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January 29, 2007

EDITORIAL

The True State of C.S.I. Justice

Modern DNA testing is steadily uncovering a dark history of justice denied. More than 190 DNA exonerations in 

18 years show ever more alarming patterns of citizens, wrongly convicted, suffering in prison. Consider the eight 

felons finally exonerated through DNA challenges in New York State in just the last 13 months. Or the 12 people 

who had to fight long and hard to prove their innocence in Dallas County, Tex., alone in the past five years. New 

York and Texas are, in fact, the leading states in yielding these hard-fought exonerations. This is hardly a credit to 

their justice systems since the victories are won by dedicated pro bono lawyers, not by state monitors charged with 

finding injustice. 

It’s clearly time for these grim showcase states to join the half-dozen pioneering states that have created what are

termed innocence commissions. These are independent investigative bodies of judges, prosecutors, defense

lawyers, police officers and forensic scientists who re-examine case facts after prisoners are exonerated using

DNA evidence.

These respected authorities try to identify the causes of the wrongful convictions and propose changes to improve 

the state of justice. Calls to create commissions in New York and Texas are bogged down in statehouse politics, 

even as a half-dozen other states are poised to create their own monitors. 

The most recent exonerations show how much such commissions are needed. In Dallas, a prisoner was finally

proved innocent after laboring for 18 years to win the right to DNA testing and disprove a rape conviction based

solely on faulty testimony of a witness. (North Carolina’s innocence commission, led by the state’s chief justice,

has already called for police investigators to vet witnesses more carefully.) In New York, a man who spent 15 years

in prison on a murder conviction not only proved his innocence, but also tracked the actual murderer through

DNA with the help of the Innocence Project at the Benjamin Cardozo School of Law.

No one knows the depth of injustice hinted at by DNA exonerations. But it is clear that they demand organized 

oversight and serious reforms of the criminal justice system. 
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