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DEPARTMENT OF CORRECTIONS




Information on the Execution Process
Q: Who was the last person executed in Pennsylvania?

A: On July 6, 1999, Gary Heidnik was executed by lethal injection. He had been convicted and given two death sentences in July 1988 for savagely murdering two women he had imprisoned in his home. At his conviction, he was also convicted of six counts of kidnapping, five counts of rape, four counts of aggravated assault and two counts of involuntary deviate sexual intercourse. In addition to the death sentences, he also received a cumulative prison term of 150 to 300 years.

Q: Who was the first person to be executed by lethal injection?

A: On May 2, 1995, Keith Zettlemoyer became the first person in the state to be executed by lethal injection. Zettlemoyer was executed for the 1980 murder of a friend, Charles DeVetsco, who was scheduled to testify against him in a robbery trial.

Q: When was the last execution by electrocution in Pennsylvania?

A: On April 2, 1962, Elmo Smith was executed for the rape/slaying of a young woman in Montgomery County. Smith was tried in Gettysburg, Adams County, on a change of venue. The electric chair was not used again.

Q: How many executions were carried out in the electric chair?

A: There were 350 persons executed at SCI Rockview, including two women, between 1915 and 1962.  Prior to the legislation enacted in 1913, which designated electrocution as the method of execution, Pennsylvania's mode of execution was hanging.   Pennsylvania was the first state, in 1834, to move away from public hangings to private executions conducted within the commonwealth's county prisons and jails.

Q: When did the execution method change?

A: In November 1990, Gov. Robert P. Casey signed legislation changing Pennsylvania’s method of capital punishment from electrocution to lethal injection.

Q. What is the status of the electric chair?

A. In December 1990, the electric chair and all associated equipment was removed from the execution chamber at SCI Rockview. It is now the property of the Pennsylvania Historical Museum Commission.
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Q: Where are executions carried out now?

A: In June 1997, the execution complex at SCI Rockview was moved outside of the facility’s perimeter to a former field hospital. The building, which is located on prison grounds, was renovated into a maximum-security building which will house capital cases for a short period of time just prior to execution. The relocation will allow officials to prepare for and carry out executions without disrupting the day-to-day operation of SCI Rockview. The relocation also enhances the safety and security of witnesses because it doesn’t require them to enter the facility to view an execution.

Q: What renovations were made to the former field hospital?

A: The two-story building was renovated to include three cells, cell furniture, an electronic monitoring system, phones, floor covering, a new climate control system and locking mechanisms. Some items -- including tables, chairs and the bullet-proof glass room divider -- were transferred from the old complex. The actual execution procedure will be carried out on the first floor. Additional office space is also available on the second floor for other prison-related purposes.

Q: Who performs the lethal injection procedure?

A: The Department of Corrections engages the services of individuals technically competent by virtue of training or experience to carry out the lethal injection procedure.  The state does not identify injection team members because of the confidentiality of the execution policy, for security reasons and out of respect of the privacy of those involved.

Q: Where are individuals housed after execution dates have been set?

A: As required by law, individuals whose execution warrants have been signed by the governor are housed in solitary confinement apart from all other inmates. They are under constant direct supervision by corrections officers and their visits are restricted by law to immediate family, legal counsel and clergy, if they so choose. All male capital cases are housed at maximum-security facilities: SCIs Graterford and Greene. Females are housed at SCI Muncy.

Q: What are condemned inmates permitted to have in their cells after a warrant is signed?

A: They are permitted their bedding -- a mattress, pillow, blanket and sheets; a towel and a bar of soap; institutional clothing; legal papers; limited religious materials; some personal photos; and certain consumable items -- such as cigarettes, toothbrush and toothpaste, writing implements -- which are provided as needed and returned to the officer if not consumed. Reading material is also provided as requested, one item at a time. A TV or radio may be located on a stand outside the cell, if requested.
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Q: What happens to their personal property after their execution?

A: Prior to the scheduled execution date, the individual is provided with a number of forms to sign. These forms designate next of kin, who is to receive their property, what family members may visit, spiritual advisor and disposition of the body.

Q: When do the individuals to be executed go to SCI Rockview?

A: For security reasons, the exact time and routes to be taken will not be disclosed.

Q: What is done to confirm the inmate's identity?

A: The inmate is fingerprinted upon his/her arrival at Rockview and the prints checked with verified file prints. A recent photograph is also delivered along with the inmate.

Q: Where are the condemned inmates held at SCI Rockview?

A: In cells located in the execution complex. Often referred to as the "death row" cells, these cells generally do not hold the condemned inmates other than for the time between their arrival and their execution.

Q: What visits are permitted?

A: Approved immediate family members, listed by the inmate, are permitted a final visit on the day of the execution. The inmate's attorney and designated spiritual advisor are also permitted to visit as needed. No other visits are permitted by law without an order of the sentencing court.

Q: What time will the execution take place?

A: Presently, the scheduled time for all executions is 7 p.m. on the day designated by the governor's warrant.

Q: Does the inmate get to select a "last meal"?

A: The meals the condemned inmate will eat while at SCI Rockview will be the same as eaten by the rest of the inmate population, except the individual will be permitted to request one special meal from a menu of available items.
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Q: What is done to ensure that word of a stay or other legal halting of the execution is received in time?

A: An open phone line is maintained between SCI Rockview and the Governor's Office to receive word of any last minute reprieves. That information would then be immediately given to SCI Rockview's superintendent who is on an open phone line in the injection room throughout the procedure.

September 2012/Press Office
