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The Maryland State Senate and House of Delegates are presently considering bills to repeal the death penalty (House Bill 225 and Senate Bill 211, tabled on 29 Jan/07) and effectively commuting a “death sentence” to “life without the possibility of parole. Governor O’Malley, in public remarks at the end of January, pledged to sign the bill if it is passed.  

Members of the Murphy Initiative’s Steering Council (which includes representatives from its thirteen member religious communities), with the assistance of Sr. Elizabeth Linehan, RSM, a professor of criminal justice studies at St. Joseph University in Philadelphia, engaged in a full discussion on the implications of commuting “death sentences” to “life without parole” (LWOP) at its January 16th meeting. Legislation has been adopted by a number of state legislatures that effectively abolishes “state sanctioned execution.” However, in the “rush” to adopt legislation, a number of “unforeseen circumstances” have come into play sufficiently, that concerns for both prisoners and victims have arisen. The mere substitution of “life without the possibility of parole” for offenders convicted and sentenced to death, without carefully weighing and considering several critical implications, can and has created very problematic humanitarian conditions.

The Murphy Initiative has flagged these concerns and written in vigorous support for the abolition of the death penalty in Maryland but, at the same time, has cautioned the Governor and State Senators and Delegates to deliberate carefully in repealing the death penalty so as to ensure: 

- that respect for the dignity of the offender is maintained;

- that individualized sentencing procedures not be abandoned;

- that in cases of those under 18, prosecuted as adults and convicted of capital offense, exceptional care be taken so as to avoid a blanket application of “life without parole”;

- that there be a genuine possibility of appeal, an assured mechanism where error can be corrected because mistakes can be made;

- that there not be lost to the executive branch, a robust power of commutation when imprisonment objectives have been assessed to have been satisfied.

Hearings in the Maryland State Assembly on Bills SB-211 and HB-225 are currently underway. To date, the Initiative has written to 39 state officials:

- The Governor of Maryland

- The President of the Maryland State Senate

- The Speaker of the Maryland House of Delegates

- The Chair, Vice-Chair and Members of the Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee

- The Chair, Vice-Chair and Members of the House Judiciary Committee.

To view the Murphy Initiative letters, visit http://www.pfmjpi.org/0207ltr_o.pdf
Now is the time to contact your state legislators and urge them to support these bills to abolish the death penalty in Maryland. The Murphy Initiative counsels the inclusion of the concerns noted above and incorporated into their letters to Maryland government officials.

You may also with to visit the Maryland Citizens Against State Executions (MD-CASE) website http://www.mdcase.org/civicspace/  for the most recent action alert and a link to send a message to legislators.

[from Daniel Gennarelli, Murphy Initiative]
