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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of New Jersey reviewed Ambrose Harris's post-conviction-relief claims following

his capital-murder conviction and death sentence. The Court held that the PCR court's biased and

pejorative statements demonstrated a diminished sense of responsibility, rendering its findings and

conclusions null and void. Rather than remanding, the Court exercised its original jurisdiction to

review the record de novo.
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Defendant appealed as of right from the denial of his petition for state
post-conviction relief following his capital-murder conviction and
death sentence. The Supreme Court reviewed the PCR court's findings
and conclusions de novo after determining that the PCR court's biased
and pejorative statements undermined the reliability of its
adjudication.

Legal conclusions are reviewed de novo; ordinarily, supported factual
findings receive deference under the substantial-credible-evidence
standard, and mixed questions receive deference as to supported
factual findings but de novo review as to the application of legal rules.
Here, because the PCR court's conduct undermined the reliability of its
factual findings and the claims could be resolved from an objective
documentary record without credibility determinations, the Supreme
Court exercised original jurisdiction and reviewed both factual
findings and legal conclusions de novo. Ineffective-assistance claims
were evaluated under Strickland v. Washington and State v. Fritz.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the PCR court's biased, sarcastic, and pejorative statements undermined the reliability of its

findings and conclusions in a capital post-conviction proceeding.

2. Whether the Supreme Court could exercise original jurisdiction to review the PCR record de novo rather
than remand for a new PCR proceeding.

3. Whether trial counsel rendered ineffective assistance under the Strickland/Fritz standard during the guilt

phase.

4. Whether trial counsel rendered ineffective assistance during the penalty phase by inadequately
investigating or presenting mitigating evidence.

5. Whether Harris was denied constitutional protections when a letter elicited through an intermediary was
admitted despite his incarceration and prior representation on an unrelated weapons charge.

6. Whether counsel was ineffective for failing to suppress statements made during a presentence interview.

7. Whether counsel was ineffective in cross-examining witnesses, selecting witnesses, or investigating

Harris's competency.

8. Whether the trial court was required to order a competency hearing sua sponte.

HOLDINGS

1. A PCR court in a capital case may not minimize its responsibility by treating the proceeding as futile or
meaningless because the ultimate disposition of the death sentence rests with an appellate court or the
Legislature. Where the PCR court's statements demonstrate bias, disdain, and a preordained view that its
role is meaningless, its findings and conclusions do not satisfy the reliability required for meaningful

post-conviction review.

2. The Supreme Court may exercise its discretionary original jurisdiction to review de novo both factual
findings and legal conclusions in a PCR matter when the lower court's findings are unreliable, the record

is sufficiently developed, and remand would not serve the interests of justice.

3. Harris did not establish ineffective assistance of counsel because the challenged decisions either were

objectively reasonable strategic choices or did not produce the required prejudice under Strickland and



Fritz.

4. Harris failed to show that counsel was ineffective for not pursuing additional competency testing and
failed to establish that the trial court erred by not ordering a competency hearing sua sponte.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“In performing their function to secure the necessary reliability of a capital sentence, PCR courts must not

minimize their own "awesome responsibility" in the process.” (at 377)

“We hold that the PCR court's findings and conclusions are null and void as a result of its injudicious

performance.” (at 381)

“Accordingly, we invoke our original jurisdiction in the review of this matter.” (at 381)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Harris was convicted of carjacking, robbing, raping, and murdering Kristin Huggins in Trenton in December
1992. The State's evidence included testimony from Gloria Dunn, statements by Harris's nephew, forensic
evidence, ballistic evidence, and evidence connecting Harris to Huggins's car and property. The jury found two
capital aggravating factors and imposed a death sentence. Harris later alleged ineffective assistance during both

the guilt and penalty phases, challenged the admission of a letter and statements, and claimed that counsel and
the trial court failed to address his competency.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

A jury convicted Harris of capital murder and imposed a death sentence in 1996. The Supreme Court affirmed
the conviction and sentence in State v. Harris, 156 N.J. 122, 716 A.2d 458 (1998), and later upheld the
proportionality of the sentence in State v. Harris, 165 N.J. 303, 757 A.2d 221 (2000). Harris filed a PCR petition
in 2001 asserting ineffective assistance and other constitutional claims. The PCR court denied relief, including
an Atkins claim, and Harris appealed. The Supreme Court held the PCR court's findings and conclusions null
and void because of its diminished sense of responsibility and then exercised original jurisdiction to review the

record de novo.
DISPOSITION
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