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	What Are You Doing About Capital Punishment? 
	

	When I was asked to write a column expressing my views about capital punishment, I initially considered saying no. Even though I happen to live in President George W. Bush's home state of Texas, which leads the nation in executions, I am no expert on death-penalty matters. And even though there are a record number of inmates in Texas prisons who have been sentenced to die, I have never dispatched stories from death row. 

I am more in my element writing upbeat stories about things going on out here in the free world. But then I thought about all the people residing on death row who look like me. I thought about how I have always been suspicious of how fairly the death penalty is administered when so-called minority defendants are involved. Having these thoughts, I decided to step out of my comfort zone and share some information, and perhaps help raise a little awareness. 


	

	Consider these facts: 

* A U.S. Department of Justice analysis of death-penalty statistics last year revealed racial disparities in the federal death-penalty system. Since 1995, "minority" defendants have made up 80 percent of cases eligible for the death penalty in federal court. 

* Approximately 42 percent of the 3,700 inmates currently residing on death row are African-American, according to information compiled by the Death Penalty Information Center and the National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers. That's pretty incredible when you consider that African-Americans make up only 13 percent of the U.S. population. 

* Approximately 90 percent of those whom prosecutors seek to execute are African-American or Latino. 

* Two out of three offenders sentenced to death for crimes they committed as children (before the age of 18) are African-American. 

* And here in Texas, the nation's execution capital, 42 percent of the 448 prisoners on death row are Black. (Twenty-three percent are Latino; 36 percent are White.) 

While African-Americans are well represented on death row, our presence is not as strong among the groups of religious leaders, civil and human rights activists, and legal experts who are confronting the injustices of the death penalty and calling for reform. "There isn't an ongoing debate within the African-American community about death-penalty cases,'' says a colleague, a veteran journalist who has covered criminal court cases for more than a decade. He is also African-American. 

"African-Americans call me to complain after the defendant gets tried, convicted, and sent away,'' he says. "They say the system is slanted, but they don't get involved in trying to change it." 

I am not trying to make a case for the guilt or innocence of African-American inmates who are on death row. Many may very well have committed the crimes for which they were convicted. But if we are to believe the statistics strongly suggesting that racial bias has been a factor in determining who gets the death penalty, then those of us who continue to remain apathetic are also committing a crime. 
	

	--Linda Jones is a staff writer at The Dallas Morning News 
	


