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Death penalty trials cost more than other first-degree murder cases

NASHVILLE, Tenn. — Capital murder trials cost taxpayers half again as much as murder
cases in which prosecutors seek prison terms rather than the death penalty, a new study by the
Tennessee Comptroller’s Office of Research found.

The report, “Tennessee’s Death Penalty: Costs and Consequences,” showed that death
penalty trials cost an average of $46,791. That is 48.6 percent more than the $31,494 average
cost of trials in which prosecutors seek penalties of life imprisonment with the possibility of
parole.

Capital trials cost 48 percent more than the $31,622 cost of trials where defendants face
life without parole. The actual costs of those trials likely is higher, but could not be determined
because some defense attorneys did not respond to fee questions posed by researchers, the report
said.

District attorneys general are not uniform in when to seek the death penalty.

“Some prosecutors interviewed in this study indicated that they seek the death penalty
only in extreme cases, or the “worst of the worst’. However, prosecutors in other jurisdictions
seek the death penalty as a standard practice on every first-degree murder case that meets at least
one aggravating factor,” according to the report.

“Still, surveys and interviews indicate that others use the death penalty as a "bargaining
chip’ to secure plea bargains for lesser sentences.”

This presents problems for defense attorneys, who must prepare their cases without
knowing whether their clients will face the death penalty, the report said.

While it costs more to prosecute capital cases, executions save taxpayers $773,736 in
prison housing costs compared to incarcerating inmates sentenced to life imprisonment without
parole. Taxpayers save $680,549 for each execution compared to the cost of housing prisoners
sentenced to life with the possibility of parole, the report noted.

Tennessee has 97 inmates on Death Row. Since the state’s death penalty was reinstituted
in 1977, inmates have spent an average of 13.22 years on Death Row.

The report suggested that state legislators could standardize guidelines for prosecutors to
use in determining when to seek the death penalty and create a timetable for establishing an
integrated criminal justice information system. The report said legislators also could require
judges, prosecutors and public defenders to account for the time they spend on first-degree
murder cases to provide better cost information.

The report is available on the Comptroller’s Web site at www.comptroller.state.tn.us.





