If  Not  the  Death  Penalty,  What?

1.
People ask this question, so we do need to address it.  However, this question is misleading, because it assumes that the death penalty is a common sentence for murder cases, and the death penalty’s absence would leave a great void.

Actually, very few homicide cases could even qualify for death sentences.  In Washington State, for example, death sentences are possible (not required, but merely possible) only in very rare situations.  Death sentences are possible only for those homicides that are First Degree Murder and have certain aggravating factors that are defined by law and are free from mitigating circumstances that are defined by law and for which the county prosecuting attorney has chosen to charge as capital crimes and for which the juries are unanimous in imposing a sentence of death.  The death penalty is possible only for cases that meet all of these requirements.  Death sentences cannot be imposed in cases that are lacking even one of these requirements.
The death penalty cannot be considered for the vast majority of homicides.  The vast majority of homicides are already covered by state laws that provide for prison sentences through the regular sentencing procedures.

Washington State usually has only approximately ten individuals on death row at any given time.  This is an almost trivial number when compared to the overall number of homicides.  With such small numbers, the question “If Not the Death Penalty, What?” is practically irrelevant. 

2.
Furthermore, even when death sentences are imposed, the offender is very UNLIKELY to be executed, so – in effect – we already deal with the “What” alternative even in death penalty cases. 
Washington executed nobody at all from the mid-1960s through 1992.  We executed four persons from 1993 through 2001.  With only four executions in more than 40 years, the death penalty clearly is not much of a solution to the crime problem.
Except for those four cases, people stay on Washington State’s death row until appeals overturns their sentences or until they die of natural causes.
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3.
Washington State Law already provides an alternative to the “What” question.

In Washington State, for the very rare kinds of homicide cases that could result in the death penalty, the default sentence already is a life sentence without any possibility of parole.  If for whatever reason the jury is not unanimous in imposing a death sentence, the offender would serve a life sentence and never be eligible for parole.
4.
Fourteen states in the U.S., all of the European Union nations, and a growing number of other countries around the world do not use the death penalty at all, so they are already effectively dealing with the “What” alternative.

The question “If Not the Death Penalty, What?” is not a difficult question at all.  It’s a non-issue in much of the U.S. and much of the world.  They impose prison sentences without getting mired in the problems and complexities of trying to impose death sentences and wade through the complexities of so many appeals.  Effective solutions already exist.  Asking the “What” question just keeps us stuck in the past.
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