
Dear Pulitzer jurors: 
 
The government of the state of Oklahoma holds the tremendous power to execute inmates 

convicted of crimes considered “especially heinous, atrocious or cruel.” 
The Tulsa World has always aggressively reported on this extraordinary government power for 

two reasons: to shine a light on the execution process; and to ensure that stories of victims of violent 
crime don’t get lost in the debate.  

The work done by World Enterprise Editor Ziva Branstetter and reporter Cary Aspinwall 
demonstrates this commitment. And, while the reporting was not always popular with readers, these 
journalists have provided work that exemplifies the importance of covering Oklahoma’s “botched 
execution” of Clayton Lockett.  

Lockett’s execution was scheduled to take place April 29, 2014, as the state’s first double 
execution since 1937. Branstetter and Aspinwall were there to tell the story in brutal detail, with 
Branstetter set to witness Lockett’s death and Aspinwall planning to witness the death of convicted 
killer and rapist Charles Warner.  

Both writers had researched the cases extensively and written in-depth advance stories 
outlining the details of the inmates’ respective crimes to ensure the victims’ stories didn’t get lost in the 
surrounding legal challenges. They also knew and had reported on the risks of the drug combination 
Oklahoma planned to use.  

Quickly, witnesses realized something had gone horribly wrong. Branstetter watched as Lockett 
struggled and attempted to rise up from the gurney, speaking and moving long after a doctor declared 
him unconscious.  

Prison officials shut the blinds in the death chamber, preventing Branstetter and other witnesses 
from seeing what happened next. They said they halted Lockett’s execution, but performed no lifesaving 
measures.  

He died on the gurney 43 minutes after his execution started, something state officials didn’t tell 
witnesses until they had been ushered out of the viewing room and returned to the media center. 
Warner was given a last-minute stay by the governor.  

Lockett’s execution made international headlines, with President Obama calling on the Justice 
Department to conduct a nationwide review. The United Nations Human Rights Commissioner 
condemned the execution, saying it may have violated international law. 

Though state officials have vehemently tried to fight the labeling of Lockett’s execution as 
“botched,” the Tenth Circuit Court of Appeals later labeled it a “procedural disaster” and a federal judge 
reviewing the case said it was abundantly clear Lockett was conscious long after he was not supposed to 
be. And nearly one year later, the U.S. Supreme Court now plans to review the drug protocol Oklahoma 
used on Lockett.  

In Oklahoma, the death penalty enjoys wide public support and Tulsa World readers largely had 
little sympathy for either Lockett or Warner (who was recently executed by the state on Jan. 15).  

Both men, after all, had committed brutal acts of violence. Lockett was convicted of shooting 
19-year-old Stephanie Neiman and ordering an accomplice to bury her, while she was still breathing. 
Warner was convicted of raping and murdering 11-month-old Adrianna Waller, his roommate’s 
daughter. 

Yet public pushback and popular opinion in the reddest of red states never dissuaded 
Branstetter and Aspinwall from pursuing the truth of what happened in Lockett’s death. They 
immediately began pressing state officials for answers, combing through documents and every detail of 
the process to uncover what happened.  

Less than two weeks after Lockett’s death, Aspinwall and Branstetter reported what it would 
take other news outlets months to publish: Lockett’s death took nearly four times as long as most 



Oklahoma executions because of a failed IV line started by a medical professional whose credentials 
remain secret under state law.  

Their gutsy reporting caught the eye of the national media and raised the ire of state officials 
who were busy trying to conceal facts and records related to Lockett’s death.  

Aspinwall and Branstetter didn’t stop there. In June, they published a three-part series that 
examined in gripping detail both the deaths of Stephanie Neiman and Clayton Lockett, as well as flaws in 
Oklahoma’s lethal injection process.  

The series, Fatal Flaws, exposed the fact that executioners were pushing lethal drugs from a 
cramped, dimly lit closet while using flashlights to see and colored pencils to communicate.  The 
reporters reviewed autopsies from 100 executions to show this wasn’t the first problematic execution in 
Oklahoma. The series revealed that in recent years, the state had also quietly passed a measure banning 
autopsies on death row inmates except in rare cases, exams that could have yielded useful information 
on the effectiveness of execution drugs the state was using.  

Months later, the state published findings of its own investigation into Lockett’s death, placing 
most of the blame on the failed IV and declining to hold any officials accountable. But many of the flaws 
exposed by the World’s reporting were swiftly addressed: Officials remodeled the execution chamber, 
ditched the colored pencil system, added medical equipment and required more training at the prison. 
In a move clearly designed to strike back at media scrutiny of their actions, one of the “revisions” 
Oklahoma made to its execution protocol was to cut the number of media witnesses in half.  

A legal challenge by several Oklahoma death row inmates resulted in other details of Lockett’s 
execution being revealed in federal court documents, despite state officials’ rapid attempts to conceal 
them. The World hustled to grab court documents before the state’s lawyers could get them sealed and 
reported the gruesome details – the bloody mess inside the execution chamber, the rush job to get new 
drugs approved – that seemed to be missing from the state’s own investigation.  

Branstetter and Aspinwall’s relentless efforts to publish the truth continue to receive intense 
pushback from state officials who would like the issue to go away. That pushback has included phone 
calls and visits from public officials and voiced concern from local Chamber of Commerce officials that 
Oklahoma was getting a bad name with continued coverage of a “botched execution.” 

Our reporters have not backed down.  
Less than a week later, with the help of Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press, the 

World sued the Governor and public safety officials for their continuing refusal to release documents 
related to Lockett’s execution. The lawsuit is currently pending in Oklahoma County court.  

For their diligent commitment to shining a light on problems with Oklahoma’s execution process 
in spite of intense public and political pushback, these journalists are worthy of the Pulitzer Prize for 
Local Reporting. 

 
Thank you for your consideration,  
 
Susan Ellerbach 

Executive editor, Tulsa World 


