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In November 2014, I ventured to New Orleans to undertake a Reprieve internship at the 
Louisiana Capital Assistance Center (LCAC), a feat that would not have been possible without 
the Law Foundation’s support, which I am extremely grateful for. LCAC is a non-profit 
organisation that provides legal representation to indigent persons facing the death penalty 
in Louisiana at trial, direct appeal and post-conviction stages.  

As an aspiring criminal defence lawyer with a passion for human rights, interning at LCAC 
offered an unparalleled opportunity to acquire skills and knowledge with respect to justice, 
law and advocacy in a professional, real world context. For instance, having assisted in 
preparations for hearings, knowing the full facts of the case, the defence strategy, and the 
purpose of each question the attorneys asked witnesses and experts, made observing these 
hearings completely different from my previous experiences.  

 

Throughout my time at LCAC, I worked on a wide variety of tasks, from interviewing 
witnesses, obtaining archived records, transcribing client interviews and court hearings, 
researching points of law, requesting and fact-extracting records, and assisting in the 
research and analysis of information for legal claims. Working alongside the mitigation team, 
I came to understand the crucial importance of investigating a defendant’s entire life in 
order to find any mitigating circumstances, which can be utilised to argue for their relief 
from the death penalty. Near the conclusion of my internship, I had the privilege of meeting 
a client and several of their family members, which I found to be an invaluable experience in 
both educational and humanitarian terms. 
 

Throughout my internship at LCAC, I learnt a substantial amount about the law, and was 
shocked at how recently what I perceived to be common-sense exceptions to the death 
penalty were enacted in Louisiana. Persons with an intellectual disability were only excluded 
from such a sentence in 2002, while the rule against executing juveniles did not come into 
law until 2005. I also developed an understanding of how limited the legal claims that can be 
brought to appeal a death sentence are, and learnt about the intricacies and importance of 
jury selection and the process of voir dire.  
 
Although most lawyers are aware that race, class and wealth affect the imposition of capital 
punishment, witnessing the influence of these external factors upon the law’s operation 
throughout my internship provided me with a much deeper understanding and appreciation 
of this reality. Still recovering from Hurricane Katrina, and presently in deep economic 
distress due to the steep decline in the price of oil, one of the state’s largest export 
commodities, Louisiana is the third poorest state in the Union. During my internship, the 
state government announced substantial funding cuts across the public services sector, 
which is expected to force at least half of the public defender districts into reduced services 
or bankruptcy.  

While I was in New Orleans, a hearing on compensation commenced for Mr. Glenn Ford, a 
Louisianan man who was exonerated in 2014 of a crime he did not commit after spending 30 
years on death row. Among other grievous circumstances, Mr. Ford was represented at trial 
by attorneys inexperienced in criminal law. This situation will undoubtedly be repeated as 
the public defender board is forced to contract out cases to private attorneys for minimal 
pay, while wait-listing the cases requiring a death-certified attorney for indeterminately 
lengthy periods of time. It is the poorest people who cannot afford adequate legal 
representation that have experienced, and undoubtedly will continue to experience, the 



 2 

gravest of injustices. The equation between poverty and injustice is one of the most 
disheartening things that was impressed upon me while working at LCAC, however it has 
undoubtedly reinforced my desire to pursue a career in rights based advocacy. 

The discriminatory role of race in capital cases also featured heavily in my learning about the 
law. LCAC has conducted extensive research into the phenomena of Blackstriking, whereby 
Louisiana’s prosecutors use peremptory strikes in the process of jury selection to remove 
prospective African-American jurors from service. The constitution of juries in certain 
parishes was almost entirely white, despite African Americans accounting for up to 50% of 
the parish’s population. This has significant repercussions; acquittal rates are substantially 
higher with four or more black jury members. Further, the odds of receiving a death 
sentence in Louisiana are 97% higher if the victim is white, rather than black.  
 
While my opposition to the death penalty was steadfast prior to my journey to New Orleans, 
the first-hand exposure to the law and the people it affected greatly expanded and enforced 
my opposition to the death penalty. A system in which the life of an individual depends 
substantially upon the colour of their skin and quality of the legal representation they can 
afford is not fair or impartial, and is thereby not an acceptable system of justice. 
Importantly, the learning, experiences and understandings I gained concerning extremely 
complex and nuanced concepts of law, justice and humanity throughout my internship will, I 
believe, make me a better lawyer in the future.  

  


