Controversial Issues With Plea Bargaining – Do You Agree With the Courts’ Decision?

1.  Problem – The defense attorney and prosecutor do the talking while the defendant has little say in what’s going on.  This leaves the possibility of the defense attorney “going rogue” and saying the defendant pleads guilty even though they didn’t want to.

Dilemma – Should courts accept the defense attorney’s word that the defendant wants to plead guilty or should the defendant be required to give his/her input into the plea bargaining process?  Why?

My solution:

What the courts decided:

2.  Problem – North Carolina v. Alford – A murder was committed.  Alford, the accused, claimed he didn’t do it.  However, the prosecution tried to charge him with 1st degree murder, which carries a sentence of death.  Even though he claimed to be innocent, Alford pleaded guilty to 2nd degree murder to avoid the death penalty.  He was then given 30 years in prison because of his plea.  

Dilemma – Alford appealed his case, complaining that he only plea-bargained so as not to die.  Should he be given a trial, or should his 30 years stick?  Why?

My solution:

What the courts decided:

3.  Problem - Santobello v. New York – The New York prosecutor in the case promised to argue for a lighter sentence in front of the judge in exchange for Santobello’s guilty plea.  Santobello pleaded guilty, but the prosecutor didn’t argue for a lighter sentence.

Dilemma – The plea bargaining process is an informal one – that is there are not exactly specific rules regarding how you bargain and what you have to or do not have to take as a deal.  If a prosecutor makes promises in this situation, do they need to be kept?  Why?

My solution:

 What the courts decided:

4.  Problem – Bordenkircher v. Hayes – The prosecutor told the defendant that if he entered a guilty plea, he would recommend a light sentence.  If he didn’t, the prosecutor would indict Hayes under a much harsher crime.

Dilemma – Should prosecutors be allowed to threaten defendants with sentences for crimes that are appropriate for harsher sentences than those that they committed to get a guilty plea?  Why or why not?

My solution:

What the courts decided:

5.  Problem – United States v. Mezzanatto – The defendant admitted to the crime during the plea bargaining process.  However, he felt unsatisfied with the offer the prosecutor gave and decided to go to trial instead.  

Dilemma – the prosecutor used the defendant’s admission during the plea bargaining session in the trial.  Should prosecutors be allowed to do this or not?  Why?

My solution:

What the courts decided:

