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Emmett v. Commonwealth
569 S.E.2d 39 (Va. 2002)

1. Faas

In late April 2001, Christopher Scott Emmett (“Emmett”) and John Fenton
Langley (“Langley”) were assigned to the same roofing project in the city of
Danville. Emmett and Langley shared a room at a local motel. On the evening
of April 26, 2001, Emmett, Langley, and Michael Darryl Pittman (“Pittman”) ate
dinner at the motel, drank beer, and played cards. During the course of these
events, Langleyloaned some moneyto Emmett and Pittman, both of whomused
the money to buy crack cocaine.!

Around 11:00 p.m. that evening, a member of the roofing crew heard “bang,
bang” noises from Emmett and Langley’s room. Around midnight that same
evening, Emmett went to the motel office and asked the clerk to call the police.
Emmett told the clerk that he returned to his room and saw “blood and stuff .
.. and didn’t know what had took [sic] place.” The police arrived at 12:46 a.m.
and accompanied Emmett back to his room. They found Langley’s dead body
lying face-down on his bed and spattered blood on the sheets, headboard, the
wall behind the headboard, and on the wall between the bathroomand Emmett’s
bed. The police also found a damaged brass lamp, stained with blood, under-
neath Langley’s bed?

Emmett initially told police that he had returned to the room and gone to
bed. He told the police that he discovered the blood and Langley’s body when
he went to the bathroom later that night. The police observed bloodstains on
Emmett’s personal effects, and they took possession of his boots and clothing
with Emmett’s permission. Emmett suggested to the police that the blood might
be his own from an injury he sustained earlier in the week. Subsequent testi
revealed that his boots and clothing actually were stained with Langley’s blood.

Later in the moming of April 27, 2001, Emmett voluntarily accompanied
police officers to the Danville police station. He agreed to be fingerprinted, and
he gave a sample of his blood. He also admitted that he had been drinking and
that he used cocaine the previous evening. During the next several hours,
Emmett told different versions of the events from the previous evening. He first
implicated Pittman as Langley’s murderer. Emmett eventually told the police,
however, that he alone beat Langley to death with the lamp. The police gave
Emmett Miranda warnings, and he gave a full, taped confession in which he

1.  Emmet v. Commonweakth, 569 S.E.2d 39, 42 (Va. 2002).
2. W
3. W

241
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stated that he and Pittman decided to rob Langley after Langley refused to lend
them additional moneyto purchase more cocaine. Emmett confessed to striking
Langley five or six times with the brass lamp. He also stated that he took
Langley’s wallet and left the motel to buy cocaine.*

E mmett was indicted for capital murder and robbery’ The guilt-determina-
tion phase of a bifurcated jury trial began on October 9, 2001. The Common-
wealth presented, in addition to the facts above, evidence from the medical
examiner indicating that Langley was not killed immediately by the first blow
from the lamp. The medical examiner admitted, however, that Langley might
have lost consciousness after the first blow and that Langley may have suffered
“brain death” before his actual death.®

The jury convicted Emmett of capital murder and robbery” During the
penalty-determination phase, the Commonwealth presented evidence of
Emmett’s prior criminal history that included an incident in which Emmett had
participated in an escape plan while he was incarcerated at a maximum-secunty
juvenile detention facility. The Commonwealth also presented evidence of an
involuntary manslaughter conviction that involved a motorcycle accident in
which Emmett said “that there was no need to worry about the man on the
motox;cycle. He was already dead, and that [Emmett] could do nothing to help
him.”

In addition, the Commonwealth presented extensive victim-impact testi-
monyfrom members of Langley’s family, during the course of which some of the
family members appeared to urge the imposition of the death penalty. The trial
court sustained Emmett’s objections to these statements and directed the juryto
disregard the statements. Emmett then presented mitigation evidence from his
family and a family friend.’

The jury returned its verdict recommending the death sentence. The jury
based its verdict on the statutoryaggravating factors of future dangerousness and
vileness. After consideration of a post-sentence report, the trial court imposed
the jury’s sentence of death."

Emmett also was convicted of robberyand was sentenced to life imprison-
ment for that crime. He appealed his convictions, but on February 8, 2002, he
filed a motion to withdraw the appeal. The Supreme Court of Virginia ordered
the trial court to determine if the waiver of appeal was voluntarily and intelli-
gentlymade. The trial court conducted the hearing on March 4, 2002, and found

4, Id at42-43.

5.  Id at43;seeVA.CODE ANN. § 18.2-31(4) (Michie Supp. 2002) (defining willful, deliberate,
and premeditated killing in commission of robbery as mph:lp murder),

6. Emmo, 569 SE2d at 43.

7. M
8. Id
9. Id

10. M
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that Emmett fully understood the consequences of voluntarily waiving his right
to appeal."! The Supreme Court of Virginia, pursuant to Section 17.1-313(A) of
the Virginia Code, reviewed the imposition of the death sentence."

II. Hdding

The Supreme Court of Virginia held that: (1) it would not consider the
merits of any assertion that evidence was improperly admitted or that the Com-
monwealth made improper statements to the jury, but that Emmett was entitled
to review of the sentence of death based on the impact of such evidence and
statements on the jury’s sentencing decision;" (2) the sentence of death imposed
by the jury was not a result of passion, prejudice, nor other arbitrary factors;"*
and (3) the sentence of death was not disproportionate to the penalty imposed
in similar cases.’® The court affirmed the sentence of death.'®

Il Andbysis / Application in Virginia
A. Saope of Reuiew

The Supreme Court of Virginia first examined the extent of its review of the
case. The Commonwealth argued that Emmett’s waiver barred him from
asserting that the death sentence was improperly imposed as a result of passion,
prejudice, or other arbitrary factors based on allegations that evidence was
erroneously admitted or on improper remarks made by the Commonwealth
during its penalty-phase closing argument.”” The court agreed that Emmett was
barred from asserting that the sentence of death was improper solely because
reversible error may have been committed at trial.'®

Emmett, however, could not waive mandatory review by the court under
Section 17.1-313(C)(1) of the Virginia Code."” The court stated that mandatory

11, Ida42nl.

12, Emmets, 569 SE.2d at 42; see VA CODE ANN. § 17.1-313(A) (Michie 1999) (stating that
Supreme Court of Virginia shall review, on the record, sentence of death when such judgment has
become final).

; 13. )E rmat, 569 S.E.2d at 43-44; see infz Part 111 A (describing court’s holding on its scope
of review).
. 14. ) E rent, 569 S.E 2d at 44-45; see infra, Part ITLB (describing court’s examination of jury’s
indings).

15. Emmat, 569 S.E.2d at 47; see infra, Part 111.C (examining court’s proportionality review).

16. Enmm, 569 SE.2d at 47.

17.  Id at43.
 18.  Id (quoting Akers v. Commonwealth, 535 S.E.2d 674, 677 (Va. 2000)); see VA. SUP. CT.
R. 5:25 (stating that court shall not find error in trial court’s ruling unless objection was stated with
reasonable certainty at time of ruling); see also VA. SUP. CT. R. 5:17(c) (requiring appellant to list
;pecificixl)mminmﬁngs,uponwhichappeﬂamimendstoml}sundersepmw ing in petition

or appeal).

19.  Emmea, 569 SE.2d at 44; see VA. CODE ANN. § 17.1-313(C)(1) (Michie Supp. 2002)
(requiring Supreme Court of Virginia to consider and determine “whether sentence of death was
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review under Section 17.1-313(C)(1) would be meaningless unless it gave some

recognition that an error at trial may result in a prejudicial verdict.® The court
therefore found that even when it is barred from finding reversible error in the
trial proceedings, it may still consider a sentence of death to be erroneous if it
finds that the sentence was imposed as a resulc of passion, prejudice, or other
arbitrary factors.”* As a result, the court refused to consider the merits of any
assertion of improperly admitted evidence or improper statements by the Conr
monwealth, but considered the potential impact such evidence and statements
may have had on the decision to impose the sentence of death.?2

B. Passion, Prepudice, or Other Arbitrary Factors

Emmett pointed to several factors to support his contention that the
sentence of death resulted from passion, prejudice, or other arbitrary factors: (1)
statements by the victim’s family members appearing to urge a sentence of
death;” (2) misstatements by the Commonwealth dunng closing arguments of
the penaltydetermumuon phase;™ (3) admission of autopsy photographs that
were unduly gruesome;?® (4) admission of his prior inconsistent statements in
which he denied his responsibility for the murder and shifted the blame to
someone else; and (5) msufﬁcxency of evidence to find an aggravating factor
necessary under Section 19.2-264.2 of the Virginia Code.”

1. Testimonies Urging Sertence of Death

Emmett’s primary argument was that the testimony of members of
Langley’s family was emotionally charged and appeared to urge the imposition
of the death penalty® Everytime such a statement was made, Emmett objected,
and the trial court instructed the jury to disregard the statement.” The court
found that the disputed testimonies did not prejudice the jury in its death sen-
tence determination because a jury is presumed to follow the instructions of the
trial court.®® The court, however, did not note how often these statements were

imposed under influence of passion, prejudice or any other arbitrary factor”).
20. Emmet, 569 SE.2d at 44,
21,
2 Wb
23,  Ild;seeinfraPart IILB.1.
24.  Emmett, 569 SE2d at 44; see infra Part LB 2.
25.  Ermat, 569 SE.2d at 45; see trfre Part IILB.3.
26. Ermmet, 569 S.E.2d at 45; see infre Part ITLB 4.

27.  Emmet,5695.E.2d at45; seeinfra Part IILB.5; VA. CODE ANN. § 19.2-264.2 (Michie 2000)
(stating that sentence of death may not be imposed unless court or jury finds probability of future

" dangerousness of defendant or vileness in defendant’s conduct in charged offense).

28. Enmmt, 569 S.E.2d at 4.
29 M
30. Id;seeWeeks v. Angelone, 528 US. 225, 234 (2000) (holding that juries are presumed to
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made and objected to, or whether such frequency factored into its determina-
tion.™

2. Commonuedlth’s Closirg A rgurment Duairg Penalty Determiration Phase

Emmett also argued that misstatements by the Commonwealth during
closing arguments of the penalty-determination phase caused passion and
prejudice to control the jury’s recommendation of his sentence.” Emmett
specifically cited three instances of prejudicial misstatement by the Common-
wealth. First, Emmett contended that the Commonwealth erred when it said that
any of the blows could have been fatal’ The Commonwealth also incorrectly
made a reference to his prior conduct in a prison, when, in fact, the conduct
occurred in a maximum-security juvenile detention facility.** Emmett further
alleged that the Commonwealth attempted to “inflame the jurors’ passions” by
saying that “nobody is safe from this guy” and that he was dangerous because
“[he has nothing to lose.”** Although the court agreed with Emmett regarding
the statements about the blows to Langley and the reference to “prison,” the
court considered these misstatements to be minor.* The court found that the
statements were not unduly prejudicial because the trial court instructed the jury
that the argument of counsel was not evidence.” The court reviewed the Com-
monwealth’s argument as a whole and found that the misstatements, individually
and cumulatively, did not create “an atmosphere of passion or prejudice that
influenced the jury’s sentencing decision.”

3. Auwtapsy Photographs

Emmett contended that crime scene and autopsy photographs admitted into
evidence were unduly gruesome and inflamed the jury’s passion in favor of

follow instructions and to understand judge’s answers to questions); seealso LeVasseur v. Common-
wealth, 304 S.E.2d 644, 657 (Va. 1983) (finding that improper question by Commonwealth during
guilt phase of trial was not prejudicial because trial court took prompt and decisive action).

31, The opinion also did not note whether the prosecutor may have elicited these statements
from the witnesses. If the prosecutor had done so, grounds may have existed for prosecutorial
misconduct. SeeRobinson v. Commonwealh, 413 S.E.2d 885, 888 (Va. Ct. App. 1992) (reversing
trial court’s denial of motion for mistrial because Commonwealth re tedlyasied questions that
were highly prejudicial despite defendant’s constant objections, all of which were sustained).

32.  Emmem, 569 SE2d at 44.

3. M
¥ W
35. Id
6. H
37, H

38. Enmu, 569 S.E.2d at 44; see Burns v. Commonwealth, 541 S.E.2d 872, 896 (Va. 2001)
(finding that Commonwealth's statement that defendant was an “animal” during closing argument
of pénalty-determination phase of trial and argument to jury that decision w‘;ﬁ “send a message”
d.if:ot create atmosphere of passion or prejudice that n:fzenced sentencing decision).
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imposing a sentence of death.” The court agreed that the photos were shocking
a.u?g gruesome.® The court, however, considered the photographs to be an
accurate depiction of the crime scene.* The court stateg that the condition of
the victim was “relevant to show motive, intent, method, malice, premeditation,
and the atrociousness of the crimes.”*

The court, citing Payne u Commonuealth,!® also stated that the photographs
were relevant to show the likelihood of Emmen’s future dangerousness.*
Neither the court in Pzyre, nor the court in Enmett, however, elaborated on why
such evidence was relevant to show a likelihood of future dangerousness.
Without any elaboration by the court, defense attorneys may have difficulty
arguing cﬁainst the admission of any overly gruesome evidence or identifying its
prejudicial effect.

4. Prior Inorsistent Staterrents to Police

Emmett argued that admission of his prior statements, in which he denied
responsibility for the murder and attempted to shift the blame to Pittman, was
unduly prejudicial.*® The court found that the statements “were clearly relevant
to show Emmett’s consciousness of guilt” because a defendant’s false statements
are probative of a defendant’s attempts to conceal his guilt and, as a result, are
evicgnce of his guilt.* The court did not find any improper purpose on the part
of the Commonwealth in introducing the evidence, andp it fgund no support in
the record to find that the jury was unduly influenced by the evidence in its
sentencing consideration.”

5. Irsuffidency of E udence to Find A ggrauating Factors
Emmett contended that the evidence was insufficient to show that either

future dangerousness or vileness existed in the case and that, as a result, the jury’s
sentence must have resulted from passion, prejudice, or other arbitary factors.*

39. Enmet, 569 SE2d at 45.

4. Hd

41 W

42.  Id;seeStewart v. Commonwealth, 427 S.E.2d 394,403 (Va. 1993) (holding that evidence
is not inadmissible merely because it is gruesome or shocking, provided that it is “relevant ‘to show
motive, intent, method, malice, premeditation and the atrociousness of the crimes™ (quoting
Spencer v. Commonwealth, 384 SE 2d 785, 796 (Va. 1989))).

43. 509 S.E.2d 293 (Va. 1999).

44,  Emmat, 569 SE.2d at 45; see Payne v. Commonwealth, 509 S E.2d 293, 297 (Va. 1999)
(stating that shocking and gruesome photographs and videotapes were relevant to show likelihood
of defendant’s future dangerousness).

45.  Emmett, 569 SE.2d at 45.

46.  Id (citing false statement standard in Rollston v. Commonwealth, 399 S.E.2d 823, 831

(Va. .. App. 1991)).
47. Id

48. Id;see§ 19.2-264.2 (stating that sentence of death may not be imposed unless court or
jury finds probability of future dangerousness of defendant or vileness in defendant’s conduct in
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a. Futire Dangerousness

The court found that the Commonwealth introduced sufficient evidence for
the future dangerousness predicate.” The court relied on several pieces of
evidence introduced by the Commonwealth to support its decision. The court
first cited evidence of his prior participation in an escape from a maximum-
secuntsy juvenile detention facility.* This incident also included an assault on a
The court also relied on a subsequent conviction of Emmett for invol-
untarymanslaughter, his lack of remorse for this crime, and his lack of remorse
for the instant killing of a co-worker.* Fmally, the court cited Emmett’s state-
ment that he killed Langley simply because it “just seemed right at the time.”*
The court found that Emmett lacked regard for human life and that the evidence

left little doubt of the probability of future dangerousness.>

b Vilenss

The court found that the evidence supported two alternative circumstances
suppoxting a finding of vileness.” It first found that Emmett’s use of the brass
lamp “to batter the skull of the victim repeated.ly and with such force that blood
spatter{ed] several feet from the victim” met the aggravated battery standard
because it was “qualitatively and quantitatively more force than the minimum
necessaryto kill [Langley].”* The court also stated that the murder was a violent
attack of a co-worker, with whom Emmett had apparently been amicable.”” The
court found that the evidence established Emmett s depravity of mind.*® The

chaxged offense).
Ermett, 569 SE2d at 45.
50. d
51. W
52.
53. W
5. K

55.  Emmme, 569 S.E.2d at 45; see dlso § 19.2-264.2(1) (stating that court or jury may not
impose sentence of death unless it finds that defendant’s conduct in committing ed offense
was outrageously or wantonly vile, horrible or inhurman in that it involved torture, depravity of
mind, or an aggravated batteryto vxctim); Goins v. Commonwealth, 470 S.E.2d 114, 131 (Va. 1996)
v(}'lﬂz ing that proof of any of three components listed in Section 19.2-264.2 will support finding of

ness).

: 56. Emmen, 561§.Eaid at 45; see Smxt;;l v. Commonwealth, 24?y Sa.fd.Zd 135, 149 (Va. 1978)
construing va ttery’ to mean a battery which, qualitative quantitatively, is more
culpable thanﬁm minimum necessary to accomplish an act of murder”).

57. Ermmeat, 569 S.E.2d at 45.

58.  Id av45-46; seealso Smith, 248 S.E 2d at 149 (construing “‘depravity of mind’. . . to mean
a degree of moral tuxpuude and psychical debasement surpassing that inherent in the definition of
ordinary legal malice and premeditation”).
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court therefore rejected Emmett’s claim that the evidence was insufficient to find
an aggravating factor necessary to support a sentence of death.”

C Proportiondlity of Sertence to Pendlties Imposed in Similar Cases

Section 17.1-313(Q)(2) of the Virginia Code requires the court to determine
whether the sentence of death was excessive or disproportionate to the penalties
imposed in similar cases, taking into account both the crime and the defendant.®
Emmett presented two reasons whythe death sentence was inappropriate under
this section: (1) the review was inadequate because the comparison base unfairly
favored a sentence of death;*! and (2) the majority of capital murder convictions
in which robbery was the gradation offense resulted in life sentences.®? Defense
counsel should be especially aware of the court’s statements in these sections.

1. Adepuacy of Revew

Section 17.1-313(E) of the Virginia Code states that the court “mayaccurmu-
late . . . records of all capital felony cases tried within such [a] period of time as
the court maydetermine.”®® This section also requires the court to consider such
records as are avaﬂable to guide its determination of whether the sentence
imposed is excessive.* Emmett argued that the review was inadequate and
unfairly skewed the comparison base in favor of a death sentence because the
court did not collect, for ts proportionality review, records of unappealed capital
murder convictions that resulted in life sentences.® The court, however, relied
on its holding in Bailey u Cammonueadt# to reject Emmett’s argument and find
that it had the discretion to determine what records to compile for its review.’”

The court also focused on other language in Baileyin which the court stated
that it had the discretion to determine what records to accumulate for review “‘so
long as the methods employed assure that the death sentence is not dispropor-

59. Enma, 569 S.E.2d at 45.

60.  Id at 46; see VA. CODE ANN. § 17.1-313(Q)(2) (Michie 1999) (requiring Supreme Court
of Virginiato consider and determine *whether the sentence of death is excessive or disproportion-
ate to the penalty imposed in similar cases, considering both the crime and the defenjam”)

61. Enmat, 569 S.E.2d at 46; see infia, Part IILC.1.
62.  Ermmat, 569 SE2d at 46; see ifra, Part IIL.C2.
63. VA CODE ANN. § 17.1-313(E) (Michie 1999).
64. Hd

65. Emmea, 569 S.E.2d at 46.

66. 529 S.E2d 570 (Va. 2000).

67. Enmen,569S.E.2d at 46; seeBaileyv. Commonwealth, 529 S.E 2d 570, 580-81 (Va. 2000)
findh;i that stanute and case hw did not prescribe method for conducting propomomlxty review
f death sentence and that Supreme Court of Virginia had discretion to determine what records to
accuncx:lchd;e for reviewas long as due process was satisfied and defendant’s constitutional rights were
prote
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tionate to the penalty generally imposed for comparable crimes.”% The court,
however, did not explain how it could assuze that the methods it employs are not
disproportionate to generallyimposed penalties for comparable crimes while, at
the same time, it limits the body of cases it reviews. The court reached this
conclusion despite the language of Section 17.2-313(E), which states, “The
Supreme Court may accumulate the records of 4/ capital felony cases trd. . . .
The court shall consider such records as are available as a guide in determining
whether the sentence imposed in the case under review is excessive.”® Although
it was clearly within the court’s power to collect cases that were tried and resulted
in life sentences, and to develop a body of facts from those trial records, the
court declined todoso. -

The court, both in E mmett and Bailey, never specificallyaddressed Emmett’s
assertion that the comparison base was unfairly skewed. It only qualified its
record-gathering system by stating that Section 17.1-313(E) did not require it to
collect data from unappealed cases.® Defense attorneys should note the court’s
vagueness on this issue and argue that such limitation on the body of cases the
court reviews cannot possibly assure that a death sentence is not disproportion-
ate to the penalty generally imposed for comparable crimes.

2. Proportionality of L ife Sentences
With Robbery as Predicate Crine

The court stated that Emmett presented evidence showing that, of the fifty
most recent capital murder appeals in the Supreme Court of Virginia, twenty-six
of the convictions contained robbery as the predicate crime.”! Of those twenty-
six convictions, seventeen resulted in life sentences.”” Emmett also argued that
the facts of those seventeen “life cases” were comparable or similar to the facts
of his own case, and, in some cases, were even more egregious.”> The court
rejected Emmett’s argument, stating that its proportionalityanalysis encompasses
“all aapital merder axses” presented to the court for review and “[was] not limited
to cases selectively chosen by a defendant.””* It further stated that its test was

68.  Emmet, 569 SE.2d at 46 (quoting Bailey, 529 S.E.2d a1 581).

69. VA CODE ANN. § 17.1-313(E) (emphasis added).

70.  Enmett, 569 S.E.2d at 46.

71.  Id The court’s statement is incorrect. Emmett’s evidence actually consisted of the fifty
most recentlyappealed capital murder convictions and was not limited to those appeals that reached
the Supreme Court of Virginia. Appellant’s Artachment A at 1-3, Emmat, 569 S.E.2d at 39. Most
of the “life” cases in Emmett’s attachment did not reach the Supreme Court. Jd

72.  Enwmmt, 569 S.E.2d at 46.

73. H

74.  Id (emphasis added); ¢° § 17.1-313(C)(2) (stating that court shall consider and determine
whether sentence of death is excessive or disproportionate to penalty imposed in sizlar cases,
considering tuth crime and defendant).
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whether “gerenally” juries in the jurisdiction impose the death sentence for “cndiat
similar” to that of the defendant.”

The court justified the above statements bystating that its method of review
enabled it to identifya death sentence that is excessive or disproportionate to the
penalty imposed in similar cases.”® The court also stated that “[t]he purpose of
performing a comparative review is not to search for proof that a defendant’s
death sentence is perfectlysymmetrical with others, but to identifyand invalidate
a death sentence that is aberrant.”” The court, however, never elaborated on
how it could identify an excessive or disproportionate penalty despite its failure
to use similar cases to achieve a clearer comparison. The court actually broad-
ened the definition of “comparative review” in order to reject Emmett’s evi-
dence.”® Its definition, however, appears to be in direct conflict with the stan-
dards set forth in Section 17.2-313(C)(2).” The court either ignored the “similar
cases” standard required by statute and case law, or it considered all capital
murder cases to be “similar.”

The court continued by stating that Emmett’s statistical analysis did not
suffice for its proportionality analysis.®’ In the court’s opinion, Emmett’s
conclusions from his statistical analysis were “an overly simplistic and unwar-
ranted application of the proportionality review process. 8! The court then laid
out the factors it used to narrow the focus in determining proportionality*

75. Emmet, 569 SE.2d at 46 (citing S r v. Commonwealth, 257 S.E.2d 808, 824 (Va.
1979)) (emphasis added). The courralso stated that “the question of proportionality does not tum
on whether a given capital murder case ‘equafs] in horror the worst possible scenario yet encoun-
tered.”” Id (citing Turner v. Commonwealth, 364 S.E.2d 483, 490 (Va. 1988)).

76. Ii‘gcmng Orbe v. Commonwealth, 519 S.E.2d 808, 817 (Va. 1999)). In fact, the court
has not found any death sentence, to date, to be excessive or disproportionate. See Kelly EP.
Bennett, Proportionality Revew The Historicd A pplicationand Defidendies, 12 CAP.DEF. . 103, 107 (1999)
(stating that no death sentence has been reversed on the grounds of pmpomomlxty) see also
Morrisette v. Commonwealth, 569 S.E.2d 47, 56 (Va. 2002) (concludmg that sentence of death was
not excessive or disproportionate); Patterson v. Commonwealth, 551 S.E.2d 332, 336 (Va. 2001)
(holding same); Yarbrough v. Commonwealth, 551 S.E.2d 306, 312 (Va. 2001) (holdmg same);
Remington v. Commonwealth, 551 S.E.2d 620, 638 (Va. 2001) (holdmg same); Schmitt v. Com-
monwealth, 547 SE.2d 186, 204 (Va. 200[1) (holdmg same); Lenz v. Commonwealth, 544 S.E.2d
299, 311 (Va. 2001) (ho]dmg same); Burns v. Commonwealth, 541 S.E.2d 872, 897 (Va. 2001)
(holdmg same); Lovitt v. Commonwealth, 537 S.E.2d 866, 881 (Va. 2000) (holdmg same); Atkins
v. Commonwealth, 534 S.E.2d 312, 321 (Va. 2000) (holdmg same); Johnson v. Commonwealth, 529
SE.2d 769, 786 (Va. 2000) (hold.ing same).

77.  Ermen, 569 SE2d at 46 (citing Orbe, 519 SE2d at 817).

78. W

79. VA CODE ANN. § 17.1-313(C)(2) (requiring court to examine similar cases “considering
both the crime and the defendant”).

80. Ermmn, 569 SE2d at 46-47.

81. Id at46.

82. Id at46-47.
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a. Predicate Gradation Qfferse or Statss of Deferdant or Viitim

The court made two statements in one sentence that are worth noting. It
first stated that it included consideration of the predicate gmdation offense in
narrowing its focus.” This statement, however, contradicts the court’s rejection
of Emmett’s claims. The court considered a/ capital murder cases— without
regard to gradation predicate— presented toit for review.** The court, therefore,
either did not actually consider the predicate gradation offense or it made the
predicate gradation offense a minor consideration.

The court also stated that it considered the “status of the defendant or
victim that elevates a murder to a capital crime.”® The court’s language in this
statement is either confusing or frightening. It neither defines “status” nor does
it elaborate on how such status may justifya death sentence. Itis possible that
the court referred to the “status” of a victim in terms of whether the victim
meets a statutory standard, such as being a law-enforcement officer, preguant
woman, or person under the age of fourteen.* If the court defines “status” in
this way, then proportionality review is limited to a review of only the evidence
that qualifies the murder as a capital crime anyway. This standard would render
propomonalxty review meaningless. It is also possible that the court referred to
the status” of a victim in terms of non-statutory standards, such as social

tanding. This standard would be even worse, for it would indicate that factors
such as the wealth, occupanon, or even race of a victim drive the court’s
analysis.¥” Similarly, the “status” of a defendant may have been in reference to
whether the defendant was an abductor, rapist, or terrorist, for example.®® Again,
proportionality review would be meaningless under this standard because the

83 M
84. W
85 W

86. SeeVA CODE ANN. § 18.2-31() (Michie Supp. 2002) (defining “{t]he willful, deliberate,
and premeditated killing” of law-enforcement officer as capital murder); VA. CODE ANN. § 18.2-
31(1 1) (Michie Supp. 2002) (defining “{t]he willful, deliberate and premeditated lnllmisf apregnant
woman b yoncv‘zﬁo that the woman is pre and has the intent to cause the involuntary
termination of the woman’s pregnancy without a live birth” as capiral murder); VA. CODE ANN. §
18.2-31(12) (Michie S p 2002) (defining “[t]he willful, deliberate and premeditated killing of a
person under the age of fourteen by a person age twenty-one or older” as capital murder).

87.  This standard would essentially state that a death sentence would be proportional if the
victim was a “decent” person, but that a death sentence would be dlspropomonate the victim was

“indecent” (for example, if the victim was homeless, a prostitute, or a drug addict).

88.  See VA CODE ANN.§ 18.2-31(1) (Michie Supp. 2002) (defining “[t]he willful, deliberate,
and premeditated killing of any person in the commission of abduction . .. when such abduction
was committed with the intent to extort money or a pe beneﬁtorwmhthementtodefile
the victim of such abduction” as capital murder;' VA CDDEANN § 18.2-31(5) (Michie Supp. 2002)
(defining “[t}he willful, deliberate, and premeditated killing of any person in the commission of, or
subsequent to, _rape or attempted rape, forcible sodomy or attempted forcible sodomy or ob)ect
sexual pepetration” as capital murder); VA CODE ANN. § 18.2-31(13) (Michie Supp. 2002) (defining
“[tlhe willful, deliberate and pmmcdnated ki]]m.g of anyperson b))'ano r in the commission of or

attempted commission of an act of terrorism” as capital
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murder becomes a capital crime only when the defendant is identified as an
abductor, rapist, or terrorist.

No matter how “status” is defined, and no matter to whom it applies, the
court’s use of “status” for purposes of proportionality review sets a verydanger-
ous standard. If “status” is defined by statutoryterms, then “status” can be used
twice against a defendant (once to bump the murder to capital murder and once
to declare the sentence of death proportional). If “status” is defined by non-
statutory terms, then the court places itself in a position in which it identifies
classes of victims whose deaths deserve more “redemption” than less valuable

b “Other Facors”

The court also stated that it took other factors into account in order to
narrow its focus to determine proportionality.” The court listed, but did not
restrict itself to, such factors as method of killing, motive for the crime, relation-
ship between the defendant and the victim, aggravatmg factors found by the
sentencing body, and whether there was premeditation.® The premeditation
factor listed bythe court is the most troublesome of all the factors. If premedita-
tion is a factor in a proportionality analysis, then, because al/ capital murders
require a finding of premeditation, the court cannot possibly narrow its focus.™
The premeditation factor would make all capital murder convictions essentially
similar in much the same way that statutorily-defined “status” would. Anydeath
sentence is therefore proportionate to all other death sentences because premedi-
tation was required to obtain the underlying capital conviction. This standard
would make it almost impossible for defense attorneys to conduct a proportion-
ality analysis for the benefit of the defendant.

The court concluded that it fulfilled the statutory mandate to consider both
the crime (the “other factors™) and the defendant (the “status” analysis).” The
court stated that Emmett’s reliance on the most recent capital murder cases
appealed to the court with robbery as the gradation offense was not a probative
selection of prior cases.”® It considered Emmett’s analysis to be an “incidental
ratio that has little or no bearing on the crime or the defendant in this case,”
despite his contention that the facts of his cited cases were comparable or similar
to the facts of his own case.™ The court did not explain why Emmett’s citations
were an “incidental ratio,” why they were not a “probative selection of prior
cases,” or why its broad analysis was a more probative selection.

89. Enmat, 569 S.E.2d at 46-47.
90. Id
91. Se VA. CODE ANN. § 18.2-31 (defining all capital murders as
and delibemtegzli?hﬁ) S (definiog all cap wiliul promiiast
92. Emmat, 569 SE2d at 47.
93, Id
94, Id
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¢ The Cant’s Proportionality Revew

The court conducted what it considered “the appropriate proportionality
review” and found that other sentencing bodies generally imposed the death
penalty for comparable or similar crimes.” The court, without explaining why
it considered these cases to be comparable or similar crimes, cited Akers v
Commomuealth® Grabam u Commormedlth” Watkins v Commomuealth,”® Stout u
Commoruealth” Watkis v Cammormedlth™ and Poyner u Commonuealth,'® to
support its finding.' The court, however, did not mention that each case,
except Akers, was decided before the abolition of parole in Virginia and the
subsequent rulings on the “life means life” instruction.'® This factor would
appear to be crucial to any analysis involving similarity of cases for proportional-

95. Id

9. 535 SE2d 674 (Va. 2000).

97. 459 SE.2d 97 (Va. 1995).

98. 385 S.E.2d 50 (Va. 1989).

99. 376 SE.2d 288 (Va. 1989).
100. 331 S.E.2d 422 (Va. 1985).
101. 329 SE.2d 815 (Va. 1985).

102.  Emmaz, 569 SE2d at 47; see Akers v. Commonwealth, 535 S.E.2d 674, 677 (Va. 2000)
(finding that defendant’s lack of remorse and statement that he would commit further acts of
violence, if allowed, indicated trial court’s sentencing decision was not resul of passion, prejudice,
or other arbitrary factor); Graham v. Commonwealth, 459 S.E.2d 97, 102 (Va, 1995) (finding that
record did not show jury was influenced by arbitrary factors and that jury’s findings of vileness and
future dangerousness were supported by evidence); Watkins v. Commonwealth, 385 $.E.2d 50, 57
(Va. 1989) (finding that dezndant's sentence was not racially prejudicial and that defendant
conceded sentence was not disproportional); Stout v. Commo 376S.E.2d 288, 293-94 (Va.
1989) (finding that defendant who posed as customer and could have taken moneyand fled without
harming victim o inflicting five-inch gash in her neck sufficiently displayed evi of vileness);
Watkins v. Commont 331S.E.2d 422, 436 (Va. 1985) (finding that evidence of defendant’s
involvement in earlier murder, together with prior telony convictions, was sufficient to support
finding of furure dangemusn:s)s; Poyner v. Commonwealth, 329 S.E.2d 815, 834 (Va. 19’;‘5’{
(finding that evidence supported jury finding of future dangerousness because “[a}fter a long career
of crime, defendant ﬁuated to repeated acts of violence and relentless killing®).

103. SeeVA CODEANN.§53.1-165.1 (Michie 2002) (stating that any person sentenced to term
of incarceration for felony offense committed on or after January 1, 1995, shall not be eligible for

arole upon that offense); VA. CODE ANN. § 19.2-264.4 (Michie 2000) (stating that, upon request
Eydefendam, jury shall be instructed that for all Class 1 felonies committed after January 1, 1995,
defendant sba.ﬁ“nrgt be eligible for parole if sentenced to imprisonment for life); Simmons v. South
Carolina, 512 US. 154, 169 (1994) (holding that trial court’s refusal in sentencing phase of capital
murder conviction either to allow defendant to present evidence of ineligibility for parole or allow
instruction to jury that defendant was ineligible for parole violated defendant’s due process when
prosecutor sought sentence of death based on future dangerousness); Yarbrough v. Commop-
wealth, 519 S.E.2d 602, 616 (Va. 1999) (holding that in penalry-determination phase after capital
murder conviction, trial court must give instruction, upon defendant’s proffer, that “imprisonment
for life” means “imprisonment for life without possibiity of parole”); seealsoMarthew K. Mahoney,
C}as; Note, 12 CaP. DEF. J. 279, 281-85 (1999{?amlyzing Yarbrough and “life means life” instruc-
tion).
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ity review, and defense counsel should emphasize this point in any proportional-
ity analysis argument.'®

IV. Condusion

The court’s analysis should raise a number of concerns among defense
attomeys. The court based many of its conclusions on very broad standards,
particularly in its proportionality analysis, and it also failed to define specifically
many of the standards it used or how they were applied. After allowing for the
applicability of disputed evidence for its mandatory review, it showed 2 great
reluctance in placm g any weight on Emmett’s arguments. The court’s use of
such factors as “status” and premeditation, for the purposes of proportionality
review, and its analysis as a whole, further the belief that the court is unlikelyever
to find a death sentence dlspropomonate

Philip H Yoon

104,  See Cynthia M. Bruce, Propartionality Reuew Still Inadequate, Bit Still Nessary, 14 CaAP,
DEF. J. 265, 278-79 (2002) (examining applicability of cases decided before “life means life”
requirement to proportionality review),
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