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Working under the supervision of Dale 
Schempp, Sullivan’s attorney on his post-
conviction relief petition,  and Bill Clutter, 
criminal investigator and co-founder of the 
Downstate Illinois Innocence Project, In-
nocence Project students found and inter-
viewed numerous wit-
ness.  The witnesses sup-
ported Sullivan’s claim 
that he did not shoot Mi-
chael Dent at a party in 
Springfield on January 1, 
1990. 
Vanessa Nelson, a legal 
studies student who will 
graduate this spring, took 
the lead.  She and Clutter 
interviewed one witness 
who said that Anthony 
Hunter, the only trial wit-
ness who claimed to have 
seen Sullivan kill Dent, was with her and 
others hiding in a bathroom and could not 
have seen the shooting.  They interviewed 
the girlfriend of the deceased, who admit-
ted that she saw shooting but did not come 

forward with the truth at the time because 
she was threatened and her family was 
threatened.  She said another person killed 
Dent. 
These witnesses and several others, who 
corroborated their version of events, testi-

fied at the post-conviction 
hearing, which took place 
over four days last year.  
Most compelling, however, 
was the testimony of An-
thony Hunter, who came for-
ward on the third day of the 
hearing to testify that he had 
lied at trial.  He also said his 
life had been threatened and 
he had been told to say what 
he did at trial. 
In his order denying relief, 
Judge Robert Eggers said he 
did not believe the testimony 

of  Sullivan’s witness.  He totally ignored 
mounds of testimony of witness intimida-
tion both before and at the time of the trial.   
Sullivan has the appealed Eggers’ order.   

J udge  Egge r s  Ru led  Aga ins t  Darwin  
Su l l i van ’s  Reques t  fo r  a  New Tr i a l   

The Springfield Chapter of  the American Civil 
Liberties is holding its Annual Dinner on Satur-
day, April 12, 2003, in the Public Affairs Cen-
ter at the University of Illinois at Springfield.  
Thomas Sullivan, co-chairman of former Gov-
ernor George Ryan’s Commission on Capital 
Punishment,  will speak on the topic of “Fixing 
the Criminal Justice System: A Status Report.”     

In the audience will be Keith Harris, the very 

first inmate helped by the Downstate Illinois 
Innocence Project.  Harris, who knows all too 
well that the criminal justice system is broken, 
was granted a full pardon on the basis of actual 
innocence by  then Governor George Ryan on 
January 10, 2003. 

Harris and several students and faculty  who 
worked on his case are invited guests of the 
ACLU . 
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Darwin Sullivan — convicted of  a 
murder he did not commit. 



Stu den t s  Dev e lop  Le t t e r s  and  For ms  to  Use  
to  Resp ond  to  In mate  Req ues t s  f o r  H e l p  

modify both the process and the instruments. 
Because the Innocence Project provides as-
sistance to attorneys, who believe their cli-
ent’s are innocent, rather than directly to in-
mates, when the Innocence Project receives a 
request for help from an inmate, students 
review the request and send the inmate one 
of two letters: 1) a letter explaining the na-
ture of the project and asking the inmate to 
have his or her attorney contact us, or 2) a 
letter that indicates, based upon information 
from the inmate, it does not appear as if the 
project can be of assistance.  If the inmate 
disagrees with this initial assessment, the 
inmate is invited to have his or her attorney 
contact the Innocence Project. 
The students developed an attorney request 
form, a form to be signed by the inmate giv-
ing the Innocence Project permission to 
work on the case, and several case forms. 

Ryan’s pardon of Keith Harris drew state-
wide, regional, and national attention to the 
Innocence Project.  Letters from prison in-
mates asking for help poured in.   
While other students helped investigate cur-
rent actual innocence cases, two students,  
Karren Osborne and Tylease Rutherford, 
began developing response letters and 
screening instruments.  Under the direction 
of Nancy Ford, instructor of the Actual Inno-
cence course, they looked at letters and 
screening instruments used by several other 
innocence projects, reviewed the Downstate 
Innocence Project guidelines, and came up 
with a proposed screening process and forms 
the Innocence Project could use.   
They presented their recommendations to 
Advisory Board members at a March meet-
ing.  Advisory board members made sugges-
tions that Osborne and Rutherford used to 
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Currently, the Downstate Illinois 
Innocence Project conducts research 
and investigative activities in cases 
where there is a strong likelihood that 
an inmate is actually innocent.  The 
Project involves students  who are 
taking a class on Wrongful Convictions 
as a part of their course of study at the 
University of Illinois at Springfield. 
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Innocence Project is flooded            
with inmate  letters           

Team f rom the  Downs ta te  I l l i no i s  
Innocence  Pro jec t  A t t ended  th e  
Na t iona l  Innocence  Ne twork  
Confe rence  in  New Or leans  
 
         Nanc y Ford ,  P ro fe s sor  o f  Le ga l  S tud ie s  and  
Pub l i c  Affa i r s ,  B i l l  C lu t t e r ,  p ro jec t  i nve s t iga to r ,  
and  La r r y Go lden ,  P ro fe s so r  o f  Po l i t i c a l  and  Le ga l  
S tud i e s ,  a t t ended  t he  t h i rd  annua l  Innocence  
P ro j ec t  Ne twor k  confe r ence  March  28 -  29 ,  2003 .  
Ove r  200 peopl e  f rom a round  t he  coun t r y a t t e nded .    
         T he  ke yno te  s pe ake r  a t  t he  ope n i n g se s s ion  
wa s  fo rmer  I l l i n o i s  Gover n or  G eorge  R ya n .  H e 
t a l ked  abou t  h i s  d ec i s i on  to  gr a n t  c l e menc y t o  a l l  
171  pe op l e  on  dea th  ro w in  I l l i no i s  and  the  
r ea sons  fo r  i t .   A l so  fea tu r ed  we re  t he  co - founde r s  
o f  t he  or ig ina l ,  New York-based  Innocence  
P ro j ec t ,  a t t o rne ys  Ba r r y Scheck  and  Pe t e r  
Newfe ld .  
         R on n i e  B ur re l l  t o ld  h i s  s t or y.   B urr e l l  i s  a  
me n ta l l y hand icapped  man  who  se rved  13  ye a r s  on  
Lou i s i ana ’ s  dea th  row fo r  a  doub le  murder  un t i l  
a t t o rneys  he lped  prove  he s  was  innocen t .   
Ka th l een  Ha wk Norman ,  a  fo rmer  j u r y fo r e -pe r son  
who  he lped pu t  Da n  Br igh t  on  de a th  row,  t o ld  o f  
he r  e f fo r t s  t o  f r ee  h im a f t e r  she  l e arned  t ha t  an  
FB I a f f i dav i t  named  ano the r  man  a s  t he  k i l le r .  
 


