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The National Registry of Exonerations

Navigating the Registry



COUNTING 

EXONERATIONS



Our Definition of Exoneration

• In general, an exoneration occurs when a person 

who has been convicted of a crime is officially 

cleared based on new evidence of innocence.



Defining Exoneration: 
Exoneration—A person has been exonerated if he or she was convicted of a crime and later was either: 

(1) declared to be factually innocent by a government official or agency with the authority to make that 
declaration; or

(2) relieved of all the consequences of the criminal conviction by a government official or body with the 
authority to take that action. 

The official action may be: (i) a complete pardon by a governor or other competent authority, whether or 
not the pardon is designated as based on innocence; (ii) an acquittal of all charges factually related to the 
crime for which the person was originally convicted; or (iii) a dismissal of all charges related to the crime for 
which the person was originally convicted, by a court or by a prosecutor with the authority to enter that 
dismissal. The pardon, acquittal, or dismissal must have been the result, at least in part, of evidence of 
innocence that either (i) was not presented at the trial at which the person was convicted; or (ii) if the person 
pled guilty, was not known to the defendant, the defense attorney and the court at the time the plea was 
entered. The evidence of innocence need not be an explicit basis for the official action that exonerated the 
person.



Registry Criteria:

 Convicted of a crime

 Officially cleared of all related charges

 Based, at least in part, on new evidence of innocence

 Without unexplainable physical evidence of guilt
 A certificate of innocence or declaration of innocence



The Registry does not include:

 defendants who take Alford Pleas,

 defendants found not guilty at retrial (without new 

evidence), and 

 defendants cleared of some, but not all charges 

related to their original conviction.



Nibbled to death by ducks



CODING 

EXONERATIONS



WILLIE VEASY







Possible Contributing Factors

• Mistaken Witness ID

• False Confession

• Perjury or False Accusation

• Official Misconduct

• False/Misleading Forensic Evidence

• Inadequate Legal Defense



Possible “Tags”
• Arson

• Co-Defendant Confessed

• Conviction Integrity Unit

• Child Sex Abuse Hysteria

• Child Victim

• Female Exoneree

• Federal Case

• Homicide

• Innocence Organization

• Jailhouse Informant

• Misdemeanor

• No Crime

• Guilty Plea

• Posthumous Exoneration

• Shaken Baby Syndrome 



https://www.law.umich.edu/special/exoneration/Pages/Exonerations-in-the-United-States-Map.aspx








BEHIND-THE-SCENES



The Complete Data Set
Our public site holds a fraction of the 

data that we code for every case.

For example, we have detailed codes 

for interrogations, false confessions, 

and recantations including codes that 

capture information on:

• Violence
• Lying
• Feeding Details
• Recordings

• Polygraph
• Miranda Violation
• No Parent
• Length



Official Misconduct
Many of the public-facing codes have 

more detailed information behind the 

curtain, including official misconduct.

We work on empirical studies that 

often involve gathering more 

information and adding new coding 

(like on official misconduct this year).



Government Misconduct 
and 

Convicting the Innocent 
The Role of Prosecutors, Police and Other Law 

Enforcement 
• This is a report about the role of official misconduct in the conviction 

of innocent people. We discuss cases that are listed in the National 
Registry of Exonerations, an ongoing online archive that includes all 
known exonerations in the United States since 1989. This Report 
describes official misconduct in the first 2,400 exonerations in the 
Registry, those posted by February 27, 2019. 

• Issued September 1, 2020



Issues





Resources



Annual Reports
& Infographics



Browse Cases



Longest Incarcerations: 117 spent 25 or more years. 
Richard Phillips of Michigan spent 45. Seven from Ohio.



Pre-1989 Cases



The Groups Registry
Launched in October 2020. Existing cases are still being added. 

This is our third registry. It joins our main archive and our pre-1989 archive 
of individual exonerations. This new registry focuses on groups of 

defendants tied together by a common pattern of systematic official 
misconduct in the investigation and prosecution of these cases that 

undermined confidence in the defendants' convictions. 



OHIO cases…the latest

• As of December 10, 2020:
• 85 exonerations since 1989 (out of 2,699) One in 2020.
• 21 exonerations prior to 1989 (out of 410). Three were sentenced to 

death
• Two in Groups—In 2007, 19 convictions vacated and charges 

dismissed as a result of misconduct by a DEA agent and informant in 
Mansfield, Ohio. In 2016, 43 convictions were vacated and dismissed 
as a result of police misconduct in East Cleveland, Ohio



Comparisons – A Thumbnail Sketch

• 2,699 cases nationally 85 cases in Ohio – 3%

• 544 pleaded guilty – 20% 3 pleaded guilty – 4%

• 994 were no-crime cases – 37% 23 no-crime cases – 27% 

• CIU cases – 457 – 17% 6 CIU cases – 7%

• Innocence Projects – 659 –24% 24 Innocence Projects – 28% 



Comparisons – A Thumbnail Sketch II

• 2699 cases nationally 85 Ohio cases
• Murder/manslaughter – 1,093 -- 40% 36 – 42%
• Drug possession/sale – 359 – 13% 4 – 5%
• Sex assault -- 339 – 12% 10 – 12%
• Child sex abuse – 293 – 11% 14 – 16%
• Robbery – 134 – 5% 7 – 8%
• Attempt murder/assault – 165 – 6% 3 – 4%
• These crimes are 88% of the 2,699 cases and make up 87% of Ohio 

cases. 



Comparisons – A Thumbnail Sketch III

• 2,699 cases nationally 85 Ohio cases

• Black – 1,336 – 49% 49 – 58%
• White – 987 – 37% 35 – 41%
• Hispanic – 312 – 12% 1 – 1%
• Male – 2,460 – 92% 78 – 92%
• Female – 239 – 8% 7 – 8%



Contributing Factors

2,699 cases nationally 85 Ohio cases

Mistaken witness ID – 767 – 28% 30 – 35%
False confession – 330 – 12% 2 – 2%
Perjury/false accusation – 1,606 – 60% 43 – 51%
False/misleading forensics – 661 – 25% 20 – 24%
Official misconduct – 1,469 – 55% 46 – 54%
Inadequate legal defense – 740 – 28% 13 – 15%



Conviction Review/Integrity Units I

• The Registry is aware of 72 conviction review/integrity units in the 
United States. Two more say they will open in early 2021.

• To date, 33 of these 72 units have at least one exoneration—39 (more 
than half) have none. Some are still new to the table. These take time. 
Some of these units have been around since 2014.  In Ohio, there are 
two units. Cuyahoga (2014) with 6 and Summit (2019) with none. 

• To date in 2020, there have been 107 exonerations with 44 (41%) 
handled by conviction integrity units. Innocence organizations had 45 
exonerations. Some of these overlapped. Cooperative efforts 
between innocence projects and CIUs are increasing.



Conviction Review/Integrity Units II
• 457 exonerations handled by CIUs – 17% of all exonerations
• 144 Harris County (Houston) – 32%
• 109 Cook County (Chicago) – 24%
• 36 Dallas County (Dallas) – 8%
• 32 Kings County (Brooklyn) – 7%
• 20 Wayne County (Detroit) – 4% 
• 18 Philadelphia County (Philadelphia) – 4%
• 12 New York County (Manhattan) – 3%
• 12 Baltimore City (Baltimore) – 3%



Conviction Review/Integrity Units III

• 457 CIU cases to date

• 383 handled by just eight units -- 84% -- Five out of every six.

• 33 units achieved the remaining 74 exonerations—about 2 per unit. 
One of these (Bexar County TX) has 9 and two others (Cuyahoga 
County OH and Clark County NV) each have 6.

• 39 units with none



State of Ohio v. William Campbell 
Hamilton County

• One Ohio exoneration in 2020. Not a CIU case.
• October 1, 2008--Single car accident. Police officer was following. William 

Campbell was found on the ground—alive. Tina Hayes, the owner of the 
SUV, found dead in the passenger seat. Campbell’s blood alcohol level was 
.155.

• October 14, 2008—Campbell charged with aggravated vehicular 
manslaughter. Already had life time suspension after 6 DUIs. He maintained 
that Hayes was driving and she dropped a cigarette. When she tried to 
reach for it, she stepped hard on the accelerator and lost control.

• June 2009—Campbell went to trial, but mistrial declared after one day 
when a second set of keys to the SUV were discovered for the first time in 
Campbell’s clothing, which had been taken from him at the hospital. A set 
of keys was found in the ignition after the crash.



State of Ohio v. William Campbell 
Hamilton County (continued)

• October 2009—Went to trial a second time.
• State’s evidence included:
• hair analysis—a single hair found in the passenger side door was said 

to have come from Hayes. 
• Sheriff’s deputy who was first to the scene said that Campbell’s shoes 

were on the driver’s side floorboard.
• DNA of Hayes found on the glove compartment door.
• Accident reconstruction expert said Hayes had no injuries consistent 

with the bent steering wheel and Campbell had no injuries consistent 
with his knees hitting the glove compartment door.



State of Ohio v. William Campbell 
Hamilton County (continued)
• Defense evidence included:
• A local TV news cameraman was on the scene almost immediately and his 

video of the interior of the car did not show any shoes on the driver’s side 
floor.

• A privately-retained accident reconstruction expert said there was 
insufficient evidence to conclude whether Campbell or Hayes was driving—
either scenario was possible.

• The victim’s mother testified she retrieved personal items two days after 
the crash and noticed the driver’s seat was pushed far forward and the 
passenger seat was pushed back. Hayes was several inches shorter than 
Campbell. The sheriff’s accident expert pried off the glove box door while 
she was there and there was no dent in it or blood on it.



State of Ohio v. William Campbell 
Hamilton County (continued)

• October 22, 2009—Campbell was convicted by a jury and sentenced to 28 
years. 

• March 4, 2011—Ohio Court of Appeals for First Appellate District affirmed 
conviction, but remanded for resentencing. Campbell was resentenced to 
20 years.

• January 2014—Campbell filed a federal petition for a writ of habeas 
corpus.

• December 2014—U.S. Magistrate Michael Merz granted defense motion 
for production of time-stamped crash scene photographs as well as all of 
the autopsy photographs. 

• October 2016, the federal habeas case was held in abeyance while 
Campbell’s legal team returned to Hamilton County Court of Common 
Pleas.



State of Ohio v. William Campbell 
Hamilton County (continued)

• February 2017—Campbell filed motion seeking permission to file motion 
for new trial. Among the claims: a new defense expert concluded that 
Hayes was the driver, not Campbell; previously undisclosed autopsy photos 
showed injuries to Hayes consistent with being the driver; time-stamped 
photo of shoes on the floor was taken at 12:34 a.m. and TV video showing 
no shoes was taken around 12:15 a.m.—consistent with the shoes being 
planted. In addition, the prosecution agreed to bring in yet another expert 
who analyzed the evidence and also concluded that Hayes was driving. 
Nonetheless, the motion was denied.

• May 2019—Court of Appeals, First Appellate District, reversed and ordered 
a hearing on the motion.

• February 2020—Judge Jody Leubbers granted the motion to allow the 
defense to file the motion for new trial.



State of Ohio v. William Campbell 
Hamilton County (continued)

• February 12, 2020—Campbell’s convictions were vacated and a new trial 
was ordered. Campbell was released on bond—more than 11 years after 
his arrest.

• June 4, 2020—Campbell was acquitted in a bench trial after the evidence 
was submitted by the defense and prosecution. 

• The contributing factors: False/misleading forensic evidence, perjury/false 
accusation, official misconduct, inadequate legal defense. 

• Would a conviction integrity unit have made a difference in this case? It is 
difficult to say, but one cannot deny that there were the procedural delays 
and that even though a second expert (agreed upon by the prosecution) 
concluded that Campbell was not the driver, the case still languished in the 
court for several more years.



General Observations
• Ohio prosecutors fight very hard to preserve convictions, filing appeal after appeal after appeal.
• Some defendants, even after being granted a new trial when new evidence is discovered, face the prospect of many more 

months—even years—in prison when the prosecution says the case will be retried. The result—Alford pleas for immediate release.
• I have been writing about prosecutorial misconduct for many years. In 1998, while at the Chicago Tribune, a former prosecutor

told me how he intentionally made an improper argument because he believed he was going to lose. And he knew that because 
appeals in Cook County took at least two years, while the case would likely be reversed, he would suffer no consequences and the
defendant would spend those two years in prison. 

• There are few consequences for misconduct. I can cite at length the story of Carmen Marino, a prosecutor in Cuyahoga County. 
Joseph D’Ambrosio spent several extra years on death row while the state fought for years to preserve his conviction after Marino 
retired in 2002. Ultimately, D’Ambrosio was released in 2012. co-defendant, Michael Keenan, eventually gave up. After getting a 
new trial, he pled to lesser charges just to get out.

• Three years later, in 2015—13 years after Marino retired, Laurese Glover, Eugene Johnson and Derrick Wheatt were exonerated 
after a literal trove of exculpatory evidence was discovered that Marino had intentionally suppressed. 

• There seems to be an extraordinary amount of effort spent to preserve convictions in Ohio. My personal impression is they do it 
because they can.
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