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Up FRONT

ACLU’s Rachel King crusades against the death penalty

by Robin Troy

On Valentine's Day, Montana
Amnesty International  representatiie
Eve Malo escorted Rachel King, a
Washingron, 0.C.-based author and the
state campaign manager lor the
Amencan  Civil Liberties  Lnjon's
(ACLL) Capatal Pumshment Project. to
Helena to testify before the Legislature
i suppunt of House Bill 561, which
would have abolished Montana's death
peralty. The pair recounts bow the
hill's primary sponsor, Rep. Juey Jame,
Deardee. used tape o owtline the
size of a jail ¢ell on the heanng
oo floos

some people feel that some
crimes are so homble that you
have w0 have the ultimate punish-
ment,” King savs. “but when yvou
figure you have life in prison wah-
ot parole i a S-by-8 cell, | frunkly
think there's nothing a whole Joy
worrse than that.”

11 561 was tabled m commit-
e Feb 17, hut King savs the House
ludiciary - Commttee ~provided 8
quite a b ol e, so i scemed like
Iwas 3 very senous hoanng - flep
Jon Sonju, RKalispell, who voted
against 1B 561, says the bll's sup-
porters presented vahd anguments,
but the hottom hine for him was
that “[victims’| Gamilies need
have that option. Who are we to tell
somchody who just lose a family
member that, no, the deaih penalry
1 ot an option?”

During her restimony, King
says. she focused on cost. o hearn
strings. With Montana’s puhlic
defender system currently being
sued by the ACLU for inadequate indi-
gent defense, she points oul the great
cxpense of setting vp the defense
teams, mediation specialisis and inves-
tigators required to adequately handle
capital punsshment cases. According o
aJan 26 report from the Death Penahy
information  Center  (DPIC)  in
Washington, D.C., a death penalty case
in Texas costs an average of $2.3 mil-
lion—about three times the cost ol
imprsoning an individual in 2 maxi-
mum security cell for 40 vears. In
Florida (which, with 384 inmares, has
the third-largest death row in the coun-
try hehind California and  Texas),
cnforcing the death penalty costs $51
million more per year than it would to
ive all first-begree murderers lile sen-
tences without parole

“Montana s going 1o have to put all
|these systems| in place even though
you rrely use the death penaly,” King
says Though Montana has just four
inmates on death row and has cxecut-
od only two people since 1976, King
points out that “every time they charge

a death case, cven o it docsnt go
[through|, they 're sull prepanng it 25 2
death case™—and dhat's expensive

The same January DPIC repont
cired a2 December 2003 Kansas
Performance Audit Report finding that
capital cases In that state are 70 per-
cent more expensive than comparable
nun-capital cases, including incarcers-
ton costs. A 2002 Indlana Crminal
Law Study Commession repont lound
that the 1ot} costs of the death penalty
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“You're viewed as one of those states that
really doesn't use [the death penalty] that
much, which in my mind begs lo get rid of
It,” says death penalty expert and author
Rachel King.

in Indiana werc 38 percent greater
than the tota) costs of life-without
pasule sentences—with the assumption
that 20 percent of death sentences arc
reduced to life seatences

Rep. Sonju admuts the death penal
v b5 expensive bun thinks that main-
taining the option for victims' Gumilics
ts worth the prce Sull, Malo, who has
been nvolved with ann-death penalty
work in Montana for seven years,
believes thar the quesion s when, not
if, the state's death penalty will he
repedded. "Il you don't have hope,
what have you got” she asks

And Malo knows of what she
speaks When she was a child, her
grandmather was killed by her uncle—
a man who, upon his release fmm
prison, became “very mstrumental in
my life, trymng w0 make up for what he
knew he had done,” Malo says. Her
brggest argument i suppore ol 1B 561
s that people don't understand “the
twtally dsrupuve effeat of [capual pun-
whment] on the families of hoth the
victims and the offenders *

kg came w0 her own under
stnding  of capital  punishment
through her work as a public defend-
or in Alaska In 1993 when the state
was looking 1o reinsate the death
penaliy. King says, “for me it was the
tlea that if Alaska was going 1o have a
death penalty | might be responsi-
ble for somebodv’s life ™ King left her
fob 1 join 3 campagn aganst the
reinstatement—and won; Alaska
remains one of 12 states withows the
death penalty

During that campaign, King
also heard abow a woman named
Minetta Jacger, whose T-vear-old
daughter had been kidnapped
fram a campground owstde Three
Forks. Mont . during a 1973 faoily
ip and murdered Jueper had
chonen o forgive her daughier s
killer and requested he not recene
the death penaly  King brought
Jaeger to Alaska 10 meet with leg-
islators, “amd Juhe legislators| wid
us afterwards that she changed
their vote. King savs | hecame
cunvinged of the power of e
speaking to the ssue with 1 dilfer.
cnt kind of credibiliy

King then went on 1o write
her first book, Don't Kill in Cur
Names: Families  of Murder
Viciims Speak Out Against the
Death Penalty, in 2003, with
Jacger's siory scrving as the lirst
chapier. The most consistent mes-
sage King heard from the familics
while rescarching the book “is
that the death penalty 1s antithet
cal to healing.” she says. “Really
the only good reasan people give for
the death penalty anymore is what it
can do for victims—closure—and |
don't think that's a good reason
Nobody cver said [to me| that
they 've achieved closure.”

But Rep Sonju says he does
“belicve there is closure to some fami-
Iy members who say, hey, this animal is
not going to kill 2gain And that’s what
the people are on death ow. They are
animals. They have mken lile ©

In her new  bhook, Capital
Consequences:  Familles of the
Conelemuned Tell Thefr Stories, King
gives vouce 1o family members of
these deatherow inmates. “lf we're
going 1o have the death penalty.” she
savs, “‘part of the moral and cthical
questions we have 1o ask ourselves 15,
‘what arc we domg for these fami-
lies?" We are creating another class ol
murder vicims family members, and
that's what we have to decide: Is that
worthwhile?” §
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