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The University of Bristol Innocence Project was set up in early 2005 by a team of undergraduate law students under the directorship of Dr. Michael Naughton who is also the Chair of the Innocence Network UK, the steering organisation of the innocence project movement in this country. As the first dedicated student-led innocence project in the UK, the University of Bristol Innocence Project was established to assist alleged victims of wrongful convictions, whilst providing students with the opportunity to supplement their legal education through “hands-on” investigation of real claims of innocence which have, hitherto, been largely neglected.

Indeed, a substantial part of the formal education of law students is dominated by teaching law through what is often termed a “Black Letter” approach, where student lawyers are trained to grasp the “workings” of legal rules through textual analyses of statutes and case laws. Similarly, within the teaching of criminal law, critical questions of the limits and failures of the criminal justice system in fulfilling its socio-legal functions have, for the most part, been overlooked or sidestepped within the legal curriculum, despite the extensive list of notorious miscarriages of justice which exemplify many structural and procedural problems that thwart the delivery of justice.

Providing students with a taste of ‘law in action’, innocence projects offer a means in which students can gain a comprehensive understanding of the actual workings of the criminal justice system through learning from its mistakes. It exposes students to the multiple individual, structural and procedural factors that can contribute to the wrongful conviction of innocent individuals - police investigations may be shoddy; expert and forensic evidence may be flawed; eyewitness testimonies may be unreliable; false confessions and allegations can be made; crucial evidence may have been withheld by the police or prosecution. Similarly, the legal and procedural obstacles that prevent possible wrongful convictions from being overturned often become immediately apparent to students embarking on innocence project work. 

For instance, one of the first barriers prior to any case investigation, is the frustrating delays students often confront in attempts to obtain crucial case documents from reluctant police forces, prosecution service that do not have the resources to retrieve evidence on cases that may have occurred decades ago, or trial solicitors who are simply too busy to entertain the requests of previous clients. This is accompanied by the tenuous process of organising a mountain of jumbled up paperwork when the case documents finally arrived, and navigating through an incessant string of conflicting claims, witness statements, and alien legal jargons. 

These pragmatic challenges aside, perhaps the harshest lesson of all, is learning how criminal law, in practice, may frequently confound lay ideals of “justice” and “fairness” that innocent law students (myself included!) often unquestioningly assume is what the criminal justice system exists to deliver. As with many of the cases we encounter, it is often difficult to comprehend how a criminal conviction obtained solely on the basis of an alleged “confession” to a fellow inmate, or loose strands of “evidence” which circumstantially associate the defendant to the crime, can be said to have satisfied the fundamental requirement of a fair trial for guilt to be proven “beyond reasonable doubt”. In one of the cases currently investigated by the University of Bristol Innocence Project, the client has been maintaining innocence in a Category A (highest security) prison for almost 18 years for a murder conviction obtained on the basis of the word of a co-accused, despite eyewitness accounts and CCTV evidence indicating that it was not him.

Similarly, the idealistic expectation that criminal law ought to work in the ‘interest of justice’, is also often given a ‘reality check’ when confronted with cases where despite evidence of innocence, a conviction cannot be referred to the Court of Appeal due to procedural reasons, such as the case involving two men who have been charged and convicted of a murder they had always maintained, they did not commit. It transpired during the project’s investigation that in one of the unused materials, was a possible murder weapon containing hair and blood samples of the victim, entirely overlooked during the police investigation and at trial. Despite so, the Criminal Cases Review Commission (CCRC), the statutory body created in 1995 to investigate alleged miscarriages of justice and refer cases back to the Court of Appeal if there is a “real possibility” that they would be overturned, was unable to consider this crucial piece of evidence as it was available at the time of trial, and hence did not constitute “fresh evidence” required for a referral. 

Indeed, for a law student, the first-hand exposure to the limitations of law simultaneously serves as a constant reminder that beyond the arduous law lectures and voluminous legal textbooks; underneath the complex mesh of legal rules, statutory codes and case-laws, law comes to life in the form of its real impacts on the everyday lives of individuals, and in the cases of wrongful convictions, with potentially devastating psychological, financial and social consequences on both victims and families.

More significantly, as part of a wider innocence movement with the common aim of improving the criminal justice system through rectifying and ameliorating the causes and consequences of wrongful convictions, innocence projects instil a sense of social entrepreneurship, a heightened awareness and appreciation of how one can actively contribute to making a difference in society through providing help and hope to possible victims of injustice. Whilst the importance of learning and grasping the technical workings of law cannot be understated, perhaps much more can also be learnt from identifying and trying to correct its mistakes.
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