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Retmal

Judge says alibi, other
evidence could clear
men in woman’s death

By JAMES HOHMANN
Staff Writer
jhohmann@dallasnews.com

A retrial could be in the works
for two men convicted of mur-
dering a woman outside a conve-
nience store 11 years ago in West
Texas.

Judge Felix Klein found that
the jury might have reached a
different verdict in the cases of
Alberto Sifuentes and Jes@s Ra-
mirez had it heard about an alibi
witness who could place the men
almost 35 miles from the crime
scéne minutes before the murder
in Littlefield, and if defense at-
torneys had investigated two
other suspects who matched de-
scriptions given to police.

In separate opinions issued
on different days over the past
two months, Judge Klein con-
cluded that the men were “de-
prived of the effective assistance
of counsel, in violation of the
Sixth and Fourteenth amend-
ments to the Constitution of the
United States.”

Barry McNeil of Dallas-based
Haynes and Boone welcomed
the decision and said the firm
has donated more than $2.2 mil-
lion over the past five years in
pro bono labor to clear the men.

“These guys have been in pris-
on for 11 years this month for a
crime they didn’t commit,” Mr.
McNeil said.

“Once I read the transcripts
of the two trials, I was utterly
convinced they had not been
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Alberto
Sifuentes

Jesiis
Ramirez

“Oncel read the transcripts
of the two trials, I was
utterly convinced they had
not been fairly treated
during thetrial.”

Barry McNeil of Dallas-based
Haynes and Boone, whose
firm has been working on the
case pro bono for five years

fairly treated during the trial.
Once we got the evidence and
discovered new evidence, I was
absolutely convinced they were
innocent.”

The latest decision doesn’t
guarantee a new trial will hap-
pen. It also does not mean that
the men, still in jail with life sen-
tences, will be freed.

The Court of Criminal Ap-
peals, the highest criminal court
in Texas, is expected to make a
decision by the end of the year
on whether to accept Judge
Klein’s “findings of fact” and
“conclusions of law.”

“We're just going to wait and
see what the criminal court of
appeals does,” said Mark Yar-
brough, the Lamb County dis-
trict attorney who prosecuted
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Mr. Ramirez, 59, and still be-
lieves he is guilty.

Mr. Yarbrough said Judge
Klein rejected all but two of the
33 grounds for the habeas cor-
pus motion.

“The court also found that
none of those three, the two oth-
er suspects or [alibi witness]
Pauline Robles, ever established
the actual innocence of the de-
fendant,” he said. '

The case fired up passions in
the Hispanic community, as
many leading activists expressed
outrage at what they saw as a
wrongful conviction. The Mexi-
can Consulate took the unusual
step of taking an active stand on
amnoncapital case.

“The consulate is quite
pleased with the news of a new
trial,” said Mexican Consul
Eduardo Rea in Dallas. “And we
are convinced that, in this case, a
great injustice was committed.
We know that they are innocent
and that their lawyers will be
able to prove that. We will be
watching developments closely.”
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But the family of victim
Evangelina Cruz has held that
the two men are guilty, even af-
ter the habeas corpus petition
was filed.

Ms. Cruz was working at the
Jolly Roger store off State High-
way 84 in Littlefield near Lub-
bock on Aug. 6, 1996, when she
was shot nine times, once in the
face, after 2 a.m. ‘

The Texas attorney general’s
office, which is responsible for

* the prosecution of Mr. Sifuentes,

34, did not return messages
seeking comment left Friday af-
ternoon.

Sara Esquivel, Mr. Ramirez’s
mother, said the case has con-
sumed her.

“A mother loves her children,
and I would love for my son to
have an opportunity to prove
that he did not do anything,”
said Ms. Esquivel, from San
Luis, Mexico. “We have waited
so long, and we liope that the
end is finally near.”

Al Dia staff writer Isabel C.
Morales contributed to this re-
port.
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@ Archive: News
coverage of past trials
@ Documents: Read the
complete decisions by
154th District Judge
Felix Klein on the
habeas corpus motion
for Alberto Sifuentes
and Jesus Ramirez.
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