“Today I have nothing,
Austin tells House panel

| He testifies for bill
“to aid falsely jailed

By Tim CRAIG
SUNSTAFF

Miehael -Austin, the Balti-
more man who spent 27 years
in prison for a murder he did
not commit, went before a
House of Delegates commit-
tee yesterday to support a bill
that would make it easler for
the state to compensate peo-
ple who have been wrongly
locked up..

With . mesmerized . dele-
gates looking on, Austin told

| the Judiciary Committee
5w he sat in a prison cell for

more than half his lifé and {5
now “lost” after being n'eed
Dec: 28.

“I was a taxpayer, but to—
day 1 have nothing.-I don't
even have Social Security,”

" said Austin, who was ser
‘tenced to life in prison in.1975

in the Kiling of an East Balt=
more security guard. “I need
support because I am trying
to reintegrate into a commusx
nity where I have nothing.”
Austin, 53, was joined by
former Baltimore Mayor
Kurt L. Schmqke in asking
lawmakers to. change the

standards that must be met .

befare the state Board -of
Public Works can compen-

saté omeone who has begn -
[See Austin, 8.4!

Wron ,'ly

m}.ﬁmomﬁm 32%02 =

[Austz'n, from ‘Page 1a]
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Now, the governor has to grant
a pardon before the state canissue
a settlement. In Austin's case,.a
judge. overturned the conviction,

and Baltimore State’s Attorney -

Patricia C.-Jessamy decided not to
pursue another trial. Austin’s at-
torney says it isn't clear whethera
governor can pardon someone who
technically was not convicted.

“It’s almost as though this man
was put in prison on no charges

- and served 27 years on no
charges,” -said Schmoke, who is
chairman of the American Bar As-
sociation’s Council on- ‘Raclal and
Ethnic Justice.

The bill, introduced by Del
Salima S. Marriott and 32 co-spon-
sors, would allow people to bypass
the pardon process and go straight,
to the Board of Public Works.

In the past decade, the state
has awarded damages to two peo-
ple who had been. Wrongly con-
victed.
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Bill would ease compensation of wrongly incarcerated

The board gave $250,000 to Les-
lle A, Vassiof Baltimore, who was
released in 1984 after it was deter-
mined he served 10 years in prison
forarobbery he did not commit.

The - board " also gave Kirk
Bloodsworth $300,000 after DNA
tests showed he did not kil a
9-year-old Rosedale girl. He was
reléased from prison in 1993 after
serving nine years, including seven
ondeath row.

In both cases, the governor 1s-
sued a-pardon before the board
acted: i

‘Marriott’s bill would also apply
to Anthony Gray Jr., who was con-
victed of murdering a Chesapeake
Beach womanin 1991. Gray was re-
leased- eight years later, after the

“‘Calvert County state’s attorney re-

opened the case and determined
there was no evidence linking him
tothe crime.

The state cannot compensate
Gray because he never recetved a
pardon. Austin’s attorney, Larry A.
Nathans, satd he is trying to deter-

~ mihe how Bloodsworth and Vass

Michael Austin spent 27 years
in prison before his murder
conviction was thrown outin
December.

received their pardons. Even so, he
said, he doesn’t belleve his client
should have tobe subjected to the
pardonprocess.

“It is miy theory they should act
as quickly as possible,” Nathans

said.

With oniy two weeks untﬂ the
1General Assembly adjourns for the
'year, the bill faces a challenge, but

committee members agreed some-

‘thing needs to be done to compen-
‘sate Austin.
“He’s definitely owed by the

state,” sald Del. Carmen Amedori, -
a Carroll County Republican. “We

see a lot of injustice, but if we can
rectify one, that is ourjob.”

- When he overturned Austin’s
life sentence, Circuit Judge John
‘Carroll Byrnes said Austin’s trial
'was “plagued” by errors.

The delegates appeared
.Stunned and saddened as Austin
told them how he worked through
his anger in. prison, all the while
knowing he was innodent.

‘T tried to do sl the right

things, even though I was dealing-
with alot of anger and a lot of fear,”
sald Austih, who was 25 when he
.entered prison.

At one point, an awestruck Del. .

*William H. Cole IV, a -29-year-old

Baltimore Democrat, whispered to
another delegate that he was 2

‘years old when Austin entered

prison. .

After the hearing, several dele-
gates offered Austin their condo-
lences and support. . ;

“You cannot give him enough
money,” said Del. Anthony J.
O’Donnell, a Calvert County Re-
publican.

Despite the tune constramts

, ‘Amedori and Del. Lisa A. Gladden,
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a Baltimore Democrat, said they
will lobby the committee’s chair-
man, Del, Joseph F. Vallario Jr, to
send the bill to the House floor..

Vallario said little during the
hearing but suggested that Aus-
tin’s attorneys seek a pardomn:

Another option would be for
the governor to include compensa-
tion in a supplemental budget.
That option, Gladden said, was
even more unlikely because of
budget constraints. -

Nathans played down sugges-
tions that Austin sue the state for
compensation. He said such alaw-.
suit would be costly and compli-
cated because too many parties

. hadarole in convicting him.

Nathans refused to say how
much money. Austin would seek
from the state if the law is passed,

-but said, “It will ¢ertainly be lesg

‘than someone who has been in
prison for 27 years deserves.”

In additlon to money, some
committee members said, Austin’s
testimony conveyed a .much
broader theme. 3

© “It certainly makes me rethink
the death penalfy,” said Del. Don-
ald E. Murphy, 4 Baltimore County
Republican and death penalty pro-
ponent. i






