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IONIA: A man who entered prison as a
teenager in 2008 stepped out into sun-
shine and freedom Wednesday, eight years
after a professional hit man told authorities
he was responsible for the slayings. The hit
man’s first acknowledgement that he was
involved came only about two weeks after
Davontae Sanford was sent away. But pros-
ecutors repeatedly refused to reopen the
case, believing they had already put the
right killer behind bars.

Sanford, 23, emerged from a prison in
Ionia in western Michigan. He declined to
speak to reporters in Ionia and quickly
drove off with a brother and two lawyers
for the 130-mile trip back to Detroit. After
returning to the city, he told reporters
Wednesday evening that he wants to try to
“put this behind me and move on with my
life” and take “one day at a time, one step
at a time.” A day earlier, Sanford’s guilty
pleas were erased by a judge at the
request of prosecutors who conceded the
case was compromised by flawed police
work. “I feel blessed,” said Sanford’s moth-
er, Taminko Sanford, who stayed behind to
greet her son at home.

Sanford was 14 - blind in one eye and
barely able to read or write - when he was
charged with killing four people at a drug
den in his neighborhood in 2007. At 15, he
pleaded guilty to second-degree murder in

the midst of trial and was sentenced to a
minimum of 39 years in prison. The case
appeared closed and unremarkable until
lawyers discovered the hit man’s confes-
sion to the same so-called Runyon Street
murders, along with eight other killings,
just 15 days after Sanford was sent to
prison. That touched off years of efforts to
get the guilty pleas set aside, but prosecu-
tors resisted at every turn until state police
were asked last year to take a fresh look.

The agreement to throw out the convic-
tions doesn’t mention the hit man, Vincent
Smothers. Instead, prosecutor Kym Worthy
said Detroit police - not Sanford - had
drawn a diagram of the murder scene. She
said that “seriously undermines” the entire
case.  Worthy refused to take questions
from reporters until a news conference
Thursday. For years, her aggressive defense
of the case angered Sanford’s family and
supporters, especially after Smothers
offered extensive details about the mur-
ders and repeatedly pledged to testify on
the young man’s behalf.

One of Sanford’s lawyers, David Moran
of the Innocence Clinic at University of
Michigan law school, said it can be difficult
for police and prosecutors to accept that a
conviction that once appeared airtight is
just the opposite. “It’s a human thing,” he
said. “There’s a tremendous cost when an

investigation shuts down and minds close,”
said Moran, whose staff and students have
a long list of victories. “We do encounter
tremendous resistance when we present
new evidence in actual innocence cases.”
At the same time, he praised Worthy for
finally recognizing that an “injustice had
been done” in Sanford’s case. Margaret
Raben, former head of a Michigan associa-
tion of defense lawyers, said Worthy
deserves credit for asking state police to
investigate, even after many years.

It’s “startling,” she said, that Smothers
confessed immediately after his arrest but
police ignored the admissions. “They
already had this kid,” said Raben, who’s not
involved in the case. 

“I  think they were afraid to ask
Smothers more. ... In order for them to do
the right thing, they would have had to
step up and say, ‘We screwed this up the
first time.’” Michigan offers no financial
remedy to people wrongly convicted of a
crime. But Sanford can sue police over civ-
il rights violations, which is a common
practice in these types of cases, Raben
said. Smothers, 35, is in prison for 52 years
after pleading guilty in 2010 to eight
killings. He said he was regularly hired by
drug dealers to kill others in the trade but
would never take on someone l ike
Sanford as a sidekick. — AP 

Young man freed eight years 
after plea; prosecutor to talk

IONIA, MICHIGAN: Davontae Sanford, 23, second from left, smiles as he walks out of the Bellamy Creek Correctional
Facility with his brother Deshon, left, and two of his lawyers on Wednesday. — AP

Professional hit man took blame

Over 130 IS fighters
killed in battle

for Syria’s Manbij
BEIRUT: More than 130 Islamic State group fighters have
been killed in a US-backed offensive on the key jihadist-held
city of Manbij in northern Syria, a monitoring group said yes-
terday. US-led coalition air strikes supporting the assault by
Kurdish and Arab fighters, launched on May 31, have also left
30 civilians dead, said the Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights. US-backed forces said they had reached the militants’
last main route in and out of their stronghold in the area, the
city of Manbij.

Monitors confirmed that the Syria Democratic Forces - an
alliance which includes the powerful Kurdish YPG militia and
Arab allies - had advanced to within firing distance of the
road, one week into a campaign to push the militants out of
their foothold along the frontier. Washington hopes the oper-
ation will choke off Islamic State’s last major link to the out-
side world - the militants have used the border for years to
receive supplies and manpower, and more recently to send
back fighters for attacks in Europe. “We have reached the road
that links Manbij and Aleppo, from the west,” Sharfan
Darwish, spokesman for the Syria Democratic Forces-allied
Manbij Military Council, told Reuters.

Darwish appeared to be referring to the highway between
Manbij and Islamic State-held al-Bab, further west. That high-
way also leads onto Aleppo. A statement from the Manbij
Military Council said its forces had already cut Islamic State
supply lines leading north, east and south from the city, and
were now close enough to Manbij itself to be able to fire on
Islamic State militants. Darwish would not comment on
whether the SDF was planning an assault on the city itself. He
told Reuters on Wednesday forces was poised to enter, but
were being cautious due to the civilian presence there.

The British-based Syrian Observatory for Human Rights
monitoring group said the SDF were in firing range of the
main road leading west, positioned less than a kilometre
away from it. They were effectively in control of all highways
into Manbij, it said. Civilians in the city and surrounding coun-
tryside were fleeing the fighting, the Observatory added. It
said more than 130 Islamic State militants had died since the
Manbij offensive was launched, as well as more than 20 SDF
fighters. The US military said on Wednesday the SDF had suf-
fered about a dozen killed and more than 100 wounded. The
SDF, which is also fighting against Islamic State in neighbour-
ing Raqqa province, is backed by US-led air strikes and assist-
ed by US Special Forces. YPG fighters have already captured
much of northeast Syria near the Turkish border, but their
advance west of the Euphrates river to close off the frontier
once and for all was limited by strong opposition from Turkey,
which considers the YPG its enemies. US officials said last
week the Manbij operation would be overwhelmingly com-
prised of Syrian Arab fighters. Washington’s assurances
appeared to assuage ally Ankara. — Agencies 

Ghana chef works against 
waste to feed the hungry

ACCRA: Excess and waste are usually considered sympto-
matic of the affluent West but trained chef Elijah Amoo Addo
knows these are problems too in his home country, Ghana.
One day he saw a homeless man collecting food scraps to
feed others in the capital, Accra. Watching someone pick up
food no-one else would eat for people no-one was helping,
got him thinking.

Amoo Addo believed there was enough food in the west
African nation to feed all of its nearly 27 million people, but
more had to be done to educate and inspire people to help
those in need. The result was a charity, now called Food For
All Ghana. The process is simple and not unlike recent French
legislation that forces supermarkets to donate unsold food to
charities and food banks, which campaigners want to see
spread across Europe.

Food manufacturers and suppliers are asked for unused
and excess food or products approaching their best-before
dates. Every weekend volunteers visit orphanages, hospitals,
schools and communities using donated goods to cook for
those in need and hand over ingredients for future use. “We
have kids who are out of school just because they can’t get
food to eat,” Amoo Adoo, 25 said. “We have families who
sometimes in the day can’t even afford a plate of food. —AFP


