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QUESTION PRESENTED  

 

 Steven Bixby, a death row prisoner in South Carolina, was denied habeas review by the 

federal district court and the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals because of the extraordinary 

failures of his initial habeas counsel, whose pleadings were simply a cut-and-paste of the 

arguments filed in state post-conviction review, failed entirely to address the AEDPA’s 

limitations on relief, and—most egregiously—omitted entirely two claims on which the South 

Carolina Supreme Court narrowly denied relief, by a 3-2 margin. While deriding counsel’s 

pleadings as “largely nonresponsive,” “conclusory,” “difficult to understand,” devoid of 

“original work product;” “seem[ing] to expect the Court to both make Petitioner’s arguments for 

them;” and “inapt,” the district court failed to correct these errors, using them instead as 

justification to deny relief to Mr. Bixby and to deny a certificate of appealability (COA). The 

Fourth Circuit followed suit, initially denying a COA. However, on rehearing, which focused 

solely on the question of Mr. Bixby’s entitlement to a COA, the Fourth Circuit panel split two to 

one, with a single judge voting to grant rehearing and implicitly to grant a COA. Despite this, 

rehearing and a COA was denied. This case presents the following question: 

 Whether 28 U.S.C. § 2253(c)(1), F.R.A.P. 22(b) and this Court’s   

 decisions in Miller-El v. Cockrell, 537 U.S. 322 (2003), Barefoot v.  

 Estelle, 463 U.S. 880 (1993), and its progeny require a certificate of  

 appealability to issue when a three-judge panel of a court of appeals  

 is split as to whether the issue is debatable among jurists of reason. 
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LIST OF PARTIES TO THE PROCEEDING  

All parties appear in the caption of the case on the cover page.  

STATEMENT OF RELATED CASES  

This petition arises from a habeas corpus proceeding in which Steven Bixby was the 

petitioner before the U.S. District Court for the District of South Carolina, and before the U.S. 

Court of Appeals for the Fourth Circuit. The Respondents are Bryan P. Stirling, Commissioner 

of the South Carolina Department of Corrections, and Lydell Chestnut, Deputy Warden, Broad 

River Correctional Institution. There are no additional parties to this litigation. 

State v. Bixby, No. 04-GS-01-321, 322, Court of General Sessions, Abbeville 

County, South Carolina. Judgment entered February 21, 2007. 

 

State v. Bixby, No. 4768, South Carolina Supreme Court. Conviction and sentence 

affirmed on direct appeal on August 16, 2010. Rehearing granted on January 26, 

2011, and relief denied on August 10, 2011. 

 

Bixby v. South Carolina, No. 10-9114, United States Supreme Court. Petition for 

writ of certiorari denied on April 25, 2011. 

 

Bixby v. State, No. 2011-CP-01-110, Court of Common Pleas of Abbeville 

County, South Carolina. Post-conviction relief denied on January 13, 2015. 

 

Bixby v. State, No. 2015-000821, South Carolina Supreme Court. Petition for writ 

of certiorari denied on March 7, 2017.  

 

Bixby v. South Carolina, No. 17-5598, United States Supreme Court. Petition for 

writ of certiorari denied on October 16, 2017. 

 

Bixby v. Stirling, No. 4:17-cv-00954-BHH, U.S. District Court for the District of 

South Carolina. Order denying habeas petition issued on March 31, 2020. 

  

Bixby v. Stirling, No. 21-5, U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fourth Circuit. Opinion 

and order denying habeas relief issued on April 29, 2022, and order denying panel 

rehearing issued on August 31, 2022. 

 

Bixby v. Stirling, No. 22-4, U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fourth Circuit, appeal of 

denial of Rule 60(b) motion in No. 4:17-cv-00954-BHH. 
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PETITION FOR A WRIT OF CERTIORARI  

Petitioner Steven Vernon Bixby respectfully petitions this Court for a writ of certiorari to 

review the judgment of the United States Court of Appeals for the Fourth Circuit. 

OPINIONS BELOW  

The order and judgment of the Fourth Circuit is reported at Bixby v. Stirling, No. 21-5 

(4th Cir. April 29, 2022), and is attached as App. 1a, 4a. The district court opinion is unpublished 

but is available at Bixby v. Stirling, No. 4:17-cv-00954-BHH, 2020 WL 1527061 (D.S.C. March 

31, 2020), and is attached at App. 7a. 

STATEMENT OF JURISDICTION  

The Fourth Circuit issued an order denying a certificate of appealability and dismissing 

Mr. Bixby’s appeal on April 29, 2022. (App. 1a, 4a.) A timely petition for panel rehearing and 

rehearing en banc was thereafter filed. The en banc petition was denied on August 5, 2022. (App. 

5a.) The petition for panel rehearing was denied by a vote of 2-1 on August 31, 2022, with 

Judges Agee and Diaz voting to deny the petition and Judge Harris voting to grant the petition. 

(App. 6a.) Mr. Bixby invokes this Court’s jurisdiction pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 1254(1). 

CONSTITUTIONAL AND STATUTORY PROVISIONS INVOLVED  

This case involves the Sixth Amendment to the United States Constitution which states, 

in pertinent part: “In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the right…to have the 

Assistance of Counsel for his defense.” 

It also involves Section 1 of the Fourteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution 

which provides, in pertinent part: “nor shall any state deprive any person of life, liberty, or 

property, without due process of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal 

protection of the law.” 
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In addition, this case involves 28 U.S.C. § 2253, which provides, in pertinent part: 

(c)(1) Unless a circuit justice or judge issues a certificate of 

appealability, an appeal may not be taken to the court of appeals 

from— 

 

(A) the final order in a habeas corpus proceeding in which the 

detention complained of arises out of process issued by a State 

court; or 

 

(B) the final order in a proceeding under section 2255. 

 

(2) A certificate of appealability may issue under paragraph (1) only 

if the applicant has made a substantial showing of the denial of a 

constitutional right. 

 

(3) The certificate of appealability under paragraph (1) shall indicate 

which specific issue or issues satisfy the showing required by 

paragraph (2). 
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STATEMENT OF THE CASE 

This petition raises a narrow issue: whether the vote of a single Fourth Circuit judge to 

rehear a claim that death-sentenced inmate, Steven Bixby, was entitled to a certificate of 

appealability (COA) meets the standard set forth in 28 U.S.C. § 2253(c), Miller-El v. Cockrell, 

537 U.S. 322 (2003), Barefoot v. Estelle, 463 U.S. 880 (1993), and other COA decisions of this 

Court. The denial of a COA to Mr. Bixby means that no federal court has reviewed the egregious 

errors and misconduct of his federal habeas counsel–including the failure to raise in federal 

habeas the two sentencing-phase claims on which the South Carolina Supreme Court denied 

relief to Mr. Bixby by a 3-2 vote—and the failure of the federal district court that appointed 

habeas counsel to guarantee that Mr. Bixby received competent representation. As a result, no 

federal court has ever considered the full picture of Mr. Bixby’s life and assessed the 

constitutionality of the proceedings that resulted in his sentence of death—a picture that 

highlights the consequences of the unusual malfunction in district court proceedings, and why a 

COA was essential in this case. 

A. Steven Bixby endured severe trauma as a child, struggled with severe mental 

illness, and has a damaged brain. 

 

As the evidence presented at trial and during state post-conviction proceedings revealed, 

the events underlying Mr. Bixby’s conviction and death sentence stemmed inexorably from a 

childhood marred by poverty, physical, emotional, and sexual abuse, and—most critically—

mentally ill parents who poisoned him with paranoia over government tyranny. Mr. Bixby’s 

father, Arthur, was a mentally ill alcoholic who beat his wife, Rita, and their children and step-

children, including Mr. Bixby’s older brother who had cerebral palsy. (J.A. 525, 641, 643.) He 

did not reserve his violence for his family. He would sometimes sit on his porch with a shotgun 

to frighten neighbors with whom he was in a dispute. (J.A. 525-526.) When Mr. Bixby was a 
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boy, Arthur shot and killed the family dog right in front of him and his siblings. Id. After 

Arthur’s arrest in 2003, his mental illness was confirmed; he was diagnosed with schizophrenia, 

cognitive disorder, delusional disorder, and dementia and was ultimately found to be 

incompetent to stand trial. (J.A. 690-692.)1 

Mr. Bixby’s mother, Rita, was also a drinker and physically abused her children – often 

with a leather strap and for no reason. (J.A. 529, 643.) After the beatings, she required the 

children to wear long sleeves and pants to hide their bruises and threatened them not to tell 

anyone. (J.A. 532.) Rita also starved the children – if they were late to dinner, even by minutes, 

they would be sent to bed without eating. (J.A. 642.) Not surprisingly, like Arthur, Rita struggled 

with mental illness and was repeatedly medicated for anxiety and paranoia, “nerve problems,” 

depression and delusions. (J.A. 529, 641, 689-690.) 

Mr. Bixby not only suffered physical and emotional abuse at home, but he was sexually 

abused as a child and young adult by his older sister. (J.A. 540, 679.) Mr. Bixby credibly 

reported this abuse to his attorneys and several mental health professionals. (J.A. 540, 700, 842.) 

In this turbulent atmosphere, the Bixbys struggled financially. Arthur’s work as a self-

employed carpenter and contractor was unpredictable and low-paying. (J.A. 531, 640.) Long, 

cold winters in New Hampshire and limited education meant that work was hard to come by. 

Rita, who didn’t go to school after eighth grade, never held a steady job. (J.A. 640-641.) As a 

result, there were times that the Bixby’s did not have the money to heat their home and woke to 

frost on the bedsheets. (J.A. 532.) At times, their land and cars were repossessed. (J.A. 529, 645.) 

Though Mr. Bixby and his siblings worked to help support the family even in their youth, 

without a steady income, they often lived in poverty. (J.A. 531-532.) 

 
1 Arthur Bixby died in prison in September 2011. (J.A. 692.) 
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The Bixbys’ alcoholism, poverty, and mental illness were a dangerous combination not 

just at home, but also in the community. Rita and Arthur were aggressive and volatile and 

engaged in frivolous litigation with neighbors, the school system, and even their own son. (J.A. 

530, 645.) In dismissing one of their many lawsuits, a judge noted that the Bixby’s disregard for 

the judicial process and scurrilous allegations was “the most flagrant abuse of process this court 

in over seventeen years as a judge at the state and federal level has ever been privy to.” (J.A. 

531.) The judge concluded that “[s]imilar unsubstantiated allegations by a member of the New 

Hampshire Bar would result in swift remedial action and most likely disbarment.” Id. 

Rita and Arthur’s behavior did not just impact their reputation, but also their children. 

Because they lived in a sparsely populated, rural area, the entire family was socially ostracized 

and isolated. Rita and Arthur exacerbated this isolation by refusing to allow the children to 

socialize with other children.  

Mr. Bixby was bullied and teased often at schools. (J.A. 643.) When he was five or six, 

Mr. Bixby had to get thick glasses to correct his strabismus, an eye condition which could have 

been corrected had his parents sought treatment earlier in his life. However, because Rita and 

Arthur neglected to get help, Mr. Bixby was cross-eyed. (J.A. 643.) Teachers and family 

members reported that Mr. Bixby was teased, picked on, and bullied by other children because of 

his eyes and his academic struggles. Teachers also noted that Mr. Bixby had emotional problems 

and suspected that he was abused at home. (J.A. 539.) Any possibility of intervention, however, 

was foreclosed when his parents withdrew Steve and his brother from school for homeschooling 

in seventh grade. (J.A. 642-645.) Steve never returned to school. (J.A. 415-417.) 

The combination of physical, emotional, and sexual abuse, poverty, and familial history 

of mental illness almost guaranteed that Mr. Bixby would also struggle with mental illness. In 
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the years prior to his arrest, he was diagnosed with depression and had multiple suicide attempts. 

(J.A. 673.) In 1997, mental health professionals considered involuntarily committing Mr. Bixby 

due to suicidality and the severity of his depression. (J.A. 675-676.) 

After his arrest in 2003, two neuropsychiatrists agreed that Mr. Bixby suffers from 

schizoaffective disorder (J.A. 722-723, 732-733, 916-917, 945, 961-963), which causes periods 

of mood disorder and psychosis, as well as paranoid and grandiose delusions and visual 

hallucinations. (J.A. 550.) The psychiatrists agreed that Mr. Bixby displayed all of these 

symptoms and typically viewed the world through a “lens of paranoia and persecution.” (J.A. 

549-550, 721, 727, 733.) Mr. Bixby struggled with “disorganized thinking—very bizarre beliefs” 

and was at times psychotic. (Id. at 550.) For instance, Mr. Bixby told one psychiatrist that the 

government implanted a tracking device in his body to monitor him at the prison. (J.A.721.)  

Mr. Bixby’s mental illness was exacerbated by pervasive brain damage associated with 

severe head trauma. A neuroscientist has identified brain damage in Mr. Bixby's frontal, right 

parietal, occipital, and temporal lobes that “substantially impairs his thought processes, ability to 

understand and interpret the world around him, control and understand his emotions, and to 

control his impulses in such a way that makes it difficult for him to function normally.” (J.A. 

577, 579, 587-590, 604-605.)2  The neuroscientist opined that “Bixby’s behavior, including his 

behavior at the time of the offense, [wa]s affected by his brain damage and organic brain 

 
2 Frontal lobe damage causes mood lability, disinhibition, and impulsivity. (J.A. 586.) Damage to 

the parietal lobe is associated with poor integration of auditory and visual input, an altered 

personality, inattention, and paranoia. (J.A. 583, 591.) Temporal lobe damage affects memory, 

speech comprehension, personality, emotional stability, and causes hyper-religiosity. (J.A. 580-

581.) 
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disorder.” (J.A. 706-707.) In addition, intelligence testing prior to trial demonstrated that Mr. 

Bixby’s IQ “falls into the low, low average, range of intellectual functioning.” (J.A. 500.)3   

This combination of childhood trauma, major mental illness, and pervasive brain damage 

left Mr. Bixby particularly vulnerable to his parents’ domination, delusions, and “forceable 

indoctrination,” and is essential to understanding his involvement in the events at his parent’s 

home in 2003. (J.A. 477-479.) 

B. Mr. Bixby’s involvement in the capital crime is connected directly to his 

dysfunctional upbringing and the delusions about government authority that 

his mentally ill parents instilled in him since he was a child. 

 

On December 4 and 5, 2003, SCDOT officials came to Rita and Arthur’s home and told 

them that they would seize a portion of their property for a right of way for a new highway. (J.A. 

1459-1460.) Distraught, the Bixby’s questioned the legitimacy of the right of way and 

proclaimed that they would fight to the death with anyone who trespassed on their property. Id. 

When SCDOT officials said they would return with the Sheriff’s department, Rita claimed that 

the Sheriff had no authority over them on their private property. Id. The Bixbys then faxed letters 

to the Governor, Senator Lindsey Graham, and other government officials to “see if one of them 

would take some action, see if they would give us some help to get things straightened out for 

us.” (J.A. 255-261.) No one responded. (J.A. 260-261.) 

Over the weekend, Mr. Bixby told his girlfriend and her daughter about the conflict his 

parents were having with SCDOT and said that he and his father would shoot any law 

enforcement officers who came on their property. (J.A. 1460-1461.) They called and left 

 
3 Mr. Bixby has a full-scale IQ of 84, with a verbal score of 89 and a performance IQ of 80. Id. 

Moreover, Mr. Bixby’s scores confirm that he has frontal lobe damage. (J.A. 501.) 
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messages with an Abbeville Sheriff’s deputy to caution them. (Id.) The deputy called his 

supervisor and left a message to warn him as well. (Id.) 

On Monday, December 8, 2003, SCDOT officials met with Deputy Danny Wilson at the 

Sheriff’s department. (Id.) Wilson was instructed not to go to the Bixby’s property alone. Shortly 

after 8:30 a.m., however, Deputy Wilson went to the Bixby’s property. (J.A. 1461.) Wilson was 

shot and killed. (Id.) Constable Donnie Ouzts was killed an hour later when he also entered the 

Bixby’s property. (J.A.1462.) Bixby and his father remained in the house, surrounded by 

approximately fifty law enforcement officers. (Id.) After ten hours, law enforcement sent robots, 

tear gas, and SWAT teams inside; after a brief exchange of gunfire, Mr. Bixby surrendered. (Id.) 

C. During post-trial review in state court, Mr. Bixby came within a single vote  

  of the South Carolina Supreme Court vacating his death sentence. 

 

Steven Bixby proceeded to trial for the murders of Wilson and Ouzts in February 2007. 

(J.A. 1463.) The jury found him guilty on all counts and sentenced him to death. (J.A. 1464.) 

Arthur was found incompetent to stand trial and died in prison. (J.A. 639, 690-691.) Rita was 

found guilty of accessory before the fact to murder and criminal conspiracy and was sentenced to 

life in prison. State v. Bixby, 2010 S.C. App. LEXIS 261. She also died in prison. (J.A. 639.) 

On direct appeal, Mr. Bixby argued that the trial court improperly prevented his counsel 

from questioning jurors during voir dire about the legal definition of murder. State v. Bixby, 388 

S.C. 528 (2010). Mr. Bixby argued that his ability to challenge those jurors who would 

automatically vote for the death penalty was impaired by this limitation. A slight three-justice 

majority of the South Carolina Supreme Court found that Mr. Bixby was procedurally barred 

from making this argument because he did not exhaust all his peremptory challenges. Two 

justices dissented, finding that “the number of peremptory challenges used is irrelevant” where 

“it is reversible error to limit questions in a manner that renders the trial fundamentally unfair.” 
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Bixby, 388 S.C. at 561. The dissent recognized that “a number of jurors” were dismissed for 

cause after being questioned about their understanding of the definition of murder and held that:  

Once the trial judge refused to allow appellant to define murder … 

and declined appellant’s request that the trial judge himself define 

that term, appellant was left without the means to make informed 

decisions about challenges for cause or the exercise of his 

peremptory challenges. 

 

Id. at 562. For these reasons, the dissenters, relying in part on Morgan v. Illinois, 504 U.S. 719 

(1992), held that Mr. Bixby was denied his right to a fair sentencing and entitled to reversal. 

Mr. Bixby also argued that the admission of a seven-minute video of portions of the 

victim’s funeral at his sentencing proceeding was error because it elicited unfair prejudice and 

sympathy and was not proper victim impact evidence under Payne v. Tennessee, 501 U.S. 808 

(1991). The video showed the victim’s closed coffin, numerous mourners, the playing of “Taps” 

by a trumpet, and a staged 911 call telling the victim to “return home” that is often played at law 

enforcement funerals. Id. at 554-555. Again, a slight majority of the South Carolina Supreme 

Court denied relief, but two justices dissented, finding that the video was improper victim impact 

evidence where it “did not demonstrate anything about the victim’s uniqueness or the impact of 

his loss on his family or friends or on community groups.” Id. at 564. As the dissenters held, 

“Payne evidence must be presented through the testimony of those who have suffered as a result 

of the victim’s death” – not a funeral video and staged 911 call. The dissenters would have 

reversed and remanded for a new sentencing proceeding. Id. at 564-565. 

Shortly after the conclusion of appellate proceedings, Mr. Bixby filed an application for 

post-conviction relief which included claims of ineffectiveness of trial and appellate counsel as 

well as claims of jury misconduct and an unconstitutional jury instruction. (J.A. 1469-1472.) 

Following an evidentiary hearing, the state post-conviction review (PCR) court denied relief in 
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an order virtually identical to the State’s post-hearing brief. (J.A. 12, et seq.; 1599-1601) 

(detailing similarities between the PCR order and the State’s brief). Mr. Bixby petitioned the 

South Carolina Supreme Court for certiorari but was denied. The United States Supreme Court 

also denied certiorari. Bixby v. South Carolina, 138 S. Ct. 361 (2017). 

D. In federal district court review, Mr. Bixby’s attorneys admitted they lacked 

experience in capital habeas cases, failed to raise the federal constitutional 

claims that lost narrowly in state court, and failed to submit original work 

product and address the key legal questions in the case. The district court 

was on notice of all of these problems but failed to correct them. 

 

When Mr. Bixby initiated federal habeas proceedings, he identified and requested the 

appointment of two highly-qualified attorneys who stood ready to represent him—one of whom 

had specialized in capital defense and habeas litigation for decades. (J.A. 84-89.) Instead, the 

magistrate appointed two different lawyers who, shortly after appointment, filed a motion for 

more time because “they did not currently specialize in federal death penalty habeas corpus cases 

of this type.” (J.A. 91-93; 1194-1199.) 

The pleadings submitted by habeas counsel reflected their inexperience. Counsel failed to 

assert any of the federal constitutional claims that were raised on direct review, including the two 

claims that drew dissents from two South Carolina justices. Instead, they submitted a 76-page 

“full petition” that was essentially a petition in name only. Sixty-one of the 76 pages were copied 

directly from the South Carolina Supreme Court’s direct appeal opinion and Mr. Bixby’s state 

PCR application. (J.A. 1246-1320.) Their regurgitation of the state PCR claims failed to include 

any original argument or authority, or to even acknowledge the PCR court’s rulings on those 

claims. (J.A. 1317-1320.) The “petition” raised only one entirely new and frivolous argument – 

that trial counsel failed to protect Bixby’s rights under the Americans with Disabilities Act – but 

offered nothing to support this nonsensical, three-sentence-long claim. (J.A. 1320.) 
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Most critically, at no point in any of their briefing did habeas counsel address the central 

issue facing the district court: whether the state courts’ adjudication of Mr. Bixby’s claims was 

contrary to or an unreasonable application of U.S. Supreme Court precedent, based upon 

unreasonable fact-findings, or otherwise fell outside of the AEDPA’s limitations on relief, as 

codified in 28 U.S.C. §2254(d). While the “full” petition’s first sentence stated that it was “filed 

pursuant to 28 U.S.C. §2254,” habeas counsel’s arguments did not cite the federal habeas statute 

a single time. (J.A. 1246.) 

In issuing his report and recommendation, the magistrate judge was not shy about 

expressing his determination that counsel provided no semblance of adequate capital 

representation to Mr. Bixby: 

[R]ather than draft original arguments under the appropriate § 

2254 standard, Bixby’s counsel adopted by reference the 

arguments of PCR counsel on this matter.... [These] arguments 

necessarily fail to specifically address the primary issue with 

which this Court is concerned — that is, whether the state court’s 

ruling on this issue is the result of unreasonable factual findings or 

an unreasonable application of federal law [per § 2254(d).] 

 

(J.A. 1492.) 

Despite being on notice that Mr. Bixby’s attorneys failed to perform the most 

rudimentary duties of counsel — addressing the key legal issue in the case and presenting their 

own original legal work — the district judge did nothing to ensure Mr. Bixby received the 

appropriate representation that Congress mandated in 28 U.S.C. § 3599(c). See also Martel v. 

Clair, 565 U.S. 648, 659 (2012) (explaining that the statutory “enhanced rights of 

representation” in capital habeas corpus cases “reflect a determination that quality legal 

representation is necessary in all capital proceedings to foster fundamental fairness in the 

imposition of the death penalty.”) (internal quotations omitted) (quoting McFarland v. Scott, 512 
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U.S. 849, 855, 859 (1994)). The district judge could have easily exercised discretion to appoint 

new attorneys to ensure Mr. Bixby received meaningful, competent representation as § 3599 

mandates. But instead of fulfilling her duty under the statute, the district court used the unusual 

failings of counsel — for which Mr. Bixby bore no blame — as a reason to deny relief.  

The district court judge’s own order and findings show that she was keenly aware that 

Mr. Bixby’s attorneys had not fulfilled even the most minimal functions of legal representation. 

As she noted: 

The Petition never mentions — let alone discusses the application 

of — the standard to be applied by federal courts reviewing habeas 

petitions filed pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 2254, and never references 

any putative error(s) in the PCR court’s findings of fact or 

conclusions of law. 

 

(App. 16a-17a.) 

Indeed . . . it is difficult to find any original work product generated 

by federal habeas counsel in the prosecution of Petitioner’s 

preserved claims.  

  

(App. 17a.) 

Federal habeas counsel seem to expect the Court to both make 

Petitioner’s arguments for them, and then admit to having 

committed unspecified error by not intuiting the manner of critique 

that counsel wished to have applied to the PCR proceedings in the 

first instance. 

 

(App. 22a.) The district court went on to dismiss counsel’s arguments as “largely nonresponsive 

to the magistrate judge’s reasoning and conclusions,” (App. 24a), “compound,” (App. 27a), 

“sophistry,” (App. 29a), “inapt,” (App. 31a), referencing defenses Respondent did not raise, (App. 

39a), “conclusory” and not “point[ing] the Court to any specific error in the Report,” (App. 40a), 

and “difficult to understand.” (App. 44a.) 
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The district court could have seen these “nonresponsive” and “difficult to understand” 

arguments that counsel submitted following the magistrate’s report and recommendation and 

taken steps to address the problem. It did not. In the wake of Mr. Bixby’s attorneys essentially 

abandoning their duties as counsel, the district court denied relief and a certificate of 

appealability, stating only that “the legal standard for the issuance of a certificate of appealability 

has not been met. Therefore, a certificate of appealability is denied.” (App. 49a-50a.) 

Mr. Bixby filed a timely notice of appeal. After filing his opening brief, but before the 

State could respond, a panel of the Fourth Circuit denied Mr. Bixby a COA and dismissed his 

appeal. (App. 1a, 4a.) In a petition for rehearing and rehearing en banc, Mr. Bixby argued that 

the summary and unprecedented denial of a COA was a compelling reason for rehearing. The 

Fourth Circuit denied en banc rehearing, (App. 5a), but requested that the State respond to Mr. 

Bixby’s arguments for panel rehearing. On August 31, 2022, panel rehearing was denied in a 

split decision; a single judge voted to grant the petition, which solely requested the issuance of a 

COA. (App. 6a.) 

REASONS FOR GRANTING THE PETITION 

I. Certiorari should be granted to clarify that the denial of a COA by “split decision” 

fails to comport with 28 U.S.C. § 2253(c)(1), F.R.A.P. 22(b), and this Court’s 

precedent. 

 

28 U.S.C. § 2253(c)(1) provides that habeas corpus appeals may not be taken “[u]nless a 

circuit justice or judge issues a certificate of appealability.” F.R.A.P. 22 (b)(1) further explains 

that an “applicant cannot take an appeal unless a circuit justice or a circuit or district judge issues 

a certificate of appealability under 28 U.S.C. § 2253(c).” F.R.A.P. 22 (b)(2) then states that a 

request for a COA “may be considered by a circuit judge or judges, as the court prescribes.” Id. 

(emphasis added). However, Section 2253(c)(1) and F.R.A.P. 22 (b)(1) are explicit that despite 

consideration by multiple judges, it only requires a single judge or justice to issue a COA. 
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At least five circuits – the Third, Fourth, Sixth, Ninth, and Eleventh – are clear in their 

adherence to the single judge principle. As the language explicates in Section 2253(c)(1), they 

only require the vote of one judge to issue a COA. In these five circuits, a split decision to deny a 

COA would result in the issuance of a COA. See e.g., 3rd Cir. R. 22.3 (“if any judge of the panel 

is of the opinion that the applicant has made the showing required by 28 U.S.C. § 2253(c)(1), the 

certificate will issue”); Thomas v. United States, 329 F.3d 305, 309 (7th Cir. 2003) (COA to be 

denied only if judges unanimously agree that certificate should not issue); 4th Cir. R. 22(a)(3) 

(“A request to grant or expand a certificate … shall be referred to a panel of three judges. If any 

judge of the panel is of the opinion that the applicant has made the showing required by 28 

U.S.C. § 2253(c), the certificate will issue.”); Orbe v. True, 82 Fed. App’x. 802, 805 (4th Cir. 

2003) (COA granted where “at least one judge of the panel” found substantial showing of denial 

of constitutional right); Smith v. Bell, 6th Cir. No. 05-6653, DE 75-1 (October 9, 2008) (order 

granting reconsideration of rehearing motion and granting a COA despite a split decision); 9th 

Cir. General Orders 6.3(b) (“Pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 2253(c), a request to grant or expand a 

certificate of appealability may be granted by any one Judge on the assigned panel.”); Salgado v. 

Garcia, 384 F.3d 769 (9th Cir. 2004) (noting that “a single judge is authorized to grant a 

certificate of appealability”) 11th Cir. R. 22-1(c) (“An application to the court of appeals for a 

certificate of appealability may be considered by a single circuit judge.”). 

The single-judge approach to COAs taken by these circuits is not only consistent with the 

statutory language, but it also comports with this Court’s understanding of the COA standard. 

This Court has been clear that a COA must issue if reasonable jurists could debate the matter at 

hand. Miller-El v. Cockrell, 537 U.S. 322, 336 (2003); Slack v. McDaniel, 529 U.S. 473, 483-84 

(2000). Implicit in this is the fact that if a single judge disagrees with other judges, then the 
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matter under consideration is, by definition, debatable. See Jordan v. Fisher, 135 U.S. 2647, 

2651 (2015) (Sotomayor, J., joined by Ginsburg & Kagan, JJ., dissenting from the denial of 

certiorari) (suggesting that disagreement among judges “alone might be thought to indicate that 

reasonable minds could differ – had differed – on the resolution” of a claim and to justify the 

issuance of a COA). 

"Debatability” could scarcely be a lower standard, which again supports the proposition 

that a single judge’s vote should be enough to issue the COA, even if other judges on the panel 

disagree. In Slack v. McDaniel, this Court explained that because “[t]he writ of habeas corpus 

plays a vital role in protecting constitutional rights,” COAs must not be construed “to bar 

vindication of substantial constitutional rights on appeal,” and must issue when “reasonable 

jurists could debate whether (or, for that matter, agree that) the petition should have been 

resolved in a different manner or that the issues presented were adequate to deserve 

encouragement to proceed further.” 529 U.S. at 483-84 (internal quotations and citation omitted). 

In fact, in Miller-El, this Court underscored that “a COA will issue in some instances where there 

is no certainty of ultimate relief.” 537 U.S. at 337. “Indeed, a claim can be debatable even though 

every jurist of reason might agree, after the COA has been granted and the case has received full 

consideration, that petitioner will not prevail.” Id. at 338. See also Buck v. Davis, 137 S.Ct. 759, 

773-74 (2017) (a COA “is not coextensive with a merits analysis” and must be limited to asking 

only if the District Court’s decision was debatable). 

In a capital case, moreover, this low bar is even lower. As this Court held in Barefoot v. 

Estelle, “[i]n a capital case, the nature of the penalty is a proper consideration in determining 

whether to issue a certificate of [appealability] . . . .” 463 U.S. at 893. As a result, courts are to 

“resolve doubts about whether to grant a COA in favor of the petitioner . . . [and] properly 
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consider the severity of the penalty in making this determination.” Fuller v. Johnson, 114 F.3d 

491, 495 (5th Cir. 1997); see also Porter v. Gramley, 112 F.3d 1308, 1312 (7th Cir. 1997) 

(granting a COA because the claim at issue was “not frivolous and presents a debatable issue, 

especially in light of the death sentence that hangs over Porter’s head.”) (emphasis added). 

Despite this clear precedent, the Second, Fifth, Eighth, and Eleventh Circuits take a 

different approach than the five circuits noted above, wherein a single judge’s dissent will 

prevent the issuance of a COA, notwithstanding the language in Section 2253, F.R.A.P. 22(b) 

and this Court’s debatability standard. In the Second Circuit, “[t]he clerk initially refers a request 

for a certificate of appealability to a single judge of the panel assigned to a death penalty case, 

who has authority to issue the certificate. If the single judge denies the certificate, the clerk refers 

the application to the full panel for disposition by majority vote.” 2d Cir. Internal Op. Proc. 

47.1(c). Moreover, decisions of the Fifth, Eighth, and Eleventh Circuits demonstrate that in each 

circuit, COAs are regularly denied by a split decision. See, e.g., Cromartie v. GDCP Warden, 

No. 17-12627 (11th Cir. Mar. 26, 2018) (denying COA by vote of two-to-one); Vang v. Hammer, 

673 F. App’x 596, 598 (8th Cir. 2016) (same); Jordan v. Epps, 756 F.3d 395, 413 (5th Cir. 

2014), cert. denied sub nom. Jordan v. Fisher, 135 S. Ct. 2647 (same). 

In Mr. Bixby’s case, the Fourth Circuit panel took this minority approach, denying a 

COA even though a single judge voted to grant one on rehearing. (App. 6a.) Mr. Bixby submits 

that, under the Fourth Circuit’s rules, Section 2253(c)(1), and this Court’s precedent, the vote of 

a single Fourth Circuit judge should have entitled him to a COA, as it is dispositive of whether 

his claim was “debatable among jurists of reason.” Miller-El, 537 U.S. at 336. One reasonable 

jurist, Judge Harris of the Fourth Circuit, declared Mr. Bixby’s petition for a COA worthy of 

rehearing and therefore implicitly debatable which, ipso facto, requires issuance of the COA. 
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This Court should therefore grant review of this case to resolve the disagreement in the 

lower courts over whether a single judge’s vote is sufficient to issue a COA, or whether a divided 

panel of judges can properly deny a COA even though the circuit judges themselves are debating 

the matter, as evidenced by their split decision. The Court should not only grant review to clarify 

this area of law, but should also adopt the single-judge approach, given its consistency with the 

language of § 2253(c)(1) as well as this Court’s well-established precedent governing COA 

decisions. 

II. Certiorari should also be granted because, applying the correct single-judge rule to 

the COA question in this case, Mr. Bixby should have been granted one to remedy 

the district court’s failure to address the extreme malfunction in Mr. Bixby’s 

representation that was apparent to that court. 

 

Had the Fourth Circuit properly applied its own rule and precedent, which aligns with 

Section 2253(c)(1) and this Court’s precedent, a COA would have issued, allowing Mr. Bixby’s 

appeal to proceed. A COA is appropriate where Mr. Bixby has demonstrated debatability among 

the Fourth Circuit panel about whether the district court violated its statutory duty under § 3599 

when that court became aware that habeas counsel had failed to provide meaningful 

representation, and then failed to do anything about it other than employ counsel’s failings as a 

reason to deny Mr. Bixby relief. The district court found that habeas counsel failed to present 

arguments on the key legal issue facing the court under § 2254(d), failed to submit any original 

work product at all – instead cutting and pasting from the state PCR pleadings, and failed to 

make any arguments on Mr. Bixby’s behalf, instead “expect[ing] the Court to make Petitioner’s 

arguments for them.” (App. 16a-17a, 19a, 22a.) The district court also noted habeas counsel’s 

shocking failure to raise either of the claims that nearly prevailed in the South Carolina Supreme 

Court, even though both plainly had merit, and both were federal constitutional issues. (Id.; App. 

18a-19a.) At bottom, Mr. Bixby was not only been denied the opportunity for appellate review of 
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his claims, but he was denied what amounts to any process or review in the district court as well. 

Particularly where Mr. Bixby’s life is at stake, these uniquely jarring circumstances cry out for 

the full appellate review that Judge Harris of the Fourth Circuit voted to give. 

Mr. Bixby has also demonstrated the debatability of his ineffective assistance of trial 

counsel claim related to evidence of severe and pervasive brain damage that the jury never heard. 

As discussed in the Statement of the Case, supra, Mr. Bixby’s brain damage “substantially 

impairs his thought processes, ability to understand and interpret the world around him, control 

and understand his emotions, and to control his impulses in such a way that makes it difficult for 

him to function normally” and impacted his behavior at the time of the offense. (J.A. 604-605, 

706-707.) Importantly, this claim closely tracks this Court’s clearly-established precedent that 

the Sixth Amendment is violated when defense attorneys fail to act on obvious clues that should 

have led to the discovery of new and compelling mitigating evidence about the defendant. See, 

e.g., Rompilla v. Beard, 545 U.S. 374, 392 (2005) (capital trial counsel overlooked “red flags 

pointing up a need to test further,” which would have found evidence of organic brain damage) 

(quotations and citation omitted). In this case, trial counsel were told by their own 

neuropsychology expert that Mr. Bixby had cognitive dysfunction; they followed up by 

consulting with an expert on neuroimaging; but because of the dysfunction and 

miscommunication within their legal team, counsel never actually obtained that imaging. If they 

had, it would have supplied clear and compelling evidence of Mr. Bixby’s pervasive brain 

damage. Mr. Bixby was also entitled to a COA on this claim. 

In short, without this Court's intervention, Mr. Bixby may be put to death pursuant to a 

federal habeas process that denied him meaningful representation at trial and in the district court, 

thorough review in the Fourth Circuit, and any review in this Court. Such a result would be 
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completely at odds with our traditional conception of federal habeas as “[t]he very core of liberty 

secured by our Anglo-Saxon system of separated powers,” placed there to protect against “the 

practice of arbitrary imprisonments.” Hamdi v. Rumsfeld, 542 U.S. 507, 554-58 (2004) (Scalia, 

J., and Stevens, J., dissenting) (internal quotations and citations omitted). Nowhere in our legal 

system are safeguards against arbitrariness more crucial than the administration of the death 

penalty. See Beck v. Alabama, 447 U.S. 625, 637 (1980) (“It is of vital importance to the 

defendant and to the community that any decision to impose the death sentence be, and appear to 

be, based on reason rather than caprice or emotion.”) (citation omitted). And this Court has 

recognized that capital punishment ought not be imposed before the person condemned to death 

has at least “one fair opportunity to seek federal habeas relief from his conviction.” Banister v. 

Davis, 140 S. Ct. 1698, 1702 (2020). 

This is not a case involving successive attempts to disturb a conviction or sentence. 

Compare Moses v. Joyner, 815 F.3d 163, 167 (4th Cir. 2016) (cautioning against “re-litigat[ion 

of] matters years after their judgments had become final and years after every subsequent change 

in law that even arguably brought relief.”). This is Mr. Bixby’s first attempt at federal habeas 

review. This Court should grant certiorari, vacate the order below, and remand with instructions 

to issue a COA to give Mr. Bixby the fair appellate proceeding that Judge Harris, a reasonable 

jurist, believed he was entitled to. 
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CONCLUSION 

Petitioner Steven Bixby requests this Court grant the petition for a writ of certiorari. 
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FILED:  April 29, 2022   
 

UNITED STATES COURT OF APPEALS 
FOR THE FOURTH CIRCUIT  

___________________ 

No. 21-5 
(4:17-cv-00954-BHH) 
___________________ 

STEVEN VERNON BIXBY 
 
                     Petitioner - Appellant 
 
v. 
 
BRYAN P. STIRLING, Commissioner, South Carolina Department of 
Corrections; LYDELL CHESTNUT, Deputy Warden of Broad River Correctional 
Institution Secure Facility 
 
                     Respondents - Appellees 

___________________ 
 

O R D E R 
___________________ 

 Upon consideration of the appellant's preliminary brief filed pursuant to this 

Court's Local Rule 22(a), the Court denies a certificate of appealability and 

dismisses the appeal.  

Entered at the direction of Judge Agee with the concurrence of Judge Diaz 

and Judge Harris.  

      For the Court 

      /s/ Patricia S. Connor, Clerk 
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FILED: April 29, 2022 
 

 
UNITED STATES COURT OF APPEALS 

FOR THE FOURTH CIRCUIT  

No. 21-5, Steven Bixby v. Bryan Stirling 
 

 
4:17-cv-00954-BHH  

________________________ 
 

NOTICE OF JUDGMENT 
________________________ 

Judgment was entered on this date in accordance with Fed. R. App. P. 36. Please 
be advised of the following time periods: 
 
PETITION FOR WRIT OF CERTIORARI: The time to file a petition for writ 
of certiorari runs from the date of entry of the judgment sought to be reviewed, and 
not from the date of issuance of the mandate. If a petition for rehearing is timely 
filed in the court of appeals, the time to file the petition for writ of certiorari for all 
parties runs from the date of the denial of the petition for rehearing or, if the 
petition for rehearing is granted, the subsequent entry of judgment. See Rule 13 of 
the Rules of the Supreme Court of the United States; www.supremecourt.gov. 
 
VOUCHERS FOR PAYMENT OF APPOINTED OR ASSIGNED 
COUNSEL: Vouchers must be submitted within 60 days of entry of judgment or 
denial of rehearing, whichever is later. If counsel files a petition for certiorari, the 
60-day period runs from filing the certiorari petition. (Loc. R. 46(d)). If payment is 
being made from CJA funds, counsel should submit the CJA 20 or CJA 30 
Voucher through the CJA eVoucher system. In cases not covered by the Criminal 
Justice Act, counsel should submit the Assigned Counsel Voucher to the clerk's 
office for payment from the Attorney Admission Fund. An Assigned Counsel 
Voucher will be sent to counsel shortly after entry of judgment. Forms and 
instructions are also available on the court's web site, www.ca4.uscourts.gov, or 
from the clerk's office.  
 
BILL OF COSTS: A party to whom costs are allowable, who desires taxation of 
costs, shall file a Bill of Costs within 14 calendar days of entry of judgment. 
(FRAP 39, Loc. R. 39(b)). 
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PETITION FOR REHEARING AND PETITION FOR REHEARING EN 
BANC: A petition for rehearing must be filed within 14 calendar days after entry 
of judgment, except that in civil cases in which the United States or its officer or 
agency is a party, the petition must be filed within 45 days after entry of judgment. 
A petition for rehearing en banc must be filed within the same time limits and in 
the same document as the petition for rehearing and must be clearly identified in 
the title. The only grounds for an extension of time to file a petition for rehearing 
are the death or serious illness of counsel or a family member (or of a party or 
family member in pro se cases) or an extraordinary circumstance wholly beyond 
the control of counsel or a party proceeding without counsel.  
 
Each case number to which the petition applies must be listed on the petition and 
included in the docket entry to identify the cases to which the petition applies. A 
timely filed petition for rehearing or petition for rehearing en banc stays the 
mandate and tolls the running of time for filing a petition for writ of certiorari. In 
consolidated criminal appeals, the filing of a petition for rehearing does not stay 
the mandate as to co-defendants not joining in the petition for rehearing. In 
consolidated civil appeals arising from the same civil action, the court's mandate 
will issue at the same time in all appeals.  
 
A petition for rehearing must contain an introduction stating that, in counsel's 
judgment, one or more of the following situations exist: (1) a material factual or 
legal matter was overlooked; (2) a change in the law occurred after submission of 
the case and was overlooked; (3) the opinion conflicts with a decision of the U.S. 
Supreme Court, this court, or another court of appeals, and the conflict was not 
addressed; or (4) the case involves one or more questions of exceptional 
importance. A petition for rehearing, with or without a petition for rehearing en 
banc, may not exceed 3900 words if prepared by computer and may not exceed 15 
pages if handwritten or prepared on a typewriter. Copies are not required unless 
requested by the court. (FRAP 35 & 40, Loc. R. 40(c)). 
 
MANDATE: In original proceedings before this court, there is no mandate. Unless 
the court shortens or extends the time, in all other cases, the mandate issues 7 days 
after the expiration of the time for filing a petition for rehearing. A timely petition 
for rehearing, petition for rehearing en banc, or motion to stay the mandate will 
stay issuance of the mandate. If the petition or motion is denied, the mandate will 
issue 7 days later. A motion to stay the mandate will ordinarily be denied, unless 
the motion presents a substantial question or otherwise sets forth good or probable 
cause for a stay. (FRAP 41, Loc. R. 41). 
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FILED:  April 29, 2022  
 

 
UNITED STATES COURT OF APPEALS  

FOR THE FOURTH CIRCUIT  

___________________ 

No. 21-5 
(4:17-cv-00954-BHH) 

___________________ 

STEVEN VERNON BIXBY 
 
                     Petitioner - Appellant 
 
v. 
 
BRYAN P. STIRLING, Commissioner, South Carolina Department of 
Corrections; LYDELL CHESTNUT, Deputy Warden of Broad River Correctional 
Institution Secure Facility 
 
                     Respondents - Appellees 

___________________ 

J U D G M E N T 
___________________ 

 In accordance with the decision of this court, a certificate of appealability is 

denied and the appeal is dismissed. 

 This judgment shall take effect upon issuance of this court's mandate in 

accordance with Fed. R. App. P. 41.  

      /s/ PATRICIA S. CONNOR, CLERK 

USCA4 Appeal: 21-5      Doc: 54-2            Filed: 04/29/2022      Pg: 1 of 1 Total Pages:(3 of 3)

4a



FILED:  August 5, 2022 
 

UNITED STATES COURT OF APPEALS 
FOR THE FOURTH CIRCUIT  

___________________ 

No. 21-5 
(4:17-cv-00954-BHH) 

___________________ 

STEVEN VERNON BIXBY 
 
                     Petitioner - Appellant 
 
v. 
 
BRYAN P. STIRLING, Commissioner, South Carolina Department of 
Corrections; LYDELL CHESTNUT, Deputy Warden of Broad River Correctional 
Institution Secure Facility 
 
                     Respondents - Appellees 

___________________ 
 

O R D E R 
___________________ 

 The petition for rehearing en banc was circulated to the full court. No judge 

requested a poll under Fed. R. App. P. 35. The court denies the petition for 

rehearing en banc.  

      For the Court 

      /s/ Patricia S. Connor, Clerk 
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FILED:  August 31, 2022 
 

UNITED STATES COURT OF APPEALS 
FOR THE FOURTH CIRCUIT  

___________________ 

No. 21-5 
(4:17-cv-00954-BHH) 

___________________ 

STEVEN VERNON BIXBY 
 
                     Petitioner - Appellant 
 
v. 
 
BRYAN P. STIRLING, Commissioner, South Carolina Department of 
Corrections; LYDELL CHESTNUT, Deputy Warden of Broad River Correctional 
Institution Secure Facility 
 
                     Respondents - Appellees 

___________________ 
 

O R D E R 
___________________ 

 The court denies the petition for rehearing.  

 Judge Agee and Judge Diaz voted to deny the petition, and Judge Harris 

voted to grant the petition. 

      For the Court 

      /s/ Patricia S. Connor, Clerk 
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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT 
DISTRICT OF SOUTH CAROLINA 

FLORENCE DIVISION 

Steven Vernon Bixby, #6024, 
 

  Petitioner, 
vs. 

 
Bryan P. Stirling, Commissioner, 
South Carolina Department of 
Corrections; and Willie D. Davis, 
Warden, Kirkland Reception and 
Evaluation Center, 
 

 Respondents. 
 

 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 

 
 

Civil Action No. 4:17-cv-954-BHH 
 
 

 
Amended Opinion and Order1 

 
 
 

 
Petitioner, Steven Vernon Bixby (“Petitioner”), represented by counsel and under 

a sentence of death, seeks habeas corpus relief pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 2254. This action 

is before the Court on Petitioner’s petition for writ of habeas corpus (“Petition”) (ECF Nos. 

44, 72, 72-1, and 80)2 and Respondents’ motion for summary judgment and return and 

memorandum in support thereof (collectively, the “Return”) (ECF Nos. 83 and 84). 

Petitioner filed a traverse and memorandum of law in opposition to Respondents’ motion 

for summary judgment (“Traverse”). (ECF No. 92.) In accordance with 28 U.S.C. § 

636(b)(1)(B) and Local Civil Rule 73.02(B)(2)(c) (D.S.C.), this matter was referred to 

United States Magistrate Thomas E. Rogers for pre-trial proceedings and a Report and 

Recommendation (“Report”). On January 11, 2019, Magistrate Judge Rogers issued a 

Report recommending that Respondents’ motion for summary judgment be granted and 

the Petition be dismissed without an evidentiary hearing.  (ECF No. 94.)  

 
1 This Opinion and Order is amended to add a determination as to whether a certificate of appealability 
should issue. In all other respects, it is a verbatim version of the Court’s March 31, 2020 Order. 
2 Petitioner’s Petition was filed in four parts as more fully explained in the Magistrate Judge’s Report and 
Recommendation. (See ECF No. 94 at 2 n.3.) For ease of reference, the Court will refer to all four filings 
collectively as the “Petition.” 
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Petitioner filed objections on March 13, 2019 (ECF No. 107), and Respondents 

replied on April 9, 2019 (ECF No. 116). On May 31, 2019, after obtaining leave of Court, 

Petitioner filed a sur-reply in support of his objections. (ECF No. 125.) The Report sets 

forth the relevant factual and procedural background (ECF No. 94 at 2–25), which the 

Court incorporates herein without recitation.3 For the reasons set forth herein, the Court 

overrules Petitioner’s objections, ACCEPTS the Magistrate Judge’s Report (ECF No. 94), 

GRANTS Respondents’ motion for summary judgment (ECF No. 84), and DENIES 

Petitioner’s Petition (ECF Nos. 44, 72, 72-1, and 80) in its entirety. 

I. LEGAL STANDARD 

A. The Magistrate Judge’s Report and Recommendation 

 The Magistrate Judge makes only a recommendation to the Court. The 

recommendation has no presumptive weight. The responsibility to make a final 

determination remains with the court. Mathews v. Weber, 423 U.S. 261, 270–71 (1976). 

The Court is charged with making a de novo determination of those portions of the Report 

to which specific objection is made, and the Court may accept, reject, or modify, in whole 

or in part, the recommendation of the Magistrate Judge, or recommit the matter with 

instructions. 28 U.S.C. § 636(b)(1). However, the Court need not conduct a de novo 

review when a party makes only “general and conclusory objections that do not direct the 

court to a specific error in the magistrate’s proposed findings and recommendations.” 

Orpiano v. Johnson, 687 F.2d 44, 47 (4th Cir. 1982). In the absence of a timely filed, 

specific objection, the Magistrate Judge’s conclusions are reviewed only for clear error. 

 
3 As always, the Court says only what is necessary to address Petitioner’s objections against the already 
meaningful backdrop of the Magistrate Judge’s thorough Report; exhaustive recitation of law and fact exist 
there. 
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See Diamond v. Colonial Life & Accident Ins. Co., 416 F.3d 310, 315 (4th Cir. 2005). 

B. Summary Judgment Standard 

 Summary judgment is appropriate “if the movant shows that there is no genuine 

dispute as to any material fact and the movant is entitled to judgment as a matter of law.” 

Fed. R. Civ. P. 56(a). It is well established that summary judgment should be granted 

“only when it is clear that there is no dispute concerning either the facts of the controversy 

or the inferences to be drawn from those facts.” Pulliam Inv. Co. v. Cameo Properties, 

810 F.2d 1282, 1286 (4th Cir. 1987). 

 The party moving for summary judgment has the burden of showing the absence 

of a genuine issue of material fact, and the Court must view the evidence before it and 

the inferences to be drawn therefrom in the light most favorable to the nonmoving party.  

United States v. Diebold, Inc., 369 U.S. 654, 655 (1962). When a respondent is the 

moving party and the petitioner has the ultimate burden of proof on an issue, the 

respondent must identify the parts of the record that demonstrate the petitioner lacks 

sufficient evidence. The nonmoving party must then go beyond the pleadings and 

designate specific facts showing that there is a genuine issue for trial. Celotex Corp. v. 

Catrett, 477 U.S. 317, 324 (1986); see Fed. R. Civ. P. 56(c). 

 A party “cannot create a genuine issue of material fact through mere speculation 

or the building of one inference upon another.” Beale v. Hardy, 769 F.2d 213, 214 (4th 

Cir. 1985). Therefore, “[m]ere unsupported speculation . . . is not enough to defeat a 

summary judgment motion.” At Ennis v. National Ass’n of Bus. & Educ. Radio, Inc., 53 

F.3d 55, 62 (4th Cir. 1995). 
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C. Section 2254 Standard 

 Because Petitioner filed the petition after the effective date of the Antiterrorism and 

Effective Death Penalty Act of 1996 (“AEDPA”), his claims are governed by 28 U.S.C. 

§ 2254(d), as amended. Lindh v. Murphy, 521 U.S. 320 (1997). Section 2254 “sets 

several limits on the power of a federal court to grant an application for a writ of habeas 

corpus on behalf of a state prisoner.” Cullen v. Pinholster, 563 U.S. 170, 181 (2011). For 

instance, § 2254 authorizes review of only those applications asserting a prisoner is in 

custody in violation of the Constitution or federal law and only when, except in certain 

circumstances, the prisoner has exhausted remedies provided by the State. Id. 

 When a § 2254 petition includes a claim that has been adjudicated on the merits 

in a State court proceeding, § 2254 provides that the application shall not be granted with 

respect to that claim, unless the State court’s adjudication of the claim: 

 (1) resulted in a decision that was contrary to, or involved an unreasonable 
application of, clearly established federal law, as determined by the 
Supreme Court of the United States; or 

 
 (2) resulted in a decision that was based on an unreasonable determination of 

the facts in light of the evidence presented in the State court proceeding. 
 
28 U.S.C. § 2254(d). “This is a ‘difficult to meet,’ and ‘highly deferential standard for 

evaluating state-court rulings, which demands that state-court decisions be given the 

benefit of the doubt.’” Pinholster, 563 U.S. at 181 (internal citations omitted) (quoting 

Harrington v. Richter, 562 U.S. 86, 102 (2011); Woodford v. Visciotti, 537 U.S. 19, 24 

(2002) (per curiam)). 

The Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals recently explained proper application of these 

standards as follows: 

Under § 2254(d)(1), such a decision is “contrary to” Supreme Court 
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precedent “if the state court applied a rule that contradicts the governing 
law set forth in” Supreme Court cases, or “confronted a set of facts that are 
materially indistinguishable from a Supreme Court decision and 
nevertheless arrive[d] at a result different from [that] precedent.” Williams v. 
Taylor, 529 U.S. 362, 405–06, 120 S. Ct. 1495, 146 L.Ed.2d 389 (2000). A 
decision is an “unreasonable application” of clearly established Supreme 
Court precedent if the PCR court “correctly identified the governing legal 
rule but applied it unreasonably to the facts of a particular prisoner’s case.” 
Id. at 407–08, 120 S. Ct. 1495. “In order for a federal court to find a state 
court’s application of Supreme Court precedent unreasonable, the state 
court’s decision must have been more than incorrect or erroneous. The 
state court’s application must have been objectively unreasonable.” 
Wiggins, 539 U.S. at 520–21, 123 S. Ct. 2527 (internal citation and 
quotation marks omitted); see also Harrington v. Richter, 562 U.S. 86, 103, 
131 S. Ct. 770, 178 L.Ed.2d 624 (2011) (“[A] state prisoner must show that 
the state court’s ruling on the claim being presented in federal court was so 
lacking in justification that there was an error well understood and 
comprehended in existing law beyond any possibility for fairminded 
disagreement.”). 
 
Alternatively, a state prisoner may be granted relief pursuant to § 2254(d)(2) 
if the PCR court[’s] decision[] was based on a factual determination 
“sufficiently against the weight of the evidence that it is objectively 
unreasonable.” Winston v. Kelly, 592 F.3d 535, 554 (4th Cir. 2010). As with 
legal conclusions, “for a state court’s factual determination to be 
unreasonable under § 2254(d)(2), it must be more than merely incorrect or 
erroneous.” Id. (internal citation omitted). 

 
Williams v. Stirling, 914 F.3d 302, 311–12 (4th Cir. 2019), as amended (Feb. 5, 2019) 

(modifications omitted). 

D. Ineffective Assistance of Counsel  

The Sixth Amendment to the United States Constitution provides that “[i]n all 

criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the right . . . to have the Assistance of 

Counsel for his defence.” U.S. Const. amend. VI. The United States Supreme Court has 

held that this right is violated when counsel retained by, or appointed to, a criminal 

defendant fails to provide adequate or effective legal assistance. See Strickland v. 

Washington, 466 U.S. 668, 686 (1984). Strickland established a two-prong test for a claim 
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of ineffective assistance of counsel in violation of the Sixth Amendment, under which the 

criminal defendant must show deficient performance and resulting prejudice. Id. at 687. 

“The performance prong of Strickland requires a defendant to show ‘that counsel’s 

representation fell below an objective standard of reasonableness.’” Lafler v. Cooper, 566 

U.S. 156, 163 (2012) (quoting Hill v. Lockhart, 474 U.S. 52, 57 (1985)). “[C]ounsel should 

be ‘strongly presumed to have rendered adequate assistance and made all significant 

decisions in the exercise of reasonable professional judgment,’” and courts should 

indulge in a “‘strong presumption that counsel’s conduct fell within the wide range of 

reasonable professional assistance.’” Burt v. Titlow, 134 S. Ct. 10, 17 (2013) 

(modifications omitted) (quoting Strickland, 466 U.S. at 689–90). “To establish Strickland 

prejudice a defendant must ‘show that there is a reasonable probability that, but for 

counsel’s unprofessional errors, the result of the proceeding would have been different.’” 

Lafler, 566 U.S. at 163 (quoting Strickland, 466 U.S. at 694).  

The standard for an ineffective assistance claim under Strickland in the first 

instance is already “a most deferential one,” and “‘[s]urmounting Strickland’s high bar is 

never an easy task.’” Harrington v. Richter, 562 U.S. 86, 105 (2011) (quoting Padilla v. 

Kentucky, 559 U.S. 356, 371 (2010)). “Establishing that a state court’s application of 

Strickland was unreasonable under § 2254(d) is all the more difficult,” because the 

“standards created by Strickland and § 2254(d) are both ‘highly deferential,’ and when 

the two apply in tandem, review is ‘doubly’ so.” Id. (internal citations omitted) (quoting 

Knowles v. Mirzayance, 556 U.S. 111, 123 (2009)); Lindh, 521 U.S. at 333 n.7; Strickland, 

466 U.S. at 689). “When § 2254(d) applies, the question is not whether counsel’s actions 

were reasonable. . . . [but] whether there is any reasonable argument that counsel 
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satisfied Strickland’s deferential standard.” Richter, 562 U.S. at 105.  

E. Procedural Default  

A petitioner’s failure to raise in State court a claim asserted in his § 2254 petition 

“implicates the requirements in habeas of exhaustion and procedural default.” Gray v. 

Netherland, 518 U.S. 152, 161 (1996). “The habeas statute generally requires a state 

prisoner to exhaust state remedies before filing a habeas petition in federal court.” 

Woodford v. Ngo, 548 U.S. 81, 92 (2006). Thus, “[a] state prisoner is generally barred 

from obtaining federal habeas relief unless the prisoner has properly presented his or her 

claims through one ‘complete round of the State’s established appellate review process.’” 

Id. (quoting O’Sullivan v. Boerckel, 526 U.S. 838, 845 (1999)). In a similar vein, “a habeas 

petitioner who has failed to meet the State’s procedural requirements for presenting his 

federal claims has deprived the state courts of an opportunity to address those claims in 

the first instance” and has procedurally defaulted those claims. Coleman v. Thompson, 

501 U.S. 722, 732 (1991).  

Absent an exception, a federal court will not entertain a procedurally defaulted 

claim, so long as the State procedural requirement barring the State court’s review is 

adequate to support the judgment and independent of federal law. See Martinez v. Ryan, 

566 U.S. 1, 9–10 (2012); Walker v. Martin, 562 U.S. 307, 315–16 (2011); Beard v. Kindler, 

558 U.S. 53, 55 (2009). “Thus, if state-court remedies are no longer available because 

the prisoner failed to comply with the deadline for seeking state-court review or for taking 

an appeal, those remedies are technically exhausted, but exhaustion in this sense does 

not automatically entitle the habeas petitioner to litigate his or her claims in federal court.” 

Woodford, 548 U.S. at 93 (internal citation omitted). Rather, “if the petitioner procedurally 
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defaulted those claims, the prisoner generally is barred from asserting those claims in a 

federal habeas proceeding.” Id. (citing Gray, 518 U.S. at 162; Coleman, 501 U.S. at 744-

51).  

However, “[t]he doctrine barring procedurally defaulted claims from being heard is 

not without exceptions. A prisoner may obtain federal review of a defaulted claim by 

showing cause for the default and prejudice from a violation of federal law.” Martinez, 566 

U.S. at 10 (citing Coleman, 501 U.S. at 750). “In Coleman, . . . the Supreme Court held 

that . . . a federal habeas ‘petitioner cannot claim constitutionally ineffective assistance of 

counsel in [State post-conviction] proceedings to establish cause.’” Fowler v. Joyner, 753 

F.3d 446, 460 (4th Cir. 2014) (quoting Coleman, 501 U.S. at 752). Subsequently, in 

Martinez, the Supreme Court recognized a “narrow exception” to the rule stated in 

Coleman and held that, in certain situations, “[i]nadequate assistance of counsel at initial-

review collateral proceedings may establish cause for a prisoner’s procedural default of 

a claim of ineffective assistance at trial.” Martinez, 566 U.S. at 9. The Fourth Circuit has 

summarized the exception recognized in Martinez:  

[A] federal habeas petitioner who seeks to raise an otherwise procedurally 
defaulted claim of ineffective-assistance-of-trial-counsel before the federal 
court may do so only if: (1) the ineffective-assistance-of-trial-counsel claim 
is a substantial one; (2) the “cause” for default “consists of there being no 
counsel or only ineffective counsel during the state collateral review 
proceeding;” (3) “the state collateral review proceeding was the initial review 
proceeding in respect to the ineffective-assistance-of-trial-counsel claim;” 
and (4) state law “requires that an ineffective-assistance-of-trial-counsel 
claim be raised in an initial-review collateral proceeding.” 
 

Fowler, 753 F.3d at 461 (modifications omitted) (quoting Trevino v. Thaler, 569 U.S. 413, 

423 (2013)).  

In the alternative to showing cause and prejudice, a petitioner may attempt to 
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demonstrate a miscarriage of justice, e.g., actual innocence (see Bousley v. United 

States, 523 U.S. 614, 623 (1998) (stating that a petitioner’s claim may be reviewable 

despite procedural default if he can establish that the constitutional error at issue “has 

probably resulted in the conviction of one who is actually innocent” (internal citation and 

quotation marks omitted)); see also Schlup v. Delo, 513 U.S. 298, 327–28 (1995)), or 

abandonment by counsel (see Maples v. Thomas, 565 U.S. 266, 283 (2012) (inquiring 

“whether [the petitioner] ha[d] shown that his attorneys of record abandoned him, thereby 

supplying the extraordinary circumstances beyond his control, necessary to lift the state 

procedural bar to his federal petition” (internal citations and quotation marks omitted)). 

DISCUSSION 

 Petitioner filed timely objections to the Magistrate Judge’s Report on March 13, 

2019. (ECF No. 107.) The Court will address each of those objections in turn. 

I. Failure to Apply De Novo Review to All PCR Claims 

Petitioner first objects by arguing: 

Because the state PCR court adopted the state’s brief wholesale instead of 
evaluating for itself [Petitioner’s] evidence and related claims, he did not 
receive a full and fair hearing in state court. For that reason the Magistrate 
Judge’s failure to apply de novo review to all claims originating in the state 
post-conviction review (“PCR”) proceedings should have been [sic] 
reviewed de novo. 

 
(Id. at 2.) In this objection, Petitioner appears to be inviting the Court to conduct a “de 

novo review” of his substantive habeas claims because the PCR court, in its order denying 

Petitioner’s PCR application (ECF No. 107-1), copied verbatim large sections of the State 

of South Carolina’s post-hearing brief instead of drafting its own findings of fact and 

conclusions of law. (See id. at 2–4.) In essence, Petitioner encourages the Court to 

exercise carte blanche quasi-appellate jurisdiction over all prior State court proceedings. 
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This generalized collateral attack on the PCR proceedings is not presented as a claim in 

the Petition, and it is improper for Petitioner to manufacture a new theory of relief in the 

context of objections to the Magistrate Judge’s Report. See, e.g., Barclay White Skanska, 

Inc. v. Battelle Mem’l Inst., 262 F. App’x 556, 563 (4th Cir. 2008) (finding that a plaintiff 

cannot raise new claims in a brief opposing summary judgment unless the plaintiff first 

amends the complaint) (citation omitted).  

  Moreover, the Court cannot help but see the irony in federal habeas counsel 

faulting the PCR court’s use of others’ writing given that the instant Petition is largely a 

conglomeration of: (1) the facts of the underlying crimes cut-and-pasted verbatim from 

the South Carolina Supreme Court’s opinion on direct appeal (see ECF No. 72-1 at 11–

15 (quoting State v. Bixby, 698 S.E.2d 572, 576–78 (S.C. 2010)); (2) background 

information on Petitioner’s childhood, family, and mental health cut-and-pasted verbatim 

from PCR counsel’s post-hearing brief (see id. at 15–72 (quoting PCR App. Vol. XII pp. 

5655–720, ECF No. 23-3 at 183–248)); and (3) a statement of Petitioner’s federal habeas 

grounds, under each of which counsel purports to incorporate by reference the arguments 

in PCR counsel’s post-hearing brief and cites portions of that brief addressing each 

ground (see id. at 72–75). The ineffective assistance of counsel (“IAC”) claims in Grounds 

I through V are supported with cursory citations to the Sixth Amendment, Strickland v. 

Washington, 466 U.S. 668 (1984), and a few other cases respecting the IAC standard of 

review, but this section of the Petition includes no further legal argument. (See id. at 72–

75.) The Petition never mentions—let alone discusses the application of—the standard 

to be applied by federal courts reviewing habeas petitions filed pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 

2254, and never references any putative error(s) in the PCR court’s findings of fact or 
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conclusions of law. (See ECF No. 72 at 1–8; ECF No. 72-1 at 1–76; ECF No. 80 at 1–8.) 

Indeed, other than reciting the procedural history of the case (see ECF No. 72-1 at 1–11), 

it is difficult to find any original work product generated by federal habeas counsel in the 

prosecution of Petitioner’s preserved claims. Petitioner’s counsel asked for and was 

granted additional time to brief Ground VI—the one claim not presented in the PCR 

court—namely, that Petitioner’s rights to due process and the effective assistance of 

counsel were violated by trial counsel’s failure to protect Petitioner’s rights under the 

Americans with Disabilities Act, 42 U.S.C. § 12101, et seq. (“ADA Claim”). (See ECF No. 

72-1 at 75; ECF No. 76 (granting extension of time).) 

 “[AEDPA] requires a prisoner who challenges (in a federal habeas court) a matter 

‘adjudicated on the merits in State court’ to show that the relevant state-court ‘decision’ 

(1) ‘was contrary to, or involved an unreasonable application of, clearly established 

Federal law,’ or (2) ‘was based on an unreasonable determination of the facts in light of 

the evidence presented in the State court proceeding.’” Wilson v. Sellers, 138 S. Ct. 1188, 

1191 (2018) (quoting 28 U.S.C. § 2254(d)). Moreover, 

Deciding whether a state court’s decision “involved” an unreasonable 
application of federal law or “was based on” an unreasonable determination 
of fact requires the federal habeas court to “train its attention on the 
particular reasons—both legal and factual—why state courts rejected a 
state prisoner’s federal claims,” Hittson v. Chatman, 576 U.S. –––, –––, 135 
S. Ct. 2126, 2126, 192 L.Ed.2d 887 (2015) (GINSBURG, J., concurring in 
denial of certiorari), and to give appropriate deference to that decision, 
Harrington v. Richter, 562 U.S. 86, 101–102, 131 S. Ct. 770, 178 L.Ed.2d 
624 (2011). 

 
Id. at 1191–92. Suffice it to say, Petitioner’s first objection does not even begin to show 

how or why the Magistrate Judge supposedly failed to properly consider Petitioner’s 

federal habeas claims. The objection does not point to any specific error in the Magistrate 
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Judge’s analysis or conclusions and it is overruled. 

II.  Failure to Address Exhausted Claims 

Petitioner next objects by asserting, 

The Magistrate Judge failed to address a number of exhausted claims. 
These claims were presented to the South Carolina Supreme Court on 
direct review, and that court reached the merits of the claims. Thus, they 
are fully exhausted and should be ruled upon by this Court. 

  
(ECF No. 107 at 4.) Specifically, Petitioner contends the following claims were presented 

to the South Carolina Supreme Court: 

I. Did the trial court err when, during jury qualification, it prevented defense 
counsel from instructing potential jurors as to the definition of murder? 
 
II. Did the trial court err when it refused to allow the defense to present a 
witness who was prepared to testify concerning his search for rights-of-way 
to the Bixby property? 
 
III. Did the court of appeals err when it 1) ruled that the South Carolina 
wiretap statute was constitutional, 2) ruled that SLED complied with the 
wiretap statute, and 3) declined to convene an evidentiary hearing to 
determine if SLED complied with the notification requirements of the wiretap 
statute? 
 
IV. Did the trial court err when it refused to allow Rita to testify as to her 
experience in New Hampshire concerning property disputes? 
 
V. Did the trial court err when it allowed various witnesses to testify 
regarding certain out-of-court statements made by Rita? 
 
VI. Did the trial court err when it refused to charge the jury that the State 
had the burden of disproving each of the elements of self-defense? 
. . . 
 
VII. Did the trial court err when, during the penalty phase, it admitted into 
evidence a videotape of Deputy Wilson’s funeral service? 
 
VIII. Did the trial court err when it declined to rule that the court-ordered 
mental evaluation of Appellant violated the Fifth Amendment to the United 
States Constitution and Article I, § 12 of the South Carolina Constitution? 

 
(Id. at 5 (quoting State v. Bixby, 698 S.E.2d 572, 578–79 (S.C. 2010)).) Petitioner further 
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states, “As enumerated by the South Carolina Supreme Court, Grounds I, II, III, VI, VII, 

VIII were based on federal constitutional law and should have been addressed in the 

R&R.” (Id. at 5.) 

 Petitioner’s second objection, like his first, exceeds the scope of his Petition. (See 

ECF Nos. 72, 72-1, and 80.) None of the claims that Petitioner cites in the objection are 

currently at issue before the Court. The objection does not point to any error in the 

Magistrate Judge’s findings or conclusions, and it is hereby overruled. 

III. Ground I – Ineffective Assistance for Failing to Adequately Investigate 
and Prepare to Confront and Rebut the State’s Evidence and Present 
Particular Mitigating Evidence 
 

Magistrate Judge Rogers began his analysis of Petitioner’s federal habeas claims 

by noting that federal habeas counsel, rather than drafting original arguments under the 

§ 2254 standard, chose to adopt by reference the arguments of PCR counsel from the 

post-hearing brief. (ECF No. 94 at 36.) It goes without saying that PCR counsel’s 

arguments were not framed in a manner designed to show the PCR court erred 

unreasonably in its factual findings or legal conclusions, because the arguments were 

submitted before the PCR court ruled. “Nonetheless, the [Magistrate Judge] . . . attempted 

to apply the § 2254 standards to those arguments and the portions of the PCR order 

addressing them.” (Id. at 37.) Magistrate Judge Rogers further noted that Petitioner 

offered no argument or evidence challenging the State courts’ factual findings. Therefore, 

because the Court is bound to accept those factual determinations as correct absent 

Petitioner rebutting that presumption by clear and convincing evidence, see 28 U.S.C. § 

2254(e), the Magistrate Judge presumed the correctness of those findings throughout the 

Report (ECF No. 94 at 37) and the undersigned will do the same. 
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The Magistrate Judge found that Petitioner’s Ground I claim that his trial counsel 

were ineffective for failing to adequately investigate, develop, and present mitigating 

evidence—specifically, Petitioner’s social history and evidence regarding his mental 

health and possible brain damage—was properly exhausted in State court. (Id. at 37–38.) 

However, the Magistrate Judge noted that only sub-claims (H) through (L) were 

addressed by the PCR court on the merits; therefore, the substance of Ground I is found 

in sub-claims (H) through (L). (See id. at 38 n.16.) Sub-claims (A) through (G) were 

procedurally defaulted and Petitioner has not asserted any grounds for cause and 

prejudice to overcome the default. (Id.) 

A. Social History Investigation and Presentation 

In his analysis of Ground I as to social history investigation and presentation, 

Magistrate Judge Rogers meticulously set out: (1) Petitioner’s incorporated arguments 

(id. at 39–42); (2) the subjects and content of trial counsel’s mitigation investigation as 

presented at the PCR hearing (id. at 42–45); (3) the social history evidence adduced at 

trial (id. at 46–56); (4) the relevant testimony presented at the PCR hearing—including an 

in-depth recitation of the psychosocial assessment conducted by Dr. Rebecca Kendig (id. 

at 56–65); and (5) the PCR court’s analysis of and findings regarding the social history 

aspect of Petitioner’s Ground I claims (id. at 65–69). The Magistrate Judge then stated: 

[Petitioner] has not specifically challenged any of the PCR court’s 
findings and, after a thorough review of the record, the undersigned cannot 
find that the PCR court unreasonably applied established Supreme Court 
precedent or based its decision on an unreasonable determination of the 
facts. 

Based on the record, the undersigned finds the PCR court 
reasonably concluded that trial counsel hired experienced, qualified experts 
and undertook a reasonable mitigation investigation. The trial record and 
PCR testimony show that the investigation produced the information 
[Petitioner] now argues counsel should have presented during the penalty 
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phase. Thus, [Petitioner’s] true contention lies in counsels’ decision not to 
present some of that information. 

 
(Id. at 69.) The Magistrate Judge explained why trial counsels’ decisions to focus on some 

aspects of Petitioner’s upbringing, unique susceptibility to indoctrination, and limited 

mental abilities—and not other aspects of his psychosocial history—are entitled to 

deference under the presumption that such decisions were made for tactical reasons. (Id. 

at 69–74 (citing Yarborough v. Gentry, 540 U.S. 1, 8 (2003) (“When counsel focuses on 

some issues to the exclusion of others, there is a strong presumption that he did so for 

tactical reasons rather than through sheer neglect.”)).) Furthermore, the Magistrate Judge 

determined that it was not unreasonable for the PCR court to conclude Petitioner failed 

to show prejudice because the new mitigation materials presented in PCR, for the most 

part, only expanded on background information already known to trial counsel, and 

Petitioner failed to show they would have supported  a more successful mitigation theory 

than the one presented at trial. (Id. at 74–75.) 

 Petitioner objects to this portion of the Report by asserting, once again, that the 

Magistrate Judge erroneously failed to conduct a “de novo review of claims presented, 

but not addressed, by the PCR court.” (ECF No. 107 at 6.) Petitioner argues that the 

Magistrate Judge’s application of AEDPA’s deferential standard of review was error 

“because the PCR court was presented with numerous bases for relief that were simply 

not passed upon by the PCR court.” (Id.) Federal habeas counsel goes on to summarize, 

in four paragraphs devoid of any legal citation, “these claims” (see id. at 6–8), and to insist 

“they should have been subject to plenary review” (id. at 8). 

Petitioner provides no authority for the assertion that this Court can simply decide 

the PCR did not “pass upon” certain aspects of his PCR claims, and then apply de novo 
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and/or “plenary” review. Federal habeas counsel seem to expect the Court to both make 

Petitioner’s arguments for them, and then admit to having committed unspecified error by 

not intuiting the manner of critique that counsel wished to have applied to the PCR 

proceedings in the first instance. However, the Court is charged with making a de novo 

determination of only those portions of the Report to which specific objection is made. 

See 28 U.S.C. § 636(b)(1). Petitioner’s objections to the Magistrate Judge’s findings and 

conclusions regarding this portion of Ground I are conclusory; they fail to point the Court 

to any specific error in Magistrate Judge Rogers’ analysis and are hereby overruled. 

B. Mental Health Investigation and Presentation 

The mental health investigation and presentation portion of Ground I avers IAC for 

failure to present evidence of possible brain damage and major mental illness; it centers 

on trial counsel’s decision not to call forensic psychiatrist Dr. Donna Schwartz-Watts—

who diagnosed Petitioner with a major mental illness—and trial counsel’s failure to 

provide neuropsychologist Dr. Ruben Gur—who later used MRI and PET scans to show 

evidence of brain damage—with neuroimaging necessary to complete his analysis in 

advance of trial. (ECF No. 94 at 75.) Moreover, Ground I includes Petitioner’s assertion 

that he is ineligible for the death penalty as a constitutional matter, both individually and 

categorically, because of his mental illness and brain damage. (Id. at 76.) In his evaluation 

of this portion of Ground I, the Magistrate Judge studiously recounted: (1) Petitioner’s 

incorporated arguments (ECF No. 94 at 75–76); (2) the relevant evidence adduced during 

the penalty phase of trial (id. at 76–81); (3) the relevant testimony presented at both the 

first and second PCR hearings, including, inter alia, in-depth recitation of—(a) Dr. Gur’s 

analysis and opinion that Petitioner suffers from brain damage and schizophrenia and 
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how those conditions would affect Petitioner’s behavior, (b) court-appointed forensic 

psychiatrist Dr. Richard Frierson’s explanation of why Dr. Gur’s findings and conclusions 

had no impact on his professional opinion in this case, (c) Dr. Schwartz-Watts’ 

explanation of her opinion that there were indicators of both mental illness and brain 

damage prior to the 2003 incident and that Dr. Gur’s findings generally expanded on and 

reinforced, but did not change, her own findings, and (d) neurologist Dr. Helen Mayberg’s 

review of Dr. Gur’s findings, including her showing that Dr. Gur’s method produced 

different results depending on the composition of the control group and the scanner used 

on the control subjects, neither of which matched Petitioner’s situation (id. at 81–104); 

and (4) the PCR court’s analysis of and findings regarding the mental health investigation 

and presentation aspects of Petitioner’s Ground I claims (id. at 104–106). 

The Magistrate Judge concluded, based on the record presented, that the PCR 

court did not unreasonably apply established Supreme Court precedent or base its 

conclusions on an unreasonable factual finding when it ruled: (1) Petitioner failed to show 

that trial counsel’s omission in failing to supply Dr. Gur with neuroimaging before trial 

resulted in prejudice; (2) Dr. Gur’s opinion would not have altered or influenced either Dr. 

Schwartz-Watts’ or clinical neuropsychologist Dr. Tora Brawley’s opinions; (3) Dr. Gur’s 

schizophrenia diagnosis would have resulted in discord among the Defense team’s 

experts; (4) the mitigation value of Dr. Gur’s brain scan analysis was greatly undercut by 

the uncertainty of reliable results and the rejection of schizophrenia by the forensic 

psychiatrists for both the Defense and the State; and (5) Petitioner’s claim that he was 

ineligible for the death penalty due to his mental health, cognitive functioning, and brain 

damage was procedurally defaulted under state law, absent a claim of IAC. (See id. at 
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104–06.) Magistrate Judge Rogers further found: 

As to [Petitioner’s] claims surrounding trial counsel’s dysfunctional 
communication with Dr. Gur, the PCR court reasonably found that 
[Petitioner] failed to show that, had Dr. Gur testified at trial, there was a 
reasonable probability that the jury would not have voted for death. Rather, 
the PCR testimony revealed Dr. Gur’s analysis to be of questionable 
reliability and questionable import. Dr. Gur and others testified that his 
findings did not necessarily correlate to a specific diagnosis and his 
suggested diagnosis did not sync with that of any of the other mental health 
experts. Further, there was consensus among the experts that Dr. Brawley’s 
evaluation comported with professional standards and, in large part, Dr. 
Gur’s specific findings, independent of his suggested diagnosis, were 
duplicative of Dr. Brawley’s findings and supported her conclusion that 
[Petitioner] suffered from a cognitive deficit. Thus, while Dr. Gur’s testimony 
may have supported or reinforced Dr. Brawley’s, it would not have 
significantly altered the information presented to the jury. Accordingly, 
[Petitioner] has not shown a reasonable probability of a different outcome 
had Dr. Gur testified at trial or that the result of the proceeding was 
fundamentally unfair or unreliable. 

 
(Id. at 106–07 (citing Sears v. Upton, 561 U.S. 945, 954 (2010) (“[T]here is no prejudice 

when the new mitigating evidence ‘would barely have altered the sentencing profile 

presented’ to the decisionmaker.”)).) And as to Petitioner’s claim that he is constitutionally 

ineligible for the death penalty, the Magistrate Judge stated: (1) the Magistrate Judge  

would not disturb the PCR court’s finding that the claim is procedurally barred by state 

law; and (2) Petitioner’s claim fails in any event because nowhere in his briefing does he 

allege that he is actually intellectually disabled and the portions of the record he cites to 

support the claim establish that his intellectual functioning is “right above borderline.” (Id. 

at 107–08.) 

 At the outset, the Court notes that Petitioner’s objections to this portion of the 

Report are largely nonresponsive to the Magistrate Judge’s reasoning and conclusions. 

(See ECF No. 107 at 8–11.) Instead, federal habeas counsel use the vehicle of 

Petitioner’s objections to make, for the first time, arguments that should have been made 
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in the Petition itself and/or in the Traverse. Nevertheless, the Court will address the 

objections in turn. 

Petitioner asserts the PCR court erred unreasonably when it “found that Dr. Gur’s 

conclusions and methodology were not supported by the larger medical and scientific 

community in which he operated.” (Id. at 8.) Citing the section of the PCR hearing 

transcript constituting the foundation for qualifying Dr. Gur as an expert in cognitive 

neuropsychology, neuroimaging, and brain damage (PCR App. Vol. XIV pp. 6710–18, 

ECF No. 23-7 at 238–46), Petitioner argues the PCR court’s finding “is simply not true” 

because “Gur’s work has been accepted by leading scientific journals, is the basis for 

major medical research, and has been repeatedly accepted in state and federal courts.” 

(ECF No. 107 at 8.) 

 This objection appears to be referring to a single phrase in the PCR court’s order, 

italicized below in the context of the PCR court’s Strickland analysis regarding trial 

counsel’s failure to provide the neuroimaging to Dr. Gur before trial: 

The question then becomes what impact would Dr. Gur’s testimony have in 
light of the overall case. The answer is tied to vulnerability of the opinion. 
Dr. Gur’s testimony differs from other diagnosis [sic] from medical doctors, 
lacks impact as it lacks support in the medical community, and is subject to 
change according to the control group he uses in comparison. In short, the 
testimony would indeed provide the “visual” presentation that counsel 
testified would have been preferable, however, the opinion itself is of little 
value for mitigation. 
 

(PCR App. Vol. XIV p. 6632, ECF No. 23-7 at 160 (emphasis added).) The Court finds 

that this single phrase, even if untrue as Petitioner suggests, is not a material portion of 

the PCR court’s findings with respect to Petitioner’s Strickland claim premised on the 

failure to prepare and present Dr. Gur’s testimony at trial. Immediately following the 

paragraph that includes the criticized phrase, the PCR court goes on to provide in-depth 
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analysis of precisely why Petitioner failed to demonstrate Strickland prejudice on this 

claim, including: (1) Dr. Schwartz-Watts’, lead forensic psychiatrist for the Defense team, 

indication that she would have noted Dr. Gur’s results but would not have used them in 

forming her opinion or in testimony; (2) the neuropsychological testing conducted by Dr. 

Brawley, to which Dr. Brawley testified at trial, already indicated that Petitioner suffered 

from cognitive dysfunction and frontal lobe deficits, which opinion was confirmed by 

similar test results from the Department of Mental Health testing conducted by Dr. 

Frierson; (3) Dr. Gur’s analysis and opinion, if presented, would have created discord 

among the defense team’s experts; (4) there was no necessary link between any 

particular illness or dysfunction and the identification of reduced volume areas in 

Petitioner’s brain; (5) clinical psychologist Dr. Marla Domino testified that neuroimaging 

is not presently a standard of practice for neuropsychological testing; (6) Dr. Gur 

conceded that Dr. Brawley used the proper, accepted tests and procedure which did not 

include his protocol; (7) when the control group was changed between the first and 

second PCR hearings the results of Dr. Gur’s analysis changed dramatically, calling the 

reliability of the method into question. (See ECF No. 23-7 at 160–63.) Petitioner has not 

even begun to explain why any of this analysis, all of which is supported with specific 

citations to record evidence, is erroneous. Moreover, the objection does not point to any 

error in the Magistrate Judge’s sound reasoning and conclusions. The objection is a red 

herring and is overruled. 

 Petitioner next asserts the PCR court “unreasonably determined that counsel 

made an informed strategic decision not to call Dr. Donna Schwartz-Watts” because trial 

counsel had not made a sufficiently thorough mitigation investigation when they “made 
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their decision not to present Dr. Schwartz-Watts’ conclusion that [Petitioner] suffered from 

schizoaffective disorder . . . .” (See ECF No. 107 at 8–9.) This objection is compound in 

that it first presumes that trial counsel’s mitigation investigation was inadequate, and 

second asserts that the decision not to call Dr. Schwartz-Watts was constitutionally 

ineffective assistance because of the opinion she was prepared to offer about Petitioner’s 

mental health condition. However, as described in the Report, trial counsel’s mitigation 

investigation was extensive and Petitioner has not demonstrated that it was materially 

incomplete. (ECF No. 94 at 42–45, 69–70.) The Magistrate Judge aptly noted trial 

counsel’s PCR testimony regarding the Defense team’s last-minute decision not to call 

Dr. Schwartz-Watts: 

At PCR, Mr. [E. Charles] Grose testified that, knowing that Dr. Frierson, who 
was ordered by the court to conduct a mental health evaluation was going 
to testify regardless, he and Mr. [William N.] Nettles decided to call him in 
order to have some control over how his testimony was presented to the 
jury. (See PCR App. Vol. XV pp. 7331–32, ECF No. 23-8 at 359–60.) Mr. 
Grose testified that his preference would have been to present [Petitioner’s] 
social history through Dr. Schwartz-Watts, but that, after Dr. Frierson 
testified, he became concerned about how discrepancies between the two 
experts’ opinions would play to the jury. (See id. pp. 7329–31, ECF No. 23-
8 at 357–59.) Mr. Grose further indicated that losing Dr. Schwartz-Watts as 
a social history witness was a result of his strategic decision not to call her 
in her capacity as a forensic psychiatrist. (See id. p. 7349, ECF No. 23-8 at 
377.) 

 
(ECF No. 94 at 70.) This testimony led the Magistrate Judge to conclude that, “contrary 

to [Petitioner’s] assertion, the PCR court reasonably found that counsel’s decision not to 

present social history evidence through Dr. Schwartz-Watts, was not based on a lack of 

information, but on a reasonable and fully-informed trial strategy.” (Id. at 70–71.) The PCR 

court relatedly summarized Mr. Grose’s testimony: 

Mr. Grose testified that he made a strategic decision not to call Dr. 
Schwartz-Watts after calling Dr. Frierson and after calling Dr. Brawley. 
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(December 2012 PCR Tr. pp. 636–637) [ECF No. 23-8 at 357–58]. He was 
aware, when he made the decision, that he would not be presenting the 
social history through the doctor. (December 2012 PCR Tr. p. 656) [ECF 
No. 23-8 at 377]. Mr. Grose testified that he was concerned about the 
discrepancies between the diagnoses from Dr. Frierson and Dr. Schwartz-
Watts and hoped to show with Dr. Brawley that Dr. Frierson was not privy 
to all necessary information that may have shown additional problems. In 
fact, Mr. Grose testified it was an intentional, strategic decision not to 
provide additional information to Dr. Frierson in order to show a deficiency 
in the opinion even though Dr. Frierson had requested additional 
information from the defense. (December 2012 PCR Tr. pp. 636-642) [ECF 
No. 23-8 at 357–63]. Mr. Grose testified that evidence of “symptoms of 
mental illness,” brain damage, and sexual abuse could be presented to aid 
in explaining why [Petitioner] was more susceptible to the Bixby’s belief 
system. (December 2012 PCR Tr. pp. 659-660) [ECF No. 23-8 at 380–81]. 

 
(PCR App. Vol. XIV p. 6622, ECF No. 23-7 at 150.) 

Upon review, the Court finds no error in the Magistrate Judge’s reasoning and 

analysis on this issue. In his PCR testimony, Mr. Grose testified that the “primary reason” 

why the Defense chose not to call Dr. Schwartz-Watts was because “there were 

inconsistencies between her report and Dr. Frierson’s report, and there was [sic] 

discrepancies between them. And . . . I recall being worried about how some of those 

discrepancies might play out.” (PCR App. Vol. XV p. 7330, ECF No. 23-8 at 358.) 

Specifically, the main inconsistency was that “Dr. Schwartz-Watts had diagnosed the 

schizoaffective disorder and Dr. Frierson had not,” diagnosing narcissistic-personality 

disorder instead. (Id.) Mr. Grose further testified, “I was worried about how the jury might 

interpret some of that on . . . cross-examination. I was worried to some extent . . . what 

she was saying about the schizoaffective disorder wasn’t tied to the beginning of the 

events.” (Id. at 7331, ECF No. 23-8 at 359.) The record evidence demonstrates that trial 

counsel’s decision not to call Dr. Schwartz-Watts, and instead attempt to shape the 

testimony of the court-appointed expert, Dr. Frierson (see id. at 7332, ECF No. 23-8 at 
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360), was strategic. Whether that decision turns out to have been the best strategic choice 

among available options is beside the point, as Petitioner has not shown that trial 

counsel’s choice not to call Dr. Schwartz-Watts was objectively unreasonable. See, e.g., 

Byram v. Ozmint, 339 F.3d 203, 210 (4th Cir. 2003) (stating, where counsel spent 

substantial time preparing for trial with a forensic psychologist and forensic psychiatrist, 

the “strategic decision not to present psychological evidence was a reasonable one 

because such evidence ‘is a double-edged sword that might as easily have condemned 

[defendant] to death as excused his actions.’” (quoting Truesdale v. Moore, 142 F.3d 749, 

755 (4th Cir.1998)) (modifications in original)). Petitioner has not shown that the PCR 

court unreasonably construed the facts or unreasonably applied federal law on this issue. 

The objection is overruled. 

Petitioner further asserts that the Magistrate Judge erred in finding that the PCR 

court correctly applied Strickland v. Washington. (ECF No. 107 at 9–11.) The gravamen 

of this objection is that the PCR court, and by extension the Magistrate Judge, erroneously 

concluded that State v. Council, 670 S.E.2d 356 (S.C. 2008) had no bearing on the 

standard of care required at the time of Petitioner’s trial because Council was not decided 

until 2008. Petitioner argues, “This holding is plainly wrong: Council held trial counsel’s 

actions ineffective for a trial long predating [Petitioner’s]. The deficiencies at issue in 

Council were in 1996, over a decade before [Petitioner] was sentenced to death.” (ECF 

No. 107 at 9–10 (emphasis in original).) 

With respect, this line of argument is sophistry. The fact that the trial at issue in 

Council came before Petitioner’s trial in temporal order is immaterial to whether the rule 

regarding the standard of care established in Council was in place at the time trial counsel 
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took the relevant actions in the instant case. In Council, the South Carolina Supreme 

Court upheld the PCR judge’s determination that trial counsel was ineffective in failing to 

adequately investigate and present mitigating evidence. 670 S.E.2d at 361. The Council 

court found that, despite knowing mitigation evidence was the only means of influencing 

the jury to recommend a life sentence, 

trial counsel: only obtained the DJJ and state hospital records before trial; 
did not request certain background records until the day of jury selection; 
did not set up a meeting between Dr. Kuglar [the court-appointed forensic 
psychiatrist] and Respondent until one month before trial; and provided Dr. 
Kuglar with only limited records. As in Wiggins, counsels conduct fell below 
the standards set by the ABA. See American Bar Association Guidelines for 
the Appointment and Performance of Counsel In Death Penalty Cases, 
11.4.1(2)(C) (1989) (once counsel is appointed in any case in which the 
death penalty is a possible punishment, he or she should begin, among 
other things, collecting information relevant to the sentencing phase 
including, but not limited to: medical history, educational history, family and 
social history, and prior adult and juvenile record). 

 
Council, 670 S.E.2d at 363. Moreover, the Council court noted, “even though the funding 

was available, trial counsel chose not to hire a social history investigator. Instead he relied 

on his law partner and private investigator to collect potentially relevant information.” Id. 

And further, “Even if trial counsels investigation could be deemed sufficient or adequate 

we believe trial counsel also failed to present any significant mitigating evidence. Trial 

counsels mitigation presentation consisted solely of Respondents mothers extremely 

limited testimony.” Id. at 364 (errors in original). 

Regarding Council’s application in the instant case, the PCR court stated: 

Of course, the Council case standard is not at issue here. Not only was the 
standard recognized in December 2008, well after the February 2007 trial, 
but trial counsel’s performance is consistent with that standard as trial 
counsel retained and relied upon an experienced mitigation investigator. 
Further, the well-seasoned trial attorneys not only retained the services of 
a mitigation investigator, along with other experts, but also personally 
investigated defendant’s background (even going to New Hampshire). 
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There is no deficient performance. 
 
(PCR App. Vol. XIV p. 6639, ECF No. 23-7 at 167.) Petitioner has not demonstrated 

anything erroneous about this finding, and the Court concludes the Magistrate Judge 

correctly determined the PCR court’s finding was not unreasonable. 

 Petitioner goes on to assert, “If anything, the standard of care at the time of 

[Petitioner’s] trial was much more demanding,” because in Wiggins v. Smith, 539 U.S. 

510 (2003), the U.S. Supreme Court “held for the first time that trial counsel was 

prejudicially ineffective within the meaning of Strickland, granting penalty phase relief.” 

(ECF No. 107 at 10.) The citation to Wiggins is inapt. The court in Wiggins held, 

“Counsel’s decision not to expand their investigation beyond the PSI and the DSS records 

fell short of the professional standards that prevailed in Maryland in 1989.” Wiggins, 539 

U.S. at 524. The mitigation investigation in the instant case—which included (a) the 

combined efforts of mitigation specialist Drucy Glass, fact investigator Pete Skidmore, 

and forensic psychiatrist Dr. Donna Schwartz-Watts travelling to New Hampshire to meet 

with many of Petitioner’s siblings, other family members, a sheriff, and one of Petitioner’s 

teachers, (b) multiple trips to New Hampshire by trial counsel with the purpose of 

developing the mitigation case, and (c) a South Carolina investigation involving 

employment records, interviews with Petitioner, a file of records associated with 

Petitioner’s workman’s compensation claim, letters from Petitioner’s mother and notes 

regarding her attempted involvement in the case, medical records from multiple sources, 

and interviews with Petitioner’s girlfriend who knew him well for several years (see ECF 

No. 94 at 42–45)—cannot be seriously compared with the mitigation investigation at issue 

in Wiggins. Suffice it to say, Petitioner has not shown that the PCR court unreasonably 
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applied Strickland or Wiggins, and the objection is overruled. 

 Likewise, Petitioner’s citations to Rosemond v. Catoe, 680 S.E.2d 5 (S.C. 2009) 

and Porter v. McCollum, 558 U.S. 30 (2009) are unavailing. In Rosemond, the South 

Carolina Supreme Court held that the trial counsel’s failure to present any evidence of the 

defendant’s alleged paranoid schizophrenia as a mitigating factor at sentencing, based 

on counsel’s mistaken belief that such evidence was precluded by the trial court finding 

the defendant competent to stand trial, constituted deficient performance for purposes of 

an IAC claim. Rosemond, 680 S.E.2d at 8–9. Moreover, the Rosemond court found that 

this want of mitigation evidence resulted in prejudice under Strickland and Wiggins, 

because confidence in the outcome of the capital sentencing proceeding was undermined 

when “no evidence was presented to the jury concerning Rosemond’s troubling mental 

health issues.” Id. at 9–10 (emphasis in original). Unlike Rosemond, the Defense team in 

the instant case presented substantial evidence regarding Petitioner’s mental health 

problems, including testimony from multiple expert witnesses. (See ECF No. 94 at 76–

81.) In Porter, the U.S. Supreme Court reversed as an unreasonable application of federal 

law the Florida Supreme Court’s decision that the defendant was not prejudiced during 

the penalty phase of a capital murder trial by his counsel’s failure to investigate or present 

evidence of his mental health or mental impairment. 558 U.S. at 42. Essential to the 

court’s reasoning was its finding that “neither the postconviction trial court nor the Florida 

Supreme Court gave any consideration for the purpose of nonstatutory mitigation to 

[neuropsychologist] Dr. Dee’s testimony regarding the existence of a brain abnormality 

and cognitive defects.” Id. at 42–43. The Porter court stated, “While the State’s experts 

identified perceived problems with the tests that Dr. Dee used and the conclusions he 
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drew from them, it was not reasonable to discount entirely the effect that his testimony 

might have had on the jury or the sentencing judge.” Id. at 43. In his objections, Petitioner 

seizes onto the fact that the Porter court found Strickland prejudice even though “the 

State’s experts identified perceived problems with the tests” presented by Porter during 

his PCR proceedings. (See ECF No. 107 at 11.) Here, Petitioner is attempting to draw an 

analogy to the critique of Dr. Gur’s methodology and results during PCR proceedings in 

the instant case. But again, Porter is inapposite because in that case Porter’s trial counsel 

put on no evidence related to Porter’s mental health problems. Porter, 558 U.S. at 32. 

Petitioner has not shown that the PCR court made unreasonable factual findings or 

conclusions of law with respect to the mental health investigation and presentation portion 

of Ground I, and his objections to the Magistrate Judge’s analysis of these issues are 

overruled. 

IV. Ground II – Ineffective Assistance for Failing to Object to the Jury 
Instruction that Malice Could be Inferred from the Use of a Deadly 
Weapon 

Petitioner’s claim in Ground II, which was properly exhausted in State court, 

alleges IAC for failing to object to the following jury instruction: 

Inferred malice may also arise when the deed is done with a deadly weapon. 
A deadly weapon is any article, instrument, or substance which is likely to 
cause death or great bodily harm. Whether an instrument has been used as 
a deadly weapon depends on the facts and circumstances of each case. 
 

(PCR App. Vol VII pp. 3110–11, ECF No. 22-1 at 138–39.) In State v. Belcher, the South 

Carolina Supreme Court held that “a jury charge instructing that malice may be inferred 

from the use of a deadly weapon is no longer good law in South Carolina where evidence 

is presented that would reduce, mitigate, excuse or justify the homicide. 685 S.E.2d 802, 

803–04 (S.C. 2009). The Belcher court stated, “Because our decision represents a clear 
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break from our modern precedent, today’s ruling is effective in this case and for all cases 

which are pending on direct review or not yet final where the issue is preserved.” Id. at 

810. However, the Belcher court clarified that the ruling “will not apply to convictions 

challenged on post-conviction relief.” Id. (citation omitted). 

 The Magistrate Judge noted (ECF No. 94 at 110) that the PCR court held, “This 

language specifically bars reliance on Belcher in post-conviction relief proceedings. Thus, 

the issued raised cannot be reached in these proceedings, and the Applicant’s claim for 

relief on this issue is denied.” (PCR App. Vol. XIV p. 6597, ECF No. 23-7 at 125.) Next 

the Magistrate Judge described how the PCR court nevertheless went on to analyze 

Petitioner’s IAC claim under Strickland and found Petitioner had not shown prejudice 

because, at least as regards Petitioner killing Constable Ouzts, giving the instruction in 

Petitioner’s trial would not have offended Belcher. (ECF No. 94 at 111.) The Magistrate 

Judge also recounted the PCR court’s finding that the record did not support Strickland 

prejudice because the jury instructions as a whole were sufficient. (Id.) Finally, the 

Magistrate Judge independently analyzed the question of whether Petitioner could show 

his trial counsel was ineffective for failing to make an objection based on Belcher, which 

was decided two years after Petitioner’s trial, and found that Petitioner had not 

demonstrated that the PCR court’s determinations reflect either unreasonable factual 

findings or an unreasonable application of federal law. (Id. at 112.) 

 Petitioner objects by arguing, “The Magistrate Judge has fundamentally 

misconstrued Petitioner’s claim and erroneously concluded that even if counsel had 

raised [an objection to the inferred malice instruction], there was no reasonable probability 

that the outcome would have been different.” (ECF No. 107 at 12.) Petitioner asserts that 
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trial counsel violated the standard of care required in capital cases within the meaning of 

Strickland by failing to preserve “known legal error,” because “trial counsel was well aware 

of the issue, was litigating in other cases prior to [Petitioner’s], and acknowledge prior to 

trial its relevance here, and, despite knowing it was relevant, failed to raise it in 

[Petitioner’s] case.” (Id. (errors in original).) Petitioner cites South Carolina Supreme Court 

cases for the general propositions that under state law counsel must object to known error 

within jury instructions in order to preserve the issue (id. at 12 (citing State v. Hudgins, 

460 S.E.2d 388, 391 (S.C. 1995))), and the failure to do so can constitute deficient 

performance (id. at 13 (citing Tate v. State, 570 S.E.2d 522, 526 (S.C. 2002); Taylor v. 

State, 439 S.E.2d 820, 821 (S.C. 1993))). Finally, Petitioner asserts the PCR court made 

an unreasonable finding of fact when it determined “there was nothing presented at trial 

to ‘mitigate, excuse or justify” the killing, mooting any concerns about the inferred malice 

instruction.” (Id.) Petitioner argues the fact that the trial court instructed on self-defense 

and voluntary manslaughter shows that such evidence was present in the record. (Id.) 

 The Court finds that Petitioner’s objections lacks merit, and they are hereby 

overruled. First, the decision in Belcher makes it eminently clear that the holding 

announced therein does not apply to convictions challenged on PCR. Belcher, 685 S.E.2d 

at 810. On this basis alone, Petitioner’s objections are unavailing. See McCrea v. 

McCabe, No. 3:11-CV-01390-RMG, 2012 WL 2890005, at *4 (D.S.C. July 13, 2012) (“The 

construction of when a change in state law should become effective is purely a state law 

issue. Thus, State v. Belcher is inapplicable to the instant matter.” (internal citations 

omitted)). Second, Petitioner’s trial counsel did not forfeit an objection regarding “known 

legal error” precisely because the Belcher ruling was not in place until two years after 
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Petitioner’s trial. Thus, the state law that Petitioner cites regarding forfeiture of known 

error within jury instructions, and how such forfeiture may constitute deficient 

performance, is inapposite because trial counsel are not required to “anticipate changes 

in the law which were not in existence at the time of trial.” See Gilmore v. State, 445 

S.E.2d 454, 457 (S.C. 1994) (holding trial counsel “could not be ineffective for failing to 

request a jury instruction which would not be applicable to the offenses charged for at 

least another year”). Third, the PCR court’s subsequent analysis of Strickland prejudice 

was not strictly necessary given that Petitioner’s Belcher-based claim was clearly 

foreclosed; but Petitioner has not demonstrated that the PCR court made an 

unreasonable finding of fact in any event. The PCR court stated: 

“Errors, including erroneous jury instructions, are subject to a 
harmless error analysis.” See State v. Stanko, 402 S.C. 252, 264, 741 
S.E.2d 708, 714 (S.C. 2013). Further, because the issue was not raised on 
direct appeal, the Strickland claim requires a more intensive review of the 
record and analysis of the impact of the charge in light of the remaining 
evidence. Strickland, 466 U.S. at 695–696 (“a court hearing an 
ineffectiveness claim must consider the totality of the evidence before the 
judge or jury”). The record shows that there was no remotely legitimate 
claim of self-defense or any other legally cognizable claim to “mitigate, 
excuse or justify” the killing, in regard to the shooting of State Constable 
Ouzts. See Strickland, 466 U.S. at 697 (“a court need not determine 
whether counsel’s performance was deficient before examining the 
prejudice suffered by the defendant as a result of the alleged deficiencies. . 
. . If it is easier to dispose of an ineffectiveness claim on the ground of lack 
of sufficient prejudice, which we expect will often be so, that course should 
be followed.”) Therefore, even if the allegation could be considered, it still 
would not afford relief—the instruction would have been given in this trial 
as, at the very least, it does not offend the Belcher decision in regard to the 
second victim where there was no reasonable inference that would have 
supported self-defense in light of the entire record. Belcher, 385 S.C. at 612, 
685 S.E.2d at 810 n.10 (overruling cases “where two factors co-exist (1) 
approval of the jury instruction that malice may be inferred from the use of 
a deadly weapon, and (2) evidence was presented that, if believed, would 
have reduced, mitigated, excused or justified the homicide”). See also State 
v. Price, 400 S.C. 110, 115, 732 S.E.2d 652, 654 (S.C. Ct. App. 2012) 
(“Belcher does not prohibit the trial court from instructing the jury that it may 
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infer malice from the use of a deadly weapon where the only jury question 
created by the evidence is whether the defendant is the person who 
committed” the crime). Additionally, the charge could only be harmless 
where 1) there was ample evidence of express malice, and 2) where the 
trial judge gave an extensive charge on malice including that malice may be 
inferred “from conduct showing total disregard for human life.” See Belcher, 
385 S.C. at 611–612, 685 S.E.2d at 809–810 (“In many murder 
prosecutions, as Belcher concedes, there will be overwhelming evidence of 
malice apart from the use of a deadly weapon.”). See also Rosemond, 
supra, Arnold, supra. The Supreme Court of South Carolina’s analysis in 
Stanko is instructive. 

In Stanko, the Court concluded, on direct appeal, that the jury 
instruction should not have been given, but affirmed finding the error 
harmless because there was overwhelming evidence of malice apart from 
the Defendant’s use of a deadly weapon.  Furthermore, any error in the jury 
instruction, when taken as a whole, was harmless because the trial judge 
gave other instructions as to malice and how it could be inferred. 402 S.C. 
at 265. 

 
(PCR App. Vol. XIV pp. 6597–98, ECF No. 23-7 at 125–26 (emphasis added).) Read in 

context, it is clear that when the PCR court stated there was an absence of evidence 

showing a legitimate claim of self-defense or other circumstance justifying the killing, it 

said so only with respect to the murder of Constable Ouzts. (See id.) Again, Petitioner 

has not demonstrated this factual finding was unreasonable. The objections are 

overruled. 

In a more recent development of the inferred malice instruction issue, the South 

Carolina Supreme Court stated, “A jury instruction that malice may be inferred from the 

use of a deadly weapon is an improper court-sponsored emphasis of a fact in evidence—

that the deed was done with a deadly weapon—and it should no longer be permitted.” 

State v. Burdette, 832 S.E.2d 575, 582 (2019), reh'g denied (Sept. 27, 2019). Therefore, 

the Burdette court held, “[R]egardless of the evidence presented at trial, a trial court shall 

not instruct the jury that it may infer the existence of malice when the deed was done with 

a deadly weapon.” Id. The Burdette court acknowledged that its decision “overrules in 
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part a considerable amount of South Carolina case law,” including Belcher, “insofar as it 

can be construed that we have approved a trial court’s charge that a jury may infer the 

existence of malice from the defendant’s use of a deadly weapon.” Id. at 583 n.3. 

However, the South Carolina Supreme Court clarified, once again, “today’s ruling will not 

apply to convictions challenged on post-conviction relief.” Id. at 583 (citing Belcher, 685 

S.E.2d at 810). Accordingly, although the South Carolina Supreme Court has now 

prohibited, in all evidentiary contexts, a jury instruction that malice may be inferred from 

the use of a deadly weapon, this development in the law does not benefit Petitioner. 

V. Ground III – Ineffective Assistance for Failing to Recall Patrick White to 
Testify in the Sentencing Phase 

Petitioner’s claim in Ground III, which was properly exhausted in State court, 

alleges IAC for failing to call Patrick White, a potential witness who was excluded from 

testifying during the guilt/innocence phase, to testify at the sentencing phase of trial. Mr. 

White was retained by Petitioner to conduct a title abstract on the Bixby property in order 

to corroborate that Petitioner had a good faith belief that there was no right of way on the 

property. Bixby, 698 S.E.2d at 580. There is no evidence that Petitioner or anyone in his 

family consulted with Mr. White prior to the underlying crimes. Rather, Petitioner retained 

Mr. White as a form of post hoc corroboration that Petitioner’s beliefs about his property 

rights were reasonable, and as a way of rebutting the State’s assertion that the records 

concerning the right of way were easily accessible to the public. See id. Mr. White 

searched for any record of easements, encroachments, or rights of way pertaining to the 

Bixby property filed at the Abbeville County Clerk of Court’s office. Id. After an in camera 

hearing, the trial judge ruled that Mr. White’s testimony was irrelevant and inadmissible 

during the guilt/innocence phase because Mr. White was unaware of S.C. Code § 57-5-
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570—which mandates that copies of highway plans with right of way designation be 

maintained in the tax assessor’s office for the corresponding county—and Mr. White’s 

search for public record of the right of way in question was incomplete. Id. 

The Magistrate Judge reviewed the PCR court’s decision regarding this issue and 

found that the PCR court made no unreasonable factual findings or conclusions of law. 

(ECF No. 94 at 115–17.) The PCR court stated, “Mr. White’s testimony has been found 

to be irrelevant to [Petitioner’s] state of mind, i.e., a good faith belief that there was not a 

right of way on [Petitioner’s] parents’ property. Thus, it is not admissible for that reason 

at any stage.” (PCR App. Vol. XIV p. 6600, ECF No. 23-7 at 128.) 

Petitioner objects by asserting that the Report “applied undue deference to the 

State PCR court’s resolution of this claim,” and the “PCR court failed to address several 

bases for sustaining the claim, making those subject to plenary review in this court.” (ECF 

No. 107 at 13.) Petitioner argues, “[f]irst, the PCR court failed to address the much 

broader scope of relevant evidence in the penalty phase than is permissible in the guilt 

phase of a capital trial,” and “[s]econd, while concluding that the issue could have been 

raised earlier, the court failed to address whether trial counsel’s ineffectiveness excused 

any default, rendering the claim reviewable here.” (Id. at 13–14.) 

The Court is unsure why Petitioner’s objections reference the concept of 

procedural default here because Respondent concedes that this claim was properly 

preserved. Suffice it to say, this portion of the objections lacks merit. Petitioner’s assertion 

that the “broader scope of relevant evidence in the penalty phase” would have permitted 

the introduction of Mr. White’s testimony is also unavailing. Mr. White’s testimony was 

irrelevant and inadmissible because: (1) his search for the right of way in question, and 
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inability to find it, had no direct effect on Petitioner’s state of mind about the existence vel 

non of the right of way during the relevant time period; (2) though he held himself out as 

a professional title searcher, he was unaware of controlling statutory law that designated 

where the record in question was to be stored, so his testimony was unhelpful on the 

issue of whether the record was easily accessible to the public; and (3) if allowed, his 

testimony that he did not find any record of the right of way at the court house would be 

misleading because it would insinuate that such a record should be filed with the clerk of 

court, which is contrary to state law. See Bixby, 698 S.E.2d at 580–81. These reasons 

apply with equal force to Mr. White’s potential testimony at sentencing as they did to Mr. 

White’s precluded testimony during the guilt/innocence phase. Petitioner has not shown 

that the PCR court’s factual findings or legal conclusions were unreasonable on this issue, 

nor has he shown that the Magistrate Judge’s treatment of the claim evinces error. The 

remainder of the objections to the Magistrate Judge’s analysis are conclusory and do not 

point the Court to any specific error in the Report. The objections are overruled. 

VI. Ground IV – Appellate Counsel was Constitutionally Ineffective for Failing 
to Adequately Brief Procedural Bar Issues 

 
Petitioner’s claim in Ground IV, which was properly exhausted in State court, 

alleges that appellate counsel was ineffective for having inadequately briefed in 

Petitioner’s direct appeal a procedural bar issue related to jury voir dire. The Magistrate 

Judge aptly noted that when applying Strickland’s deficiency and prejudice standards to 

the performance of appellate counsel, while it is “possible to bring a Strickland claim 

based on counsel’s failure to raise a particular claim, . . . it is difficult to demonstrate that 

counsel was incompetent.” Smith v. Robbins, 528 U.S. 259, 288 (2000). Petitioner’s 

Ground IV claim takes this already formidable task and makes it the more difficult by 
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asserting that appellate counsel, though having briefed the procedural bar and voir dire 

issues, was ineffective for having done so inadequately.  

The Magistrate Judge summarized: (1) the underlying voir dire issue; (2) the 

procedural bar based on trial counsel’s use of only seven of ten available strikes, see 

State v. Tucker, 478 S.E.2d 260, 264 (S.C. 1996) (“Failure to exhaust all of a defendant’s 

peremptory strikes will preclude appellate review of juror qualification issues.”); (3) the 

South Carolina Supreme Court’s application of the procedural bar in Petitioner’s case, 

see Bixby, 698 S.E.2d at 580 (“Because defense counsel used only seven of the ten 

available strikes during jury selection, review of this issue is barred.”), and subsequent 

treatment of the merits of the claim, see id. (“Even if this issue is not procedurally barred 

because of [Petitioner’s] failure to exhaust all of his peremptory strikes, his arguments 

concerning jury qualification are without merit.”); and (4) the PCR court’s finding that 

Petitioner could not meet either prong of Strickland because the Bixby court considered 

the procedural bar and applied it over appellate counsel’s argument, and alternatively 

because the Bixby court considered and rejected the voir dire claim on its merits. (See 

ECF No. 94 at 118–21.) 

The Magistrate Judge further noted that Petitioner’s ability to succeed on Ground 

IV depends, in part, on a question of state law, which the State courts have decided, and 

which is entitled to great deference. (Id. at 121.) Magistrate Judge Rogers stated, “This 

Court has no authority to redetermine the applicability of a procedural bar, which is 

decidedly a question of state law.” (Id. at 122 (citing Estelle v. McGuire, 502 U.S. 62, 67–

68 (1991) (“[I]t is not the province of a federal habeas court to reexamine state-court 

determinations on state-law questions.”)).) 
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Petitioner objects by arguing that the Report was 

erroneous insofar as it applied section 2254(d)’s deferential standard of 
review because substantial bases for sustaining the claim were never 
addressed by the PCR Court. Specifically, the PCR court failed to address 
whether the novel application of the procedural bar at issue raised required 
a higher standard of care than undertaken by appellate counsel in this 
capital case. The PCR court also failed to address the argument that the 
reason for the South Carolina Supreme Court’s misapplication of the 
procedural bar and misapplication of Morgan v. Illinois, was the same: not 
having adequate information about the jurors. Because that point was 
critical to understanding petitioner’s argument, the PCR Court unreasonably 
concluded that “the argument challenged is not the underlying claim on 
defining murder in voir dire.” Order at 21. 

 
(ECF No. 107 at 14 (errors in original).) With respect, Petitioner’s objection is difficult to 

follow and the Court declines to make Petitioner’s arguments for him. To the extent the 

objection seeks to undermine the PCR court’s findings by singling out the sentence 

fragment quoted above from nine pages of analysis (see PCR App. Vol. XIV pp. 6601–

09, ECF No. 23-7 at 129–37), it should be noted that the PCR court followed that 

statement with this sentence: “Rather, the appellate argument at issue in the instant PCR 

claim is the appellate argument on application of the state procedural bar.” (See id. p. 

6604, ECF No. 23-7 at 132.) There is nothing erroneous or confusing about either 

statement. The PCR court was merely giving a helpful roadmap as to the substance of 

the issue as presented in PCR counsel’s post-hearing brief. (See id. (outlining PCR 

counsel’s progression of arguments regarding appellate counsel’s allegedly inadequate 

briefing of the procedural bar issue); PCR App. Vol XII pp. 5802–05, ECF No. 23-3 at 

330–33 (constituting the relevant portion of PCR counsel’s post-hearing brief).) In any 

event, the objection does not reveal any unreasonable finding of fact or conclusion of law 

in the PCR court’s analysis of Ground IV. Accordingly, the objection is overruled. 
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VII. Ground V – Petitioner’s rights to due process and the effective assistance 
of counsel were violated by trial counsel’s failure to (1) present evidence 
and offer argument during the guilt phase to the extent that the jury 
reached the conclusion that Petitioner was the shooter, (2) argue that the 
jury was improperly permitted to engage in premature deliberations, (3) 
prevent jury misconduct that tainted the verdict and sentence, and (4) 
adequately argue that the imposition of death violates the United States 
Constitution. 

 
Petitioner’s claim in Ground V, which was exhausted in State court, centers around 

the PCR court’s pre-hearing finding that Petitioner could not admit into evidence a 

statement from juror Timothy Wilson. (See PCR App. Vol. XIV pp. 6609–11, ECF No. 23-

7 at 137–39.) Petitioner sought to introduce juror Wilson’s statement to show that “[d]uring 

the guilt phase the jury reached the conclusion that [Petitioner] was the shooter in the 

incident giving rise to the charges. Once some members of the jury reached that 

conclusion, they foreclosed the possibility of a life sentence.” (Id. p. 6609, ECF No. 23-3 

at 137.) The Magistrate Judge noted that the only argument pertaining to Ground V 

contained in the incorporated portion of PCR counsel’s pre-hearing brief is approximately 

one page that mainly consists of relevant background information, and then Petitioner’s 

“conce[ssion] that he presented no evidence to support” this claim. (ECF No. 94 at 122–

23; see PCR App. Vol. XII pp. 5806–07, ECF No. 23-3 at 334–35 (constituting the relevant 

portion of PCR counsel’s post-hearing brief).) 

The PCR court held that: (1) juror Wilson’s statement was not an affidavit and thus 

was not in proper form to be admitted; (2) even if it had been in proper form it would not 

have been admissible under South Carolina Rule of Evidence 606(b) because the 

assertions in the statement did not describe extraneous prejudicial information improperly 

brought to the jury’s attention, outside influence improperly brought to bear upon any 

juror, or any other juror misconduct; and (3) Petitioner conceded in his post-hearing brief 
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that he failed to present evidence in support of this claim. (See PCR App. Vol. XIV pp. 

6609–11, ECF No. 23-7 at 137–39.) The Magistrate Judge accurately recounted the PCR 

court’s findings and stated, “To the extent this portion of Ground V challenges the PCR 

court’s evidentiary ruling, [Petitioner] has failed to sufficiently allege how the court’s ruling 

denied his constitutional rights.” (ECF No. 94 at 124 (citation omitted).) Further, the 

Magistrate Judge found Petitioner “has not actually alleged any error in the PCR court’s 

evidentiary ruling. Nor has [Petitioner] offered additional evidence of premature 

deliberations or juror misconduct or that trial counsel should have been aware of 

misconduct.” (Id.) Finally, regarding Petitioner’s general allegation that trial counsel failed 

to adequately argue the imposition of death violates the United States Constitution, the 

Magistrate Judge found “[Petitioner] has not offered any argument in support of this claim 

in the Petition, incorporated from the PCR post-hearing brief, or in any of the subsequent 

briefing.” (Id. at 125.) Accordingly, Magistrate Judge Rogers determined that Ground V 

warrants no relief and is subject to summary judgment. (Id.) 

Petitioner’s objection, in its entirety, states: 

The Magistrate Judge correctly concluded that the PCR hearing 
included no evidence regarding the jurors’ premature deliberations. 
However, the R&R is erroneous in concluding that there is no related 
cognizable issue before this Court. Prior to the PCR hearing, the state 
moved to exclude Juror Timothy Wilson’s affidavit which, in pertinent part, 
states, “During the penalty phase, we did not go very long. Once decided 
[Petitioner] shot the two officers—something we had decided in the guilt 
phase—for some of us there was not any question of what the penalty would 
be, we would sentence him to death.” 

The PCR court excluded the affidavit on merits grounds: it did not 
constitute evidence of impermissible premature deliberation. [Petitioner] 
petitioned the South Carolina Supreme Court for review of the ruling. Thus, 
the related issues are exhausted and, contrary to the R&R, properly before 
this Court. 

 
(ECF No. 107 at 15 (errors in original).) Again, it is difficult to understand what Petitioner 
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is asserting through his objection. The objection may be referring to the Magistrate 

Judge’s discussion of sub-claim (4), which asserts that trial counsel were ineffective for 

having failed to “adequately argue that the imposition of death violates the United States 

Constitution.” (See ECF No. 72-1 at 75 (numbering of sub-claims provided by the Court 

for the sake of clarity).) As described above, the Magistrate Judge noted that Petitioner 

offered no argument or evidence in support of this sub-claim, and further stated: 

“The failure of a party to address an issue raised in summary judgment may 
be considered a waiver or abandonment of the relevant cause of action.” 
Eady v. Veolia Transp. Servs., Inc., 609 F. Supp. 2d 540, 560–61 (D.S.C. 
2009). Further, based [on] this Court’s review of the record and the briefing, 
it does not appear this issue has been raised to and ruled upon by the 
[S]tate courts. Thus, as Respondents have asserted (see ECF No. 83 at 
105), this conclusory, unsupported portion of Ground V is also procedurally 
defaulted. See, e.g., Coleman, 501 U.S. at 735 n.1. [Petitioner] has neither 
acknowledged the default nor asserted cause and prejudice to overcome it. 

 
(ECF No. 94 at 125.) Petitioner’s objection reveals no error in the Magistrate Judge’s 

sound reasoning and analysis. The objection is overruled. 

VIII. Ground VI – Petitioner’s rights to due process and the effective 
assistance of counsel were violated by trial counsel’s failure to protect 
Petitioner’s rights under the Americans with Disabilities Act, 42 U.S.C. § 
12101, et seq. 

 
Petitioner’s ADA Claim in the “full petition” generally asserts that trial counsel were 

ineffective for failing to protect his rights under the ADA. (See ECF No. 72-1 at 75.) 

Petitioner makes more specific ADA-based claims in a previous iteration of the Petition. 

(See ECF No. 72 at 6–7 (claims (26) and (27).) The Magistrate Judge disaggregated the 

various IAC theories presented in Petitioner’s ADA Claim as follows: 

(1) trial counsel were ineffective for failing to recognize and respond to 
[Petitioner’s] disability in a manner consistent with the ADA; (2) appellate 
counsel were ineffective for failing to recognize and respond to [Petitioner’s] 
disability in a manner consistent with the ADA; (3) PCR counsel were 
ineffective for failing to properly respond to [Petitioner] as required by the 
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ADA; (4) trial counsel were ineffective for failing to present evidence and 
argument at trial that state and local law enforcement officials were 
insufficiently trained in investigating, apprehending, and interrogating 
disabled persons as defined by the ADA. . . . [I]t appears that the primary 
argument advanced by [Petitioner] is that trial counsel were ineffective in 
failing to present in mitigation violations of the ADA by local law enforcement 
upon approaching [Petitioner] on the day of the murders. 
 

(ECF No. 94 at 126–27.) The Court finds this organization of the constituent parts of the 

ADA claim to be helpful and Petitioner has not challenged its accuracy; therefore, the 

Court will proceed with the analysis of Ground VI in the manner itemized by Magistrate 

Judge Rogers. 

The parties agree that the ADA Claim is procedurally barred. The Report 

accurately states the standard that Petitioner must meet in order to excuse the procedural 

default and bring a, so-called, “Martinez claim.” (See ECF No. 94 at 127–30); see also 

Sexton v. Cozner, 679 F.3d 1150, 1159 (9th Cir. 2012) (summarizing the Martinez test as 

follows: “[A] reviewing court must determine whether the petitioner’s attorney in the first 

collateral proceeding was ineffective under Strickland, whether the petitioner’s claim of 

ineffective assistance of counsel is substantial, and whether there is prejudice” (emphasis 

in original)). The Magistrate Judge first recommends denying and dismissing the portions 

of Ground VI that pertain to the alleged ineffective assistance of appellate counsel, and 

any freestanding claim of ineffective assistance of PCR counsel. (ECF No. 94 at 130–

31.) This is because: (a) Martinez does not extend to claims of ineffective assistance of 

appellate counsel when a petitioner’s PCR counsel provides ineffective assistance by 

failing to raise that claim, Davila v. Davis, 137 S. Ct. 2058, 2065 (2017); and (b) Martinez 

does not provide an avenue for habeas relief based on a freestanding claim of ineffective 

assistance of PCR counsel, see Martinez, 566 U.S. at 16 (distinguishing the equitable 
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ruling in Martinez from a hypothetical constitutional ruling, which would provide a route to 

freestanding constitutional claims). Next, the Magistrate Judge determined that Petitioner 

has failed to meet his burden under Martinez as to the remaining claims in Ground VI. 

(ECF No. 94 at 131.) The Magistrate Judge provided the following observations and 

reasoning to support this determination: (a) Petitioner has not presented any evidence 

regarding PCR counsel’s recognition of, investigation of, or decision-making regarding 

the underlying claims of ineffective assistance of trial counsel, and therefore has not 

shown that PCR counsel was ineffective under Strickland, see Burt v. Titlow, 134 S. Ct. 

10, 17 (2013) (“[T]he absence of evidence cannot overcome the ‘strong presumption that 

counsel’s conduct falls within the wide range of reasonable professional assistance.’” 

(quoting Strickland, 466 U.S. at 689)); (b) Petitioner has not presented any evidence 

regarding the underlying allegations of ineffective assistance of trial counsel, either—(i) 

that trial counsel failed to represent Petitioner in a manner consistent with the ADA, or (ii) 

that trial counsel ineffectively failed to present evidence and argument that law 

enforcement officers did not comply with the ADA; and (c) Petitioner has, in the first 

instance, failed to set forth any mental or physical condition that qualifies him as “disabled” 

within the meaning of the ADA, who knew of any such disability, when they knew of any 

such disability, and what provision could have been made to accommodate any such 

disability. (ECF No. 94 at 131–34.) Finally, the Magistrate Judge found that Petitioner is 

not entitled to discovery or an evidentiary hearing regarding the applicability of the ADA 

to his case because he has not adequately alleged facts which, if proven, would entitle 

him to relief. (See id. at 134–39.) 

Petitioner objects to the Magistrate Judge’s conclusions by asserting: 

4:17-cv-00954-BHH     Date Filed 03/01/21    Entry Number 144     Page 41 of 44

47a



42 
 

Sufficient facts to warrant a hearing on the ADA claims is clearly borne out 
by the record in this matter. The facts, substantially undisputed, regarding 
Petitioner’s disabilities was set forth and summarized in detail in Petitioner’s 
Post Hearing PCR Brief. App. 5655-5720. Sufficient facts were set forth 
herein to mandate denying summary judgment and holding a hearing on the 
ADA issues. Petitioner has easily met the standard for overcoming a 
summary judgment motion. 

 
(ECF No. 107 at 16 (errors in original).) The cited portion of PCR counsel’s post-hearing 

brief constitutes the first sixty-six pages of the brief, beginning with the introduction and 

concluding with a twenty-page section entitled “f. [Petitioner’s] lifetime of abuse and 

mental and cognitive impairments left him uniquely vulnerable to his parents’ using him 

in their dispute”—which recounts the PCR testimony of several mental health experts, 

including Dr. Gur’s testimony regarding the neuroimaging of Petitioner’s brain. (See PCR 

App. Vol. XII pp. 5655–720, ECF No. 23-3 at 183–228.) Federal habeas counsel’s 

slipshod reference to PCR counsel’s post-hearing brief does not get Petitioner any closer 

to satisfying his burden under Martinez. The objection is conclusory and is overruled. 

Petitioner further asserts: 

The R&R seems to totally ignore the United States Supreme Court decision 
in [Buck v. Davis, 137 S. Ct. 759 (2017).] PCR counsel was on notice of and 
should have raised the [City and County of San Francisco v. Sheehan, 135 
S. Ct. 765 (2015)] issues. The ADA issues were ignored at the PCR hearing. 
This is directly contrary to the recent decision in Buck. 

 
(ECF No. 107 at 17.) In Buck, the U.S. Supreme Court held that the trial defense counsel’s 

performance during the penalty phase of Buck’s capital murder trial, in presenting expert 

testimony that Buck was statistically more likely to act violently in the future because he 

was black, fell outside the bounds of competent representation. 137 S. Ct. at 775. The 

Buck court stated, “Given that the jury had to make a finding of future dangerousness 

before it could impose a death sentence, [the expert’s] report said, in effect, that the color 

4:17-cv-00954-BHH     Date Filed 03/01/21    Entry Number 144     Page 42 of 44

48a



43 
 

of Buck’s skin made him more deserving of execution.” Id. In short, Buck has no 

application here. In Sheehan, a group home resident who suffered from mental illness 

brought an action against San Francisco police officers pursuant to 42 U.S.C. § 12101 et 

seq. and 42 U.S.C. § 1983, alleging that the officers violated her rights under the ADA 

and the Fourth Amendment by the manner in which they arrested her, which included the 

officers shooting Sheehan after she turned violent. 135 S. Ct. at 1769–71. The district 

court granted summary judgment in favor of the officers and the Ninth Circuit Court of 

Appeals vacated in part, holding that it was for a jury to decide whether the officers should 

have accommodated Sheehan despite the exigent circumstances. Id. at 1771–72. The 

Sheehan court determined: (1) the writ on the question of what the ADA required was 

dismissed as improvidently granted, id. at 1774; (2) the officers’ initial warrantless entry 

was lawful, id. at 1774–75; (3) the officers were justified in using potentially deadly force, 

id. at 1775; and (4) the officers were entitled to qualified immunity on Sheehan’s claim 

arising from their reentry into her room, id. at 1778. The analysis and holdings in Sheehan 

offer Petitioner no assistance in the instant case, and most assuredly not with respect to 

overcoming the procedural default of his ADA Claim. Petitioner’s objections to Magistrate 

Judge Rogers’ findings as to Ground VI are overruled in toto. 

CONCLUSION 

In light of the foregoing analysis, the Court overrules Petitioner’s objections, 

ACCEPTS the Magistrate Judge’s Report (ECF No. 94), GRANTS Respondents’ motion 

for summary judgment (ECF No. 84), and DENIES Petitioner’s Petition (ECF Nos. 44, 72, 

72-1, and 80) in its entirety. 
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CERTIFICATE OF APPEALABILITY 
 
 The governing law provides that: 
 

(c)(2) A certificate of appealability may issue .  . . only if the applicant has 
made a substantial showing of the denial of a constitutional right. 

 
(c)(3) The certificate of appealability . . . shall indicate which specific issue 
or issues satisfy the showing required by paragraph (2). 

 
28 U.S.C. § 2253(c). A petitioner satisfies this standard by demonstrating that reasonable 

jurists would find this Court’s assessment of his constitutional claims to be debatable or 

wrong and that any dispositive procedural ruling by this Court is likewise debatable. See 

Miller–El v. Cockrell, 537 U.S. 322, 336 (2003); Slack v. McDaniel, 529 U.S. 473, 484 

(2000); Rose v. Lee, 252 F.3d 676, 683 (4th Cir. 2001). In this case, the legal standard 

for the issuance of a certificate of appealability has not been met. Therefore, a certificate 

of appealability is denied. 

IT IS SO ORDERED. 

      /s/ Bruce Howe Hendricks 
      United States District Judge 
 
March 1, 2021 
Charleston, South Carolina 
 

4:17-cv-00954-BHH     Date Filed 03/01/21    Entry Number 144     Page 44 of 44

50a



AO 450 (SCD 04/2010)   Judgment in a Civil Action

UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
for the

District of South Carolina

Steven Vernon Bixby
)
)
)
)
)

Petitioner

v. Civil Action No. 4:17-cv-954-BHH
Bryan Stirling, Commissioner, South Carolina

Department of Corrections and Willie D. Davis,
Warden Kirkland Correctional Institution

Respondent

SUMMARY JUDGMENT IN A CIVIL ACTION
The court has ordered that (check one):

 ’ the petitioner (name)                   recover from the respondent (name)                    the amount of                  dollars ($    ),

which includes prejudgment interest at the rate of         %, plus postjudgment interest at the rate of          %, along with

costs.

 ’ the petitioner recover nothing, the action be dismissed on the merits, and the respondent (name)                                        

recover costs from the petitioner (name)                                    .

   other: Summary Judgment is entered as to Respondents Willie D. Davis, Bryan Stirling and Petition is

closed.

This action was (check one):

 ’ tried by a jury, the Honorable                               presiding, and the jury has rendered a verdict.

 ’ tried by the Honorable                          presiding, without a jury and the above decision was reached.

 decided by the Honorable Bruce Howe Hendricks, United States District Judge who adopts the Report and
Recommendation of the Honorable Thomas E. Rogers, III, United States Magistrate Judge.

Date: March 31, 2020 CLERK OF COURT

s/Debbie Stokes
Signature of Clerk or Deputy Clerk
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