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Christa Pikeremainsintubated and
unconscious as Tennessee prison chief resigns

after failed execution

Kate Randall
5 October 2026

Christa Gail Pike remains unconscious and on a
ventilator in a Nashville hospital, five days after the state
of Tennessee's failed attempt to execute her by lethal
injection on September 30. Asked on CNN's “ State of the
Union” Sunday whether Pike had regained consciousness
a any point since the execution attempt, her attorney
Stephen Ferrell replied, “Not that | am aware of.”

Pike, 50, remains hospitalized under guard as doctors
try to clear the massive dose of pentobarbital from her
system. Her lawyers say both of her arms were swollen,
burned and blistered when she arrived at the hospital.
Experts cited in their emergency court filing compared the
drug to “bleach” or “Drano,” caustic and highly alkaline,
burning skin, tissue and veins on contact. Her attorneys
say it may be severa more days before they know
whether she can recover or even regain Consciousness.

“We don’t know right now, and we may never know
what sort of torture she endured during that process,
where her consciousness was, what physical pain there
was—what mental torture she went through,” said Ferrell,
an assistant federa defender. “If she recovers, she may
not fully recover. And there may be issues about her
competence.” Pike has given her medical power of
attorney to someone her lawyers have not identified, and
her defense team has asked the public and the media to
respect her privacy.

The Supreme Court twice cleared the way for the
execution attempt that has left Pike unconscious, on a
ventilator, with burns and blisters from two massive doses
of pentobarbital that were improperly injected.

On September 25, Pike's defense filed an Eighth
Amendment claim, arguing it was cruel and unusua
punishment to execute a woman who was raped
repeatedly as a child, saying she would relive those rapes
as she was killed. An amicus brief from trauma experts

said there was “a substantial risk she will feel and believe
that she is being raped to death.” The petition for a stay
also raised that her small, fragile veins and blood disorder
(thrombocytosis) would make 1V access difficult and that
the lethal injection would cause her “unnecessary agony”
in violation of the Eighth Amendment. The justices
denied Pike's request for a stay on September 29 without
asingle noted dissent.

The morning of September 30, Pike's execution day,
the 6th Circuit Court of Appeals stayed the execution to
consider a clam arising from Tennessee's
acknowledgement that it “does not dispute the terrible
things’ she suffered as a victim of abuse. Within hours,
the Supreme Court’s right-wing majority vacated the stay
by a 6-3 vote, so that Tennessee could carry out the
killing before her death warrant expired at midnight.

Tennessee authorities are attempting to evade
responsibility for Pike's execution travesty. On Saturday,
Governor Bill Lee announced that Tennessee Department
of Correction (TDOC) Commissioner Frank Strada would
resign later this month. Strada said that “stepping aside is
in the best interest of Tennesseans as the independent
review moves forward.” But he made clear he accepted
no responsibility for what happened in the death chamber:
“l continue to believe the Department carried out its
responsibilities in accordance with the established
protocol.”

Lee, for his part, thanked Strada for putting “the interest
of Tennesseans first during this difficult moment” and
repeated the state’'s line that “so far as we know, the
Department of Correction followed the protocol as
outlined and vetted and approved by the Attorney
General’s Office.” Strada was paid $221,400 by TDOC
as commissioner in 2023, according to public payroll data
from TDOC.
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While Pike' s legal team welcomed Strada’'s
resignation, it said it “does nothing to help Christa now.”
They added, “What happened to her Wednesday reflects a
systemic failure that goes far beyond any one person.”

Strada’'s record bears this out. Lee brought him to
Tennessee in January 2023 specifically to fix the state’s
lethal injection system after a 2022 review found TDOC
had failed to properly test its execution drugs. Before that,
Strada was paid $204,000 in 2022 as deputy director of
the Arizona Department of Corrections, where he oversaw
the resumption of executions in that state after an eight-
year pause.

All three Arizona executions that year were marked by
problems establishing IV lines. Executioners struggled to
find a vein in Clarence Dixon's arms before making an
incision in his groin. Murray Hooper’s IV was inserted
into his femoral artery after a failed attempt in his arm.
Incoming Arizona Corrections Director Ryan Thornell
later stated in a sworn declaration that he could find no
adequate records of how executions had been carried out
under  Strada’'s  administration, including  the
qualifications of who compounded the lethal drugs.

In Tennessee, Strada oversaw the adoption in December
2024 of the current protocol, which uses a single massive
dose of pentobarbital, with an option for a follow-up dose.
In January 2025, then-US Attorney General Merrick
Garland withdrew the federal pentobarbital execution
protocol over concerns that it could cause unnecessary
pain and suffering. Tennessee pressed ahead. On April 24,
2026, the Trump administration’s Justice Department
directed the federal Bureau of Prisons to reinstate the
pentobarbital protocol.

Lee has named former US Attorney Ed Stanton to lead
the “independent” review of Pike's execution. Stanton
was retained by the office of Attorney General Jonathan
Skrmetti—the same office that approved the protocol under
which Pike was injected. The review’s stated purpose is
to determine whether the protocol was followed and
whether further recommendations are needed to ensure it
“continues to be lawful and effective.” In other words, its
aim is to make the killing process work, not to question or
abolish it outright.

Stanton led the 2022 review, and the state has touted
how it led to a rewrite of the protocol. But Strada testified
under oath that TDOC never hired the full-time
pharmaceutical expert Stanton had recommended. “I1t was
only a recommendation. It wasn't a requirement,” he
said. TDOC reportedly relied instead on internal staff and
the drug supplier itself and never completed the annual

audit of the execution protocol required by state policy.

Meanwhile, Pike's attorneys have been granted an
expedited hearing in Davidson County Chancery Court on
their motion to compel TDOC to preserve al evidence
from the execution attempt, including written records,
communications, images and video. No hearing date has
been set as of this writing. The motion charges that
“Apparently at no point did any member of the execution
team realize that the IV lines were not correctly placed or
that the veins had blown” before a second lethal dose was
administered.

The attorney general’s office has given no indication of
whether the state will seek a new execution date. Pike's
lawyers, the Death Penalty Information Center and
Amnesty International have called on Lee to commute her
sentence. He has not responded.

The political establishment, for its part, is debating how
to kill more reliably. Lee is term-limited and leaves office
in January. Republican US Senator Marsha Blackburn, the
favorite to succeed him, wants to bring back the electric
chair to “deliver justice for these victims swiftly.” House
Speaker Cameron Sexton and other legidators have
proposed authorizing the firing squad.

“It's not isolated to just one particular person or one
particular execution team,” said Kat Jutras of Death
Penalty Alternatives for Arizona. Laura Porter of the US
Campaign to End the Death Penalty said attorneys and
community leaders had tried to get Tennessee to “take
seriously the huge problems with the competency of the
state' s execution process. They were ignored.”

The resignation of one officid and a review
commissioned by the very office that signed off on the
protocol are aimed at one thing: restoring the machinery
of death to working order. A woman lies unconscious, her
arms burned by the drug meant to kill her, while the state
that did this to her weighs whether to try again.

Pike's fate demonstrates that the death penalty cannot
be reformed or made “humane.” It is an instrument of
state terror, and its abolition is bound up with the struggle
of the working class against the capitalist system that it
defends.
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