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I N CITY OF SEATTLE

January 23, 2017 _ i
Dear Menibers of the Seattle Delegation:

We write to reiterate our support for pursuing the abolition of the death penalty. We. do so for the reasons
stated in our previous letter dated January 26, 2015, attached for your reference with accompanying
research. As supported by overwhelming evidence, the death penalty is an ineffective deterrent that
diverts public safety resources, delays justice for victims’ families, and confounds efforts to achieve racial

and social equity.

Since our last letter, the Delaware Supreme Court struck down that state’s death penalty statute. Now
nineteen states and the District of Columbia have either abolished the death penalty or had it judicially
invalidated. Additionally, governors of four states, our own, Colorado, Oregon, and Pennsylvania, have

imposed moratoria on use of the death penalty.

We urge your support for Washington Senate Bill 5354 and the as-yet unintroduced House Bill. The
legislation was proposed by Attorney General Ferguson and is sponsored in the Senate by Senator
Miloscia and in the House by Representative Orwall.

In 2015 the Seaitle Times urged repeal and continues to do so today'. The time is.right for ending this
costly and immoral form of retributive justice. ’ '
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1 I°s time for the Legislature to vote to repeal the death penalty.” Editorial. Seaffle Times. 18 Jan. 2017. Retrieved
from http://www.seattletimes.com/opinion/editorials/its-time-for-the-legislature-to-vote-to-repeal-the-death-

penalty/.
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City of Seattle

- Edward B. Murray Peter S. Holmes ' Tim Burgess, President
Mayor City Attorney Seattle City Counci]
+ January 26, 2015

Dear Members of the Seattle Delegation:

We write to request your support in Olympia for pursuing safe and just alternatives to the death penalty.
There is no credible evidence showing that the death penalty deters homicide or makes our communities
safer, Instead, pursuing capital punishment diverts precious resources from critical public safety
programs; delays final resolution for victims? families and has serious implications for racial and social

equity. 7

- For these reasons, eighteen states have abq]ished the death penalty ~ from Mich_igau in 1846 to New
York, New Jersey, New Mexico, Illinois, Connecticut, and Maryland in just the last eight years.

Governor Inslee’s moratorium last year was an appropriate first step for Washington State. Now it is time
for the Legislature to take up this conversation.

‘Washington’s death penalty policy has a significant impact on Seattle and King County. As the cost to
taxpayers for three current capital cases in King County rises above $15 million, we see an urgent need to
reform this costly and ineffective practice of our criminal justice system.

Capital punishment diverts critical resources from other needed public safety programs. Death penalty
cases cost, on average, about 1.5 times more than other aggravated first-degree murder cases, including
post-conviction incarceration costs, An analysis of Washington State cases released earlier ﬁus month
estirnated that this tranislates to more than $1 million in additional costs per case, Local governments and’
communities would benefit from using this money for victim support programs, stronger investigative
units and violence prevention.

Imposition of the death penalty delays final resolution for victims’ families and communities. Of'the 9
current offenders on Washington’s death row, an average of 17 years has passed since the year of their
crime, Historically, the majority of individuals sentenced to death in this state have had their death
sentences reversed and, often after years of litigation, end up receiving sentences of life without the
possibility of parole, Spandmg millions and subjecting victims® families to years or decades of
uncaxtamty only to end up in the same place (a reduced sentence of life without parole) is not 2

worthwhile exercise.

We must further acknowledge that our criminal justice system is not perfect. Maintaining the death
penalty risks the execution of an innocent person, a mistake that can never be corrected. One hundred-
fifty individuals and countmg have been exonerated from death rows across the country and, as scientific

investigative techniques improve, this numbm grows,

As representatives of a City government commtﬁed to racial eq’t:ity and social justice, we are also
concerned by recent research suggesting that the death penalty is applied disproportionately. Whilea
close look at the data does nof correlate prosecutors’ decisions to seek the death penalty with the race of
the victim or the accused, juries were 4.5 times more likely to impose a death sentence on a black
defendant than on similarly situated white defendants. The specifics of each case — which are presumed
to be the primary drivers of such décisions in capital cases — account statistically for only a small portion

of the variation.
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Finally, we should confront the reality that the death penalty exacts cruel and unusual punishment on
individuals tronbled by mental illness, intellectual impairments, and the effects of childhood trauma. A
2014 review of the one hundred most recently executed offenders’ social histories from across the country
found that as many as 87 “suffered from intellectual impairments, were barely into adulthood, wrestled
with severe mental illness, or endured profound childhood trauma.” Many cases fell into two or three of
these categories. The U.S. Supreme Court has determined there are mitigating factors in an offender’s
life that should exclude consideration of the death penalty, but the cnmmal justice system does not always

adequately capture and apply these factors.

We recognize that positions on the death penalty can defy traditional partisan lines. We do not view this
as.a Democratic or Republican issue and we have great hope that a bipartisan consensus supporting safe
and just alternatives will emerge in'the State Legislature. That said, we do not presume that all of you
support such a position at this time. If you do, we thank you and encourage you to make this effort a
priority in Olympia. Ifnot, we invite you to share your concerns with us and allow us to continue the

conversation.

You will find a summary of the available research on the death penalty attached to our letter, along with
the editorial published last Thursday in The Seatle Tines encouraging the legislature to abolish the death

penalty.

Thank you for your hard work to make our community safer.
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