
Execution Secrecy and South
Carolina’s Death Penalty

What We Do Not Know About SC Executions

Execution Protocols

What is The History Behind Lethal Injection?

All states that implement the death penalty use lethal injection.  The protocol for lethal injection
depends on the state; however, it starts the same.5

For lethal injection, the individual is first bound to a gurney, where heart monitors are then situated on
the skin. Next, the execution team will find two veins to insert the two needles into. In the past, SC has
used three drugs, but recently, SC has used a single drug protocol, pentobarbital.  Pentobarbital is a
barbiturate– a type of sedative. The single drug protocol takes longer (about 45 minutes) for the
individual to die than the multi-use drug protocol.
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In 2023, South Carolina passed a “shield law” that essentially prohibits the public from knowing any
information about executions, including the names of executioners, the potency of lethal injection drugs,
the maker of the drugs, the cost of the drugs, how the drugs are stored, whether the drugs are expired,
etc.  For example, SC doesn’t guarantee that a witness can see or hear all parts of the execution, or know
when a lethal injection drug is being used.  These secrecy statutes are concerning because of the increase
in botched executions. In fact, information that has been uncovered shows states lying about the truth of
events, using illegal drugs, and allowing non-medical prison staff to administer lethal injection. 
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In 1977, Oklahoma was the first to use lethal injection as a means of execution. Dr. Jay Chapman,
Oklahoma’s medical examiner, was asked to help create the injection.  He is quoted as saying he did not
feel qualified.  He famously called himself “an expert in death, but not in getting people that way.” Dr. Jay
Chapman based his injection on anesthesia practices that prep patients for surgery. The three drugs that
were to be used in lethal injection were an anesthetic (sodium thiopental), a muscle relaxant (pancuronium
bromide), and potassium chloride. Over the last 50 years, states have Certain ingredients that have been
stopped being made, drug shortages, and costs have led states to use other drugs.
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Doctors cannot be involved in this as it is against medical ethics. They
only confirm if the individual is dead. Instead, the drug is often injected
by technicians or prison employees/orderlies-- people who do not have
sufficient training in anesthesia.  7

Furthermore, it is often difficult to find usable veins, prolonging and
adding more pain to the execution. 
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Mikal Madhi: Mikal was executed via firing squad on April 11, 2025.
Three bullets were supposed to be shot into his heart.  However,
according to pathologists, there were only two bullets fired, both
missing the heart, causing a longer, more painful death. 
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Marion Bowman: Not only did Marion Bowman maintain his
innocence, but his execution was botched. On January 31st, 2025,
Marion was executed by lethal injection. On February 24 , his
autopsy results show the dose of pentobarbital was twice (10 grams)
as much as the correct dosage should’ve been. Furthermore, his
lungs were found to be filled with blood and other fluids. 
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A botched execution is any execution that did not go according to plan. 
Here are some real examples taking place in SC:

Botched Executions

What are the Affects on Humans?

How Are The Drugs Stored?

Cost 
The death penalty has been found to cost taxpayers significantly more money (almost 2-3 times
more) than life without parole.  In fact, it is estimated that from start to finish, one death penalty
case can cost $1.1 million more. 
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Little is known about the affects of these lethal injection drugs. Barbiturates lower the electrical
activity in the brain.  In turn, this causes an inhibitory response, reducing neuronal firing.
Eventually, breathing becomes slower until it stops. The type of barbiturate, however, creates
differences in how conscious a patient is, or how painful death is. 
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Not much is publicly known about how the lethal injection drugs are stored. One of the few
pieces of information about this topic comes from the Arizona Department of Corrections,
Rehabilitation, and Reentry.  An ingredient being used for lethal injection was being stored in
eight unmarked containers in a fridge at the prison. Furthermore, secrecy statutes prevent
revealing where the ingredients came from or how long they have been kept. This can make one
wonder how well these drugs will work if the origin and expiration is unknown. 
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