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The Central Park Five
	The Central Park Five is an award-winning documentary that was produced by Ken Burns in 2012. This documentary highlights the plight of five African American and Latino (Kevin Richardson, Antron McCray, Yusef Salaam, Korey Wise, and Raymond Santana) teenagers who received a wrongful conviction for raping and causing extensive injuries to a white woman (Trisha Meili) in Central Park, New York, in 1989. After spending between 6 and 13 years in prison, the convictions were overturned after a serial rapist (Matias Reyes) confessed to committing the crime. The documentary gives a clear picture of the racial tension and violence in New York City in 1989. It shows how these factors led to the police rushing the investigation and how the media played a role in influencing the public. Most importantly, it shows how the lives of five teenagers were ruined due to a miscarriage of justice. 
	The two critical factors that contributed to the wrongful convictions were the shoddy investigations carried out by the police and the portrayal of the crime in the media. However, racism played in, in both cases. On April 21, 1989, the New York Times reported that a group of thirty teenagers had launched attacks around the Central Park area. This group was branded as the “wolf pack.” For example, they attacked Michael Vigna, a bike rider. They also stole from Antonio Diaz, a 50-year old man, and left him unconscious after beating him up. Several other crimes were committed around this area. In response to the crime, Kevin Richardson and Raymond Santana, who was alleged to be part of the wolf pack, were arrested. This arrest was in connection to an unlawful assembly and not the rape case. Richardson and Santana were held for hours without their parents being notified. This was unlawful considering the fact that they were teenagers. Their parents were only called later after they had been questioned.  
	Later, after the crime had been committed, and the police notified, they went ahead to arrest Antron McCray, Yusef Salaam, and Korey Wise in relation to the crime. While Richardson and Santana were released, McCray, Salaam, and Wise were charged with unlawful assembly and second-degree murder. However, before being released, four of the teenagers were interrogated by the police without the involvement of their parents or lawyers. This was another unlawful act by the police. In an interview with the Washington Post in 2016, Salaam indicated that they did not eat, drink, or sleep for twenty-four hours. He indicated that they were under duress to give a false confession. In the courtroom, all the teenagers recanted their statements and stated that they were not guilty, and had been coerced to confess to the crime. According to the Fifth Amendment to the constitution, individuals have a right of avoiding self-incrimination. The Sixth Amendment to the constitution also gives individuals the right to seek counsel. None of the teenagers was granted these rights, and this amounted to coerced confessions, which are unacceptable in a court of law.
	Different actions by the police indicated that they carried out shoddy investigations and gave false reports. In reporting the crime in the New York Daily News, the police indicated that about 12 youths, that were part of the “wolf pack”, grabbed Trisha Meili, and dragged her to the bushes, where they raped, beat, and left her unconscious. If this was the case, questions were raised about why only five people were arrested in connection to the murder. Apart from this, the police provided coerced confessions of the teenagers to the court. The police did not provide any eyewitnesses to support the confessions or accusations against the teens. There was no DNA evidence that would prove the sexual assault case. This did not only prove that the evidence was not credible, but that there was a possibility of police or prosecutorial misconduct. 
	While the police might have played a role in the wrongful conviction, the media played the largest role and might have influenced the actions of the police. Before the attack, the media had portrayed the violence that was taking place in New York from 1988. According to statistics provided by the Federal Bureau of Investigations (FBI), over 1,800 homicides had been committed in New York City in 1988. This violence continued into 1989 when the crime was committed. The stories that the media had portrayed gave police pressure to close the case. Using different media outlets, the police provided false and incomplete information about the crime. 
	In the course of the investigations and the trials, media houses took up the story. For example, newspaper magazines placed the story on their front pages. The goal of the media houses was not to provide proceedings on the case but to portray the teenagers as violent. Terms such as "wolf pack," "savages," "bloodthirsty," and "animals" were used in describing the teens. Media columnists associated teenagers with all kinds of unethical behaviors including gun possession, drug use, rapists, and welfare-dependent among others. One of the most notable media influences was when the former president, Donald Trump, took full pages in newspaper magazines to advocate for the return of the death penalty. The media houses were more interested in competing against each other as opposed to ensuring that the case was fair. They fueled public outrage and opinions on the case without any valid evidence. The use of the different terms might have fueled racial tension in New York, as the teenagers were from minority racial groups. The Poynter Institute described it as a media tsunami. While it might be stated that race was not a sole factor to consider, it was fueled by the media and it was considered in the ruling. 
	The wrongful conviction of the five teenagers was uncovered in 2002 when Matias Reyes, a serial rapist who was serving time, confessed to the crime. Further, the DNA evidence was positive to the evidence found at the crime scene. The Innocence Project played an important role in overturning the wrongful conviction. In December 2002, a judge in the New York Supreme Court annulled the convictions of the five individuals after they had served between six and thirteen years in prison. In 2003, after being released, the five individuals filed a lawsuit against the New York City government for emotional distress, malicious prosecution, and racial discrimination. Despite this being an open case, the New York City government fought it for over ten years. In the end, the government agreed to a $41 million settlement. The payments were made in 2014; almost ten years after the convictions were annulled. The police department also failed to acknowledge their poor handling of the case. This proves that the compensation was difficult to obtain. 
	Several facts about this case shocked me. The police investigation of the matter was extremely shoddy. Five innocent teenagers had to take the downfall for the inefficiency of the police system. I wonder why the five individuals had to be chosen out of the thirty that were around the park that night. The police failed to investigate all the thirty individuals that were involved in the violence. They interrogated five teenagers without the consent of their parents or caregivers. They went ahead to deny them basic needs and coerce them into a confession. They presented coerced confessions despite knowing that they were unlawful. To me, this was the highest level of police misconduct. The actions of the police portrayed that they were not interested in finding justice. Apart from this, I have always believed that the media is the mirror of society. It dictates the reaction and opinions in society. In this case, the media failed to perform its role. It failed to ensure that the police were doing their job in the right way. Media houses used the case to build their names and fuel racism. If the media had played its role, justice would have been served. The police would have been forced to do their jobs properly. The court would have considered all the facts of the case before making a ruling. 
	I learned several things from this documentary. I learned about the influence of the media on racial matters. The portrayals of the media, coupled with the fact that the five teenagers were from minority groups, fueled racism and clouded the reality behind the case. I have learned about the loopholes in the criminal justice system. The police, the prosecutor, and the judge did not take time to collect all facts about the case. This film explains some of the lessons from the class materials. It explains the role that different institutions have to play to ensure that there is justice. These institutions include the media, law enforcement, the government, and the court. The film gives more insights into the role that DNA evidence is playing in exonerating wrongful convictions. DNA evidence has been a lifeline for ensuring justice in criminal law. The film also gives more details about the impact of racial tension and discrimination in society. It shows that it is the source of most injustices. 
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