mom March, New York-
ers Against Gun Violence, New York 
Hotel and Motel Trades Council, Out 
People of Color PAC (OutPOCPAC), 
Park River Independent Democrats, 
Samuel J. Tilden Democratic Club, 
Sojourner Truth Democratic Club, 
" ree Parks Independent Democrats, 
United Auto Workers Region 9A 
NYC CAP Council, United Food and 
Commercial Workers Local 1500, " e 
Association of Legal Aid Attorney’s, 
Village Independent Democrats, 
Workers United, and  Working Fami-
lies Party.

Experiences: I did as much as 
I could to assist the campaign. I en-
dorsed him, and participated in a 
press conference with him announc-
ing that endorsement and his plan to 
limit wrongful convictions, and that 
resulted in news coverage. � e Daily 

News ran a story entitled “DA Hopeful 
Snyder Loses Support Of Exonerated 
Prisoner To Rival Aborn”. Although 
I did not like that title because I like 
to de� ne myself as the advocate that I 
have become with my motivation be-
ing my background, I was happy that 
Aborn got the additional coverage, 
which in a way is like free advertiz-
ing.

Other news publications ran 
stories, such as the Soho Journal 
“ABORN LANDS DESKOVIC EN-
DORSEMENT, UNVEILS PLAN 
TO LIMIT WRONGFUL CONVIC-
TIONS” and the online publication 
called � e Examiner “Richard Aborn 
Pledges To Reduce Errors At ! e Dis-
trict Attorney’s O"  ce”. I also did an 
interview with � e Hu!  ngton Post, 
and a story by WNYC News also ran.

Many blogs reprinted the articles 
and the story spread around the inter-
net reaching many people. I appeared 
at fundraising events with him and 
other similar events, where he would 
point me out as an example of what he 
wanted to prevent. " e e! ect of see-
ing me in # esh and blood was much 
more powerful than if he had simply 
referenced my case. I wrote an article 
endorsing him in � e Guardian.  I set 
out an email blast from my website 
encouraging people to vote for him, 
get others to do so, make contribu-
tions, and to volunteer to help his 
campaign. I tweeted the same mes-
sage on Facebook regularly for him. I 
spoke on his behalf at an event at Car-
dozo School Of Law. 

I learned many things along the 
way.  I previously conceived a cam-
paign largely consisting of press con-
ferences, fundraising events, public 
appearances, and community forums. 
I learned that it also consists of hand-
ing out campaign literature, having 
conversations with voters on the street, 
and making contacts within advo-
cacy organizations and advocates, as 
well as professional who either work 
in the � eld related to the o�  ce one is 
running for or who have previously 
worked in the � eld. For two weeks in 
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a row I handed out campaign litera-
ture with him at subway stops at 7:30 
in the morning. I wore an oversized 
“Aborn For District Attorney” button 
on my suit: that button enabled me to 
engage in a short conversation with 
voters about who I was and why I was 
in support with Aborn who otherwise 
would not have taken literature.

If a conversation took place with 
a voter, typically it had to be fast and 
concise, like during a lobbying ses-
sion with an elected o!cial. Such 
conversations were regarded as worth 
double than simply handing out lit-
erature. Handing out literature is a 
numbers game: For every two people 
that took literature, there would be 
4-5 who would not, without even the 
slightest dialogue, and sometimes 
with an attitude.

I learned quickly that I would 
have to develop thick skin. In time, 
I became e"ective enough that I was 
occasionally asked to go to a di"er-
ent location than Aborn in order to 
double our coverage. 

I learned that the deployment of 
volunteers to pass out literature was 
strategically done, and that a list was 
kept so that the campaign knew pre-
cisely which areas were covered by 
who. At #rst, when I was at locations 
that had volunteers from the other 
campaigns, it was awkward. But I got 
used to it, and would frequently shake 
hands with them. A few times there 
were too many workers from other 
campaigns at a location and I would 
call for backup volunteers to be sent 
to help pass out literature.

$ere were even some occasions 
when the other candidates themselves 
were meeting voters and passing out 
literature less than ten feet from me. 
While other locations either when 
the candidates were there and simply 
their volunteers, whenever I spotted 
someone with opposition campaign 
literature I would frequently success-
fully pass out our literature, saying 
“information about another candi-
date, compare and contrast, make an 
informed choice.” 

$ere were a variety of things 
that pumped all of us up and made 
us think we would win, as well as 
things that happened before I joined 
the campaign but which I read about. 
Aborn performed exceptionally well 
in the debates, sticking to the issues 
while his two opponents personally 
attacked each other. In fact, toward 
the end of the race, they o%en ignored 

him all together as if he was not run-
ning.

Yet signs continued to point to-
ward a victory. Aborn receiving 17 
out of 21 endorsements from elected 
reps who were popular enough that 
they were able to get elected in their 
districts, the experts and advocate en-
dorsements, news articles reporting 
that his campaign was surging, that 
he had many more volunteers than 
his opponents, and that he had raised 
a similar amount of money to his op-
ponents. Similarly encouraging was 
the reaction we were getting on the 
streets from voters.  

At the end of the campaign, Aborn 
had a press conference with his en-
dorsers around him, including myself, 
during which we all spoke about why 
they we were endorsing him. Aborn 
received a surprise endorsement from 
Michael Steinberg, who was a postal 
worker who was slashed with two 
power saws nearly being killed in a 
subway station three years ago. He said 
that he would feel a lot safer if Aborn 
was the district attorney.

On primary election day, I was 
at one of the voting sites with Aborn, 
and while remaining outside of the 
campaign free zone, I continued to 
hand out literature while also funnel-
ing voters to Aborn so that he could 
talk to them. I also gave a brief state-
ment to Channel One News, which 
had come to video Aborn vote for 
himself, and his family. A%er voting, 
many voters came up to us and volun-
teered that they had voted for Aborn.

We knew that we would need to 
get out the vote in order to win, but 
we thought that given his plank and 
the reputation for progressiveness 
that Manhattan has, that his message 
would cause them to do just that. To 
a person, we all thought that from a 
moral point of view, given the plank 
he was running on, he should win. 
$e statements of the people who 
voted only reinforced our belief that 
we would win.

!oughts Post Election: From as 
powerful and prestigious an o!ce as 
the Manhattan District Attorney’s of-
#ce, the changes that Aborn wanted 
to make could have started a chain 
reaction up and down New York State 
and then throughout the country. Ac-
cordingly, this loss a"ected me greatly 
because of what it meant. It was about 
preventing wrongful convictions, get-
ting people with drug problems and 
mental health problems help rather 

than incarcerating them, preventing 
crime and diverting youth from crime 
and prison, not looking at incarcera-
tion as a cure all, cutting down on re-
cidivism, keeping our streets safe with 
smart on crime policies, looking out 
for immigrants and other at risk pop-
ulations while going a%er those who 
would take advantage of them.  Yet the 
people had not come out to vote. One 
news source reported that only 8% of 
the people who are registered to vote 
in Manhattan voted, which was down 
from 15% last time. Of the people who 
did vote, not enough voted for Aborn. 
Cy Vance won the election with 44% 
of the vote, Leslie Crocker Snyder got 
30%, and Aborn got 26%.  

I have re(ected on what the out-
come means, and I have come to 
some conclusions. It is ridiculous that 
in almost every election, a common 
concern is “to get people to come out 
and vote.” Voting makes a di"erence; 
if it didn’t people wouldn’t have died 
to achieve the right to vote nor would 
evil people have killed others to dis-
courage it.

But more than that, as pertains 
to injustice, I have concluded that 
the general populace just doesn’t care 
about issues of justice.  Too many 
people are simply too wrapped up in 
their own individual pursuit of hap-
piness to care about injustice that is 
visited upon others.  $at is, unless it 
is injustice being visited upon them, 
their family or friends. It is nice to 
hear words of support for a cause, but 
the true test is action.

To really believe in a cause is to 
do what one is able in the furtherance 
of it, to struggle for it, and to make 
sacri#ces. It makes a big di"erence 
who is in o!ce. Voter indi"erence is 
what enables abusive and/or corrupt 
people to remain in o!ce. It is what 
prevents those who do want to bring 
about progressive change for the peo-
ple unable to get elected or succeed, 
especially when they run on a plank 
to help the masses people and mean-
while the masses don’t care enough 
to vote. $at equation 
equals a loss, because 
amongst too many that 
do vote, people oriented 
platforms are not mes-
sages or issues that reso-
nate with them.

It is disheartening 
to take wrongful convic-
tions and police brutality 
seriously and yet entire 

at risk populations don’t care enough 
to vote for their champions and vote 
out their abusers. In the end, I must 
conclude that despite lip service, those 
that don’t vote or take action are not 
real progressives at all, but rather in-
di"erent and apathetic. To those of us 
working for change in di"erent ways, 
apathy is always our #rst obstacle, and 
in many ways is reminiscent of the in-
di"erence I found when I was wrong-
fully incarcerated and seeking in vain 
for someone to help me.

I have a few thoughts going for-
ward. Although it will hurt not having 
a powerful anti-wrongful conviction 
advocate in the Manhattan DA’S of-
#ce, I must continue to battle against 
wrongful convictions. Going forward, 
it is clear that I need to amass support-
ers who are willing to take action once 
the word goes out to demonstrate, to 
group lobby, rally, protest, or other 
public demostration of support, or to 
vote for an anti-wrongful conviction 
candidate or to vote against someone 
who opposes changes.

In that way, elected representa-
tives will be forced to take more seri-
ously the issue of wrongful convictions 
when I meet with them in their o!ces 
and lobby for changes. It will also help 
during future elections. If I had a larg-
er voting block, that would have been 
helpful during this election.

Having willing, pre-organized 
supporters, who care about wrong-
ful convictions is in#nitely better 
than making a general appeal to the 
masses. To achieve this, I have started 
a Facebook group called Je"rey Des-
kovic’s Innocence Team. I will have a 
New York group and a national one. I 
also hope to get an anti-wrongful con-
viction not-for-pro#t organization up 
and running. I will continue to speak 
and write about the subject, as well as 
lobbying and testifying at hearings. If 
there are future elections that could 
make a di"erence, I will consider get-
ting involved again, and hopefully 
this time we will win. 


