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SUMMARY

The Sixth Circuit held that a prisoner's estate stated an Eighth Amendment failure-to-protect claim
against prison officials who allegedly knew of a drug-smuggling problem and two prior overdose
deaths in the inmate's unit but failed to investigate, as the risk of unfettered drug access was
objectively serious and the officials were subjectively aware of the risk to the class of inmates. The
court also reinstated a supervisory liability claim against the warden and assistant deputy director for
allegedly ignoring reports of drug smuggling and instructing subordinates not to investigate, but
affirmed dismissal of claims against the state police and the prison director for lack of personal
knowledge. The court affirmed summary judgment against corrections officers on a deliberate-
indifference claim because they submitted unrebutted affidavits showing they lacked knowledge of the
inmate's distress, and upheld denial of leave to amend to add new defendants under Rule 15(c) because
the claims were time-barred and did not relate back, reaffirming that naming "John Doe" defendants
does not constitute a mistake under the rule.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the district court erred in dismissing the failure-to-protect claim (Count I) against the MDOC
defendants.

2. Whether the district court erred in dismissing the supervisory liability claim (Count III) against
Washington, Hoffner, and Rivard.

3. Whether the district court erred in granting summary judgment on the deliberate indifference claim
(Count IV) against Johnson and Mobley.

4. Whether the district court erred in denying leave to file a second amended complaint.

HOLDINGS

1. The Estate adequately alleged that MDOC defendants Chrisman, Huntley, Hoffner, Rivard, and Rurka
were deliberately indifferent to a substantial risk of serious harm from drug overdoses, satisfying both
the objective and subjective prongs.

2. The complaint adequately alleged that Hoffner and Rivard abdicated their job responsibilities by
ignoring known threats and failing to order an investigation, which could constitute knowing
acquiescence to the constitutional violation.

3. Summary judgment was proper because the unrebutted affidavits showed that Johnson and Mobley were
not aware of Zakora's distress before it was too late, and they acted promptly once alerted.

4. The proposed amendment adding new parties did not relate back under Rule 15(c) because the Estate did
not show a mistake in identity; the claims against Ivany and White were time-barred, and the
substitution of Blair for Jane Doe did not satisfy the mistake requirement.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Given these unique vulnerabilities, the risk of injury from unfettered access to deadly drugs inside a prison
'is not one that today's society chooses to tolerate.'” (at 17)

“we hold that unfettered access to drugs in a prison, as evidenced here by the officials' failure to promptly
investigate the two prior overdoses in Zakora's C-Unit, is sufficiently serious to satisfy the objective prong of
an Eighth Amendment claim.” (at 19)



“the correct inquiry is whether [the defendant] had knowledge about the substantial risk of serious harm to a
particular class of persons, not whether he knew who the particular victim turned out to be.” (at 19-20)

“When supervisors responsible for inmate health and safety ignore known threats to those inmates, they are
more than simply failing to act.” (at 26)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Seth Zakora died from a fentanyl overdose in his prison cell at Lakeland Correctional Facility. Two other
inmates in his small unit had overdosed in the two days prior to his death, but no investigation was undertaken
until after Zakora died. The complaint alleged that prison officials knew of a drug-smuggling ring involving
basketballs thrown over the fence and failed to act, and that two corrections officers ignored warnings from other
inmates about Zakora's condition.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The district court granted defendants' motions to dismiss or, in the alternative, for summary judgment, adopting
the magistrate judge's report and recommendation. The Estate appealed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed in part, reversed in part, and remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The case is remanded to the district court for further proceedings consistent with this opinion regarding the
remaining Count I and Count III claims against MDOC defendants Chrisman, Huntley, Hoffner, Rivard, and
Rurka.
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