Week 3 – 07/26/06 Instructor Finn

False Reporting in the Susan Smith Case by Donna Speckhard

“Susan’s story would also raise doubts in some and cause a community to question some of its own citizens, based solely on the race of those citizens.” – Crimelibrary
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If you can get past the fact that this woman killed her two little boys (3 years old and 14 months) for fear of losing her lover, then you were probably on her jury.  I think she should have gotten the death penalty.  She lied to police for nine days until the local sheriff broke her.  She wrote out a teared stained confession and the defense painted a picture of a poor abused woman, being taken advantage of, recovering from a nasty divorce and spurned by her lover for having children.  However, she did not commit suicide with the children; she came up with a story about a carjacking and a description of the perpetrator and lied to the faces of her family, friends and a nation.  But I am not here to debate you on the merits or outcome of this case.  The guilty party confessed and was tried.  Her punishment will be to relive the moment she murdered Michael and Alex everyday for eternity.  The discussion presented here focuses on the false reporting in this case and how a very different outcome could have occurred (http://www.crimelibrary.com/notorious_murders/famous/smith/unthinkable_2.html).     

Susan Smith’s testimony and information she gave to police included a description of a young black man.  The police started pulling over and questioning young black men in and around the town of Union, SC, during the first nine days.  This would have continued starting a trend of racial profiling.  Susan Smith herself – might have committed suicide which would prevent the truth from ever coming out. The bodies of the young children may or may not have been found.  Without the bodies of the two young boys, their death would not be known so many manhours of searching, money spent by organizations and individuals would be exhausted.  Missing children brings out the best in our communities and law enforcement agencies.  Family would psychologically be forever looking in every face of every boy they passed on the street thinking it might be one of their missing sons.  Everytime a child’s body was found and closely resembled Alex or Michael, the family would have to steal itself for bad news.  The remains unfound, would never allow the family to fully grieve.  This damage alone, could cause irreversible harm to the family.  If Susan Smith did not commit suicide, who is to say she would not have more children and put them at risk?  (Herald Journal, Rick Bragg, 1995, http://www.teleplex.net/shj/smith/trial/wells.html)  Perhaps she would even risk the lives of children around her.  

· Possible harm to the mother (Murderer in this case) by suicide

· Possible harm to other children

· False leads, and investigative time and money spent by police and labs would waste resources and take time away from other crimes

· Possible harm to future children

· Waste of private organization resources such as the Center for missing or exploited children, volunteer hours, phones, search parties etc.. that could all be spent on another case
· Tragic psychological harm to the family 

· The false accusation of an innocent person or a person questioned.  This can due harm to one’s reputation by just having one’s name mentioned in conjunction with child abduction.  Possibly negative community sentiment against that person.

· A cause for racial profiling in a small town leading to distrust of those young men of color.

“Sheriff Wells and Agent Logan contacted the FBI’s Behavioral Sciences Unit for assistance. Wells and Logan asked the unit to provide a profile of the characteristics of a homicidal mother. The profile the FBI provided fit Susan Smith almost perfectly.”  -- Crimelibrary
