
21 Yr. old Sentenced to 19 years in Fatal Marijuana 

Crash
November 8th, 2010 4:03 pm MT

By Brian Mori, Tucson Courts Examiner

Monday 11/8/10:

A judge decided Christopher Santillano, 21, will spend the next 19 years in an Arizona prison after 

pleading guilty to manslaughter.

“This court is struck by the senselessness of this crime,” Pima County Superior Court Judge Chris 

Browning told Santillano in front of a packed courtroom. “It is shocking more people were not killed or 

injured.”

Santillano admitted to smoking marijuana May 17, 2009 a few hours before he drove his car in excess of 

70 miles-per-hour down Alvernon Road.

At about 7 p.m. he ran a red light at the corner of Alvernon and Irvington and collided with another car.

The pasenger, 25-year-old Ursula Martinwas ejected from the vehicle and died later that night at 

University Medical Center.

The driver was also seriously wounded.
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Witnesses told police Santillano did nothing to help the victims but instead tried to remove his car stereo 

speakers from the trunk of his 1995 Buick Riviera as it burst into flames.

Santillano had a prior misdemenaor D.U.I. conviction in 2008 according to court documents.

Prosecutor Robin Schwartz seemed to have trouble holding back tears as she explained the pain Martin’s 

death caused the community.

“There should be two punishments, one for Ursula and one for her family and friends,” she said. “The 

witnesses who stopped to help, the first responders who saw her writhing in pain, their lives were also 

forever changed that night."

Witnesses said they saw Santillano smoking something inside the car while he waited for a light before the 

accident.

Another witness at the scene told deputies Santillano threw something into a storm drain but they were 

unable to recover any drugs.

Santillano admitted to police he smoked a joint around 3:30 that afternoon.

Police statements indicated minute amounts of cannabis were found inside the burnt vehicle as well as 

unspecified levels in the defendant’s blood stream.

Public defender Michael Rosenbluth petitioned Browning to exclude the confession and blood tests 

because he said his client was improperly mirandized and deputies were not honest with the on-call judge 

who authorized the warrant to test his blood.

There were no rulings on Rosenbluth’s motions listed in the court case file before lawyers reached a plea 

agreement to drop charges of 2nd degree murder and aggravated assault.

“If there was marijuana in his blood,” he said. “Our doctor and their witnesses would have found it.”

He told Browning the state’s drug experts would not have been able to confirm the levels had the case 

gone to trial.

 “He’s going to get out and be able to get married, get a job, and have a life, While Ursula Martin sits in a 

grave,” Tucson attorney Michael Bloom told the judge, representing the victim’s mother in a civil suit 

against the defendant. “This man snuffed out her life that day.”

Santillano stammered a bit as he made a brief apology to Martin’s family and the fifty or so people who 

filled every chair in the courtroom.

“I’m just so sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know what I was doing.”

Rosenbluth said Santillano used drugs to cope with the effects of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder caused 

by traumatic domestic violence during his childhood.

Santillano claimed his father was an alcoholic and his mother had a brief methamphetamine addiction.
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 “None of this excuses his conduct but it puts it into context before the court,” Rosenbluth said. “But we’re 

not here because of Chris’ parents; we’re here because of Chris himself.”

Dr. Richard Hinton assessed Santillano for a psychological profile submitted to the court.

“While on the surface it may appear his attempts to remove his speakers from the trunk represented a lack 

of concern,” Hinton wrote in the report. “It may be more accurate to view this behavior as consistent with a 

pattern of withdrawing and engaging in distractive behaviors in the face of emotional trauma.”

Hinton also noted witness’s statements Santillano was shaking at the scene as signs of shock.  

“I was just so scared,” Santillano told the court Monday. “All I could do was think to save my speakers.”

Santillano also told Hinton he began smoking marijuana at age 14 to cope with physical family fights.

He said he avoided joining gangs in his neighborhood because he knew they lead to violence.

Santillano’s parents, younger sister and brother, cousins, friends, aunts, uncles, and his girlfriend 

submitted about 15 letters asking for him to be lenient with him.

Several described the him as a superficially shy young man who was warm and funny when he was with 

familiar people.

His parents were in the courtroom during Monday's sentencing.

“We all must have misunderstood his trying to remove speakers as his diagnosis,” Schwartz told the judge 

sarcastically. “He went through his life withdrawing and someone died because of that."

Schwartz asked the judge not to be distracted by controversial marijuana legislation in Arizona and 

California.

“Even if he had stayed home and smoked Ursula would still be here,” she said.

Outside the courtroom several dozen people hugged and cried while others laughed.

They lined up to hug Martin’s mother, who sobbed.

At least half were wearing tee-shirts with a picture of Martin wide-eyed and smiling.

The title “lady immaculate,” was written in cursive under the image representing Martin’s music-

management business.

Martin wanted to go to law school and practice in the music entertainment industry according to her online 

social networking profile with LinkedIn.com.
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