Ryan sorry for wrongful convictions; 'System and I failed to achieve just outcome' 
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GOP gubernatorial candidate Jim Ryan issued his first outright apology Thursday for wrongfully putting two men on Death Row instead of prosecuting the real killer of 10-year-old Jeanine Nicarico.

DuPage County's former top prosecutor made his statement after a jury Wednesday sentenced Brian Dugan to death for the Nicarico murder, which Ryan incorrectly had blamed on Rolando Cruz and Alex Hernandez. Both men were later exonerated.

"In the Cruz-Hernandez cases, prosecutors, detectives and police officers acted in good faith and still came up with the wrong result," Ryan said. "In the Cruz-Hernandez cases, the system and I failed to achieve a just outcome. And for that I am sorry."

Ryan, a former Illinois attorney general, went on to say that if elected governor, he would not lift the moratorium that former Gov. George Ryan imposed after commuting the sentences of 156 Death Row inmates to life in prison in one of his last acts in office in 2003.

Jim Ryan's stance on the moratorium puts him at odds with the rest of the GOP field for governor, many of whom reacted to Dugan's death sentence by pledging to end the moratorium as governor.

Cruz said if Ryan's apology is sincere, he should meet Cruz at a restaurant and hear some of Cruz's ideas for reforming the justice system in Illinois -- maybe even take Cruz on as an adviser on death penalty issues. If not, maybe he'll work against Ryan again, Cruz said in a telephone interview.

"An apology does not undo 12 years of suffering and torture," Cruz said. "I am taken by the fact he manned up this far, even though he did not come out directly and say, 'I apologize to you, Rolando Cruz,' I would like for him to talk to me. This comes 14 years and nine days after my release."

Ryan's newfound contrition for his handling of the Nicarico case is in marked contrast to how he handled the subject as a gubernatorial candidate seven years ago, when Democrat Rod Blagojevich needled him about it.

In an October 2002 debate, Ryan and Blagojevich were asked to name their biggest political regrets. Ryan did not name any regrets in that forum, not even twice prosecuting Cruz for Nicarico's murder.

Besides professing support for George Ryan's moratorium, Jim Ryan's only response in that debate to repeated questioning on Cruz was, "I made decisions based on the totality of the evidence I knew at the time."

Ryan's stance on the moratorium drew condemnation from his one-time top aide in the state's attorney's office and the man who successfully prosecuted Dugan, DuPage County State's Attorney Joe Birkett.

"While I respect Jim Ryan, I strongly disagree with his announcement," Birkett said. "The moratorium put in place by former Gov. George Ryan is legal fiction."

Rob Warden of Northwestern University's Center on Wrongful Convictions blasted Ryan's apology: "He is no more sincere than Dugan. I don't mean to equate what Ryan did with what Dugan did because Dugan committed three murders, Ryan only committed three attempted murders: Rolando Cruz; Alejandro Hernandez, and Stephen Buckley."
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