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Secrecy is essential for grand juries. No argument here.
In the right hands,  the confidential cocoon of the grand jury room can be a refuge for the truth. In 

the wrong hands,  it can be a dark place to conceal it.
We the people of Texas have only one window into the shrouded system,  one tool to ensure judges 

are empaneling fair,  diverse grand juries and aren’t filling them with country club pals,  active duty 
cops,  and mostly white elites. We have their names.

Texas law and Texas attorney general opinions say citizens get to know in whose hands we’re 
entrusting the broad powers to investigate,  subpoena and indict.

A name isn’t much. But it’s something. And now,  in Harris County,  we don’t even have that. 
Since January 2012,  all 22 of our criminal court judges have begun quietly,  unilaterally,  signing 

orders to seal the names of grand jurors,  according to newly obtained records. They’re doing it not just 
while the juror is serving,  but indefinitely.

“We have filed our motions and we have sealed them and,  quite frankly,  that hasn’t been challenged, 
“ state district Judge Denise Collins said. 

Well,  judge,  I’m no lawyer,  but consider this your first challenge. I don’t have time to visit 22 courts 
and wait to be called upon 22 times to make the same argument. So I’ll say it here.

Sealing public information is wrong. By some stretch of judicial discretion,  it may be legal - that’s to 
be determined. But it violates the spirit of the law,  and the public’s trust in the folks in black robes to 
fairly administer justice.

Texas law requires grand jurors to be empaneled in open court - for a reason. The public deserves a 
chance to look the panel over,  assess qualifications and point out possible conflicts.

The sealing of the names is even more troubling in a county where many judges still use the 
antiquated “pick-a-pal” system to select grand jurors that’s been banned in federal courts and found 
vulnerable to abuse by the U.S. Supreme Court.

Who would know?
It’s even more vulnerable now.
With the names under seal,  judges could empanel entire grand juries of cops. Judges could choose 

never to empanel another woman,  or another African-American. And we wouldn’t know.
So,  what compelling reason would our honorable arbiters of justice have for hobbling the public’s 

only check on grand jurors?  Are grand jurors enduring an epidemic of death threats? Are they 
demanding in unison their names be hidden?

Not so much.
Of the 22 judges I called,  seven responded by deadline. Judge Collins was the only one whose privacy 

was born of a real-life example: Some of her grand jurors got calls at their homes and information 
packets from defense attorneys.

“And that makes them feel vulnerable, “ she said. “They shouldn’t be compromised that way.” 
Judge Susan Brown,  speaking personally and not in her capacity as administrative judge,  said it’s an 

issue of safety and security. Asked for examples of safety concerns,  she offered a hypothetical. 
“What if Joe Smith is the relative of a capital murder defendant who wants to know who indicted him 

and then there’s harm?” she said. “I think there has to be some gatekeeping.”
Brown said judges have a responsibility to protect jurors unless there’s “a good reason” to release 

their names.

What’s a good reason?
But what’s a good reason? Is there ever a “good reason” for a judge who doesn’t want us to know he’s 

empaneling a bunch of pals?
“I can’t answer that, “ Brown said,  refusing to entertain a hypothetical.

In Harris County, secrecy 
shrouds our grand jurors’ names
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INSIDE EDITORIAL

Let’s face it. Potential inno-
cence isn’t the only thing Harris
County District Attorney Devon
Anderson is considering as she

decides whether to retry Alfred
Dewayne Brown for the slaying
of a Houston police officer.

She’s got a dead cop on her
hands, Charles R. Clark, a 20-
year veteran, beloved husband
and brother, who was gunned
down as he tried to stop a three-
man robbery of an ACE check-
cashing place in April 2003.

Somebodymust pay.
I’m sure Anderson would

prefer that a guilty person pay.
But in the absence of another
suspect, the district attorney

may feel pressure — from the
public, from law enforcement,
from the victim’s family, from
political advisers — to go after
Brown a second time, even
though the state’s case against
him has unraveled to mere
shreds.

Last month, an appellate
court threw out Brown’s convic-
tion and death sentence because
the DA’s office withheld key
evidence at trial that supports
Brown’s contention that he was
home the morning of the rob-

bery. No physical evidence ever
tied Brown to the crime. Nearly
every witness who fingered him
has recanted.

But what if there were
another suspect, a legitimate
suspect that mounting evidence
suggested could have commit-
ted the crime instead of Brown?
Wouldn’t we expect the district
attorney to take a hard look
before pursuing another weak
case against Brown?

Of course. And records show
there is such a suspect. His

name is Jero Dorty. And the dis-
trict attorney’s office has been
aware of his potential role in
Clark’s death for at least seven
years.

In 2007, Brown’s writ attor-
neys with the firm K&LGates
named Dorty as a “critical sus-
pect” and spent nearly 10 pages
of an appeal laying out the
reasons why. In 2008, Brown’s
attorneys filed an emergency
motion to test Dorty’s DNA. But
prosecutors dragged their feet.

Evidencemounts thatwrongman couldbe retried in copkilling
LISA FALKENBERG
Commentary
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From right, Tremel Cooper, 11, BryanWorthy, 9, KatelynWashington, 16, and ByronWorthy, 9, play street basketball near
their homes on the corner of Roberts and Danover in Katy. Some residents call the area around Roberts Road “the ghetto.”

Marie D. De Jesús / Houston Chronicle

Families moving to
the flourishing Katy area
can scan real estate list-
ings, walk through model
homes or visit open hous-
es. They’ll see a $1.2million
five-bedroom on Brighton
Sky Lane, a four-bedroom
on Crystal Meadow Place
listed for $363,000, or
model homes frommaster-

planned communities. The
soon-to-come, 2,000-home
Cane Island touts a trained
golden Retriever that will
pose for photographs and
offer its business card to
potential buyers.

Meanwhile, in a small
strip mall storefront in
downtown Katy, families
attend a different kind of
open house, reviewing
documents to see if they

might qualify for Houston
Habitat forHumanity’sfirst
home in the Katy area. But
rising land prices have put
that project onhold.

As the Katy area grows
and prospers, affordable
housing seems increasing-
ly out of reach, sometimes
by design and sometimes
as a reflection of a broader
problem in many commu-
nities ringing the Houston
area. Katy’s city govern-
ment lacksanysortofhous-
ing program, the county’s

Boomputs
homes for
working
class out
of reach

KATY

By Leah Binkovitz
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As suburban market skyrockets,
low-cost options struggle to survive

Montgomery County
Judge Alan Sadler, who is
steppingdownafternearly
a quarter of a century in
office, never dreamed of a
career in politics.

When Sadler married
his wife, Mimi, 34 years
ago, he was working in
banking and real estate
and she would tell her
friends, “Well, at least he’s
not a politician.”

But Sadler, now 66, got
the itch to run for county
judge after being appoint-
ed to a committee to study
the efficiency of Mont-

gomery County’s govern-
ment. The county native
concluded at the end of the
two-year study that with
hisfinancedegree fromthe
University of Texas and 18
years’ work experience, he
could run a tighter ship by
doing the jobhimself.

“So naively, I jumped
in and ran, and damn if I
didn’twin,” recalledSadler
of his first campaign in
1990. He trounced the in-
cumbent,Al Stahl, garner-
ing over 60 percent of the
vote. By the time he retires
at the end of the month,
Sadler will have six terms

Sadler leaves legacyof
fiscal careamidgrowth
By Cindy Horswell
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MONTGOMERY COUNTY JUDGE

AUSTIN—When then-Texas
health official Jack Stick sug-
gested earlier this year that a
companyhe hadhelped land $20
million in no-bid state contracts
might get another one through a
sister department, he was refer-
ring the firm to a familiar face:
Frianita Wilson, wife of Doug
Wilson, who as Stick’s boss was
overseeing the first project.

Of course, Stick — then the
top lawyer at the state health
commission — could also have
turned for help to his own wife,
Erica Stick, who served as chief
of staffat themega-agency,which
runs all health and human ser-
vices andhasa$33billionannual
budget.

And that wasn’t his only fam-
ily connection at a state agen-
cy. His brother, Jeremy Stick,
worked at the same department
asFrianitaWilson.

The web of family ties at the
Texas Health and Human Ser-
vices Commission is raising new
questions in a growing contract
controversy roiling theCapitol.

Family
ties raise
red flags
on no-bid
contracts

By BrianM. Rosenthal

Political watchdogs,
lawmakers note links
in 21CT controversy
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Memo Archundia had
never been to a basketball
game before Saturday, but
the 8-year-old said he has
always been interested in
sports.

“His podiatrist
always said he’d
make a great basket-
ball player because
he’s so tall,” said his
mother, Sonia Arc-
hundia. “We hope that he
gets excitedabout it today.”

The 45-year-old suffers
from chronic pneumonia
and has to stay tethered to
an electric oxygenpump in
order to breathe. She said
she didn’t want her illness

to stop her children, espe-
ciallyMemo, fromenjoying
the game.

“I have confidence in
myself that I can play any
sport,” said her son. “May-
be basketball for the Rock-

ets.”
On Saturday

night, they were in
a private suite at
Toyota Center that
was joyfully cha-
otic. Children were

ripping open their pack-
ages like it was Christmas
morning, tossing wrap-
ping paper, ribbons and
bowsaside toreveal stuffed
animals, Hello Kitty dolls
andNerf guns.

Rockets host party for Goodfellows children
ByMichelle Iracheta

Dave Rossman

Noah Edwards gets a pat on the head from “Santa”
Clutch during Saturday’s event at Toyota Center. Goodfellows continues on B3
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COMMENTARY

 By Lisa Falkenberg 



Surprisingly,  several judges seemed unaware they were sealing names. 
“I had no idea I was doing that, “ said Judge Ruben Guerrero. “Have I been doing that?” 
Judge Marc Carter asked his clerk about it. When she confirmed he’d signed the order,  he was 

momentarily at a loss to explain.

A ‘standard order’
“I have the dumbest answer on the planet, “ Carter said candidly. “That’s the way I thought it was 

always done. It’s not something I’ve ever given any second thought to.”
In the judges’ defense,  a lot of paper crosses their desks. And this particular sheet of paper has 

become a “standard order” presented by the district clerk’s office when judges empanel grand juries. 
Exactly how it began is a mystery.

Several judges,  after hearing my protestations,  said they sympathized with the open government 
argument. 

A few are entertaining my requests for the sealed records. One has already handed them over free of 
charge.

Only one judge - Brad Hart - said he’ll stop sealing. After doing his own homework,  he decided 
transparency trumped his concerns about privacy.

“I do think we have to do whatever we can do to make sure the system and the process runs like it 
should and people can have as much faith in it as they can, “ he said. 

What a simple democratic notion - one that criminologist Larry Karson puts more bluntly: “Release 
it all. This isn’t Russia. You don’t use the court system as the secret police.”

Hand them over
Karson is the instructor at the University of Houston Downtown whose 2006 paper revealed a 

systemic effort in Harris County to keep Hispanics out of grand jury leadership roles and also found 
more than half the “commissioners” judges chose to select grand jurors had ties to the criminal justice 
system. 

Karson also found out that some appointees were serving more frequently than the law allowed,  and 
that one judge had appointed four grand jurors from his own church.

How did Karson find this out? Back then,  grand jury names were public record.
With all due respect,  Your Honors,  stop sealing public information and hand over the records. They 

belong to us,  the people who elected you.

lisa.falkenberg@chron.com


