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Dear Friends and Supporters, 

As I reflect on this past year, I am struck by how much we have accomplished together. This 
year has been one of growth, transformation, and preparation for the future. I am profoundly 
grateful to have shared it with you. 

After eight incredible years as executive director of Georgia Innocence Project (GIP), FY24 
marks my last full year with the organization. Sparked by my family’s upcoming move to 
Colorado, this transition is a bittersweet moment for me. It is possible only because I am 
confident that GIP is entering its next chapter stronger than ever. 

Our talented staff, deeply committed board of directors, generous supporters, dedicated pro 
bono counsel, partners, and interns, and active freed and exonerated community and their 
families are working seamlessly together to ensure GIP continues to thrive. This year, the board 
formed an Executive Search Committee, including staff and exoneree representation, to identify 
GIP’s next leader. Seeing this process unfold has only deepened my pride in GIP’s mission-
driven approach and unwavering commitment to justice. 

Over the years, I’ve had the honor of witnessing lives 
transformed: innocent individuals freed from the 
devastation of wrongful incarceration, reunited with 
loved ones, and supported as they move forward. 
Your generosity has made this possible. Together, 
we’ve provided legal assistance to those who 
need it most, educated the public about the 
urgent need for reform in the criminal legal 
system, and advocated for systemic change to 
prevent future injustices. I am so proud of what 
we have accomplished and filled with hope for 
what lies ahead. 

With your continued partnership, I know GIP 
will achieve even greater impact in the years 
to come. Thank you for your steadfast support, 
compassion, and belief in this critical work.

With Gratitude, 

Clare Gilbert
Executive Director

A LETTER from Our Executive Director



IMPACT REPORT   |   2023 - 2024

“Words cannot describe how grateful I am.”

For Joey Watkins, a confirmed alibi wasn’t enough to prevent a wrongful 
conviction, which led to over two decades behind bars. He told the sentencing 
judge: “They can send me to prison, but I just want the [victim’s] family to 
know that justice has not been done. I had nothing to do with this, and I will 
say it ‘til the day I die.” Joey wrote to GIP, and we began investigating his 
case, eventually alongside the popular true-crime podcast Undisclosed. 
We discovered new evidence of official misconduct and violation of Joey’s 
constitutional rights and fought to get back in court. Finally, after years of 
contested litigation, Joey won freedom and 
then full exoneration in September 2023! 

Today, Joey cherishes his freedom, spending time with loved ones, and 
working at his car business: Watkins Auto Center. With support from the 
GIP community, he is on the road to building his new life. 

Special thanks to Joey’s family, GIP volunteers and interns, co-counsel 
Ben Goldberg, Meagan Hurley (Mercer Law Habeas Project), Noah Pines, 
and, of course, to the Undisclosed podcast, and countless GIP supporters! 

FREEDOM Stories
JOEY WATKINS    22+ Years Lost | Exonerated: September 2023

“Now is the time to heal.”

Though several co-workers confirmed Ray White was working at the time 
of the crime, a remarkably unreliable and externally influenced eyewitness 
identification procedure was enough to lead to decades of wrongful 
incarceration. Another three years of crushing parole conditions kept Ray 
banished from the county where his family lives and his mother is buried, 
unable to attend church, go to a gym or park, or be near his young grandkids. 
GIP accepted Ray’s case after recognizing he was obviously innocent, tracked 
down physical evidence, and fought in court for years to obtain DNA testing 
that further proved Ray’s innocence. GIP then partnered with co-counsel to 
ultimately overturn Ray’s wrongful conviction and secure his freedom through 
a negotiated resolution where Ray continued 

to maintain his innocence. As he recovers, Ray and his wife Paula cherish 
their time together and with their loved ones, traveling freely and living life to 
its fullest. 

Special thanks to Ray’s family, GIP volunteers and interns, co-counsel 
Meagan Hurley (Mercer Law Habeas Project) and Jones Day attorneys 
David Nahmias (former Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of GA), Meghan 
Breen, Kendall Runyan. 

RAY WHITE    28 Years Lost | Freed: May 2024
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The ROAD to FREEDOM

Sonny Bharadia has DNA evidence of innocence and a confirmed alibi, but 
due to an unreliable identification and incentivized false testimony, he was 
wrongfully convicted and incarcerated for a Chatham County crime he did 
not commit. In 2023, GIP and co-counsel (Eversheds Sutherland, Holly 
Pierson, and Olivia Vigiletti) fought to overturn Sonny’s wrongful conviction 
through a contested habeas corpus hearing. In April 2024, the habeas 
judge ruled in Sonny’s favor! Georgia’s Attorney General declined to appeal 
the judge’s ruling, and the decision is now final: Sonny’s wrongful conviction 
is officially thrown out! Sonny remains incarcerated while the Chatham 
County District Attorney decides whether to dismiss the underlying charges 
or try to prosecute Sonny again for crimes he clearly did not commit. 
Meanwhile, attorney Noah Pines also joined Sonny’s legal team, and we’ll 
keep fighting until Sonny is finally free from this wrongful accusation.

SANDEEP BHARADIA    23 YEARS LOST & COUNTING

ONGOING LITIGATION & VICTORIES
In GIP’s complicated cases, the struggle for freedom takes years. But we do not give up on 

Georgia’s wrongfully convicted; we tirelessly advocate to bring people like these two men home.

ERIK HEARD    15 YEARS LOST & COUNTING

Though they’ve never met, Sonny Bharadia and Erik Heard have some 
major things in common. They are both innocent and have lost years 
of their lives to wrongful incarceration. The same incentivized individual 
in Sonny’s case falsely testified against Erik years later in a completely 
unrelated crime hundreds of miles away. Like Sonny, Erik was convicted 
based on an unreliable eyewitness identification. It was so unreliable that 
the GBI composite sketch artist deemed the sketch unworthy of circulation. 
In October 2023, GIP’s Senior Attorney, co-counsel from Alston & Bird, and 
Mercer Law’s Habeas Project fought in a three-day-long contested habeas 
corpus hearing to overturn Erik’s wrongful conviction. Now what happens? 
We wait. As of the end of June 2024, the required transcript of Erik’s hearing 
was not yet ready. When complete, GIP and co-counsel will submit post-
hearing briefing and continue the fight to right the wrong of Erik Heard’s 
wrongful conviction.



The Calvin C. Johnson, Jr. Memorial Fund is an initiative that honors 
the legacy of Calvin C. Johnson, Jr. and supports GIP in our vital 
mission. Founded in June 2024, the fund is tailored to provide support 
for GIP’s reentry support program, serving those nearing exoneration 
and freed and exonerated innocent individuals in Georgia.

The emotional toll of wrongful conviction can be immense. This 
memorial fund serves as a conduit for financial and emotional support, 
alleviating the challenges faced by exonerees and their loved ones. 

Calvin C. Johnson, Jr. was the first person in Georgia to be freed by 
post-conviction DNA testing. After 16 years of wrongful imprisonment, 
Calvin dedicated his life to advocating for justice and supporting fellow 

exonerees. The Calvin C. Johnson, Jr. Memorial Fund helps continue Calvin’s tireless work to uplift and 
empower those who have endured wrongful conviction. 

•	 Kenny Baer
•	 James C. Bonner, Jr.
•	 Nancy Clipper
•	 Maddy deLeon and Bobby 

Cohen
•	 Jodi Dick
•	 Alan Essig and Mary Finn
•	 Meagan Hurley and 

Addison Gantt
•	 Clare Gilbert and Atis 

Muehlenbachs
•	 Kim Gokce
•	 Greg Hampikian
•	 Brianna JoAnn Johnson
•	 Judith C. Johnson and Eric 

V. Hill

•	 Tara Johnson/Burkett, 
Stephen Johnson, Anthony 
and Warun Burkett, Michael 
Burkett, and Elijah Burkett

•	 Steve and Christine Lefler
•	 Peter Neufeld and Adele 

Bernhard
•	 Brian Poe

•	 Barry Scheck
•	 Julie Seaman
•	 Andrew and Dorothy 

Tananbaum
•	 The Joseph B. Thompson 

Jr. Family

REENTRY Support Services
Throughout GIP’s 2024 Fiscal Year, we worked to implement two years of research and strategizing 
to formalize and expand our reentry support services for freed persons. We now have clearly defined 
parameters for providing services, the philosophies that guide the program, and more resources than ever 
in place to serve participants of the program. We worked closely with 16 freed persons this year to connect 
them to needed services, provide life skills training, and offer direct financial support to address critical needs.

Freedom Gatherings
16 HOSTED

Housing Support
3 CLIENTS

Employment Support
5 CLIENTS

Life Skills Training 
10 CLIENTS

Health and Wellbeing 
Support

6 CLIENTS

Resource Navigation
9 CLIENTS

Direct Funding
$7,800 FOR 10 CLIENTS

Transportation Support
8 CLIENTS

Learn more about this fund, its parameters, and the legacy of Calvin C. Johnson, Jr.
at www.georgiainnocenceproject.org/act/calvin-c-johnson-jr-memorial-fund/.

CALVIN C. JOHNSON, JR. MEMORIAL FUND FOUNDING CONTRIBUTORS
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Thank you to the Community Sponsors below, whose support enables us to continue our 
work. To learn more about our Community Sponsor program and become a member, visit 
www.georgiainnocenceproject.org/community/sponsors.

COMMUNITY Sponsors

Georgia Innocence Project relies on partners in the community to make our work possible. 
Thank you to our Pro Bono Partners for their generous support of GIP’s mission. 

PRO BONO Partners

Alston & Bird LLP

Caplan Cobb LLC

Eversheds Sutherland

Garland, Samuel & Loeb

Georgia Pacific/ Koch

Goodwin Procter LLP

Jones Day

King & Spalding LLP

The Law Office of Ben 
Goldberg, LLC

McKesson Corporation

Mercer University
Habeas Project

Mitchell Shapiro 
Greenamyre & Funt LLP

Nelson Mullins Riley & 
Scarborough LLP

Parker Poe Adams & 

Bernstein LLP

Paul J. Murphy

Peter Isbister

Pfeiffer Rudolph

Pierson Law LLC

Ross & Pines, LLC

Weil, Gotshal & Manges LLP
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FY24 Financials

SUPPORT
Our Work
Every success we achieve is a 
testament to the collective effort of our 
donors, volunteers, and supporters like 
you. Please consider making a gift to 
help us continue this vital work.

Your generosity helps free imprisoned 
innocent people, builds support 
systems for exonerees to move forward 
in life, educates the public about 
wrongful conviction, and helps prevent 
future wrongful convictions through 
advocacy and awareness programs.

Visit georgiainnocence.org to make a donation or learn more about how you can get involved. 
Together, we’ll continue to bring hope and freedom to those who need it most.

 Donated Legal Services    Foundations    Individuals    Other

FY 2024 REVENUE
$4,784,172

FY 2024 EXPENSES 
$4,729,654

 Program Services    Management    Fundraising

91%

6%
3%

69%

20%

8%

3%


