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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Indiana held that the state's Three Strikes Law, which generally barred an

inmate from filing a new complaint after three prior dismissals under the Frivolous Claim Law,

violated the Open Courts Clause of the Indiana Constitution. The court concluded that access to courts

may be subject to reasonable conditions, but claims cannot be categorically barred based solely on the

litigant's prior filing history without an individualized assessment of the claim's merits. The case was

remanded for consideration of whether Smith's complaint should be dismissed under the Frivolous

Claim Law.
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Appeal by an incarcerated plaintiff from dismissal of his civil
complaint under Indiana's Three Strikes Law; the Indiana Supreme

Court granted transfer from the Indiana Court of Appeals.

A statute is presumed constitutional and may be nullified on
constitutional grounds only when doing so is clearly rational and
necessary; the court reviewed the constitutionality of the Three Strikes

Law under the Open Courts Clause de novo.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Indiana's Three Strikes Law, which barred an offender who had accumulated three dismissals
under the Frivolous Claim Law from filing another complaint absent immediate danger of serious bodily

injury, violated article I, section 12 of the Indiana Constitution's Open Courts Clause.

2. Whether the complaint should instead be dismissed under Indiana's Frivolous Claim Law.

HOLDINGS

1. Indiana's Three Strikes Law violates the Open Courts Clause because it arbitrarily and unreasonably
denies an offender access to the courts based solely on the offender's prior litigation history, without an

individualized assessment of the merits of the new claim.

2. The Supreme Court did not decide whether Smith's complaint was subject to dismissal under the

Frivolous Claim Law and remanded that issue to the trial court.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“It does mean that an individualized assessment of each claim is required, and a claim cannot be dismissed

on the basis of who presents it rather than whether it has merit.” (806)

“In short, the Open Courts Clause does not prohibit all conditions on access to the courts, but it does prevent
the legislature from arbitrarily or unreasonably denying access to the courts to assert a statutory or common
law cause of action that is in itself unmodified and unrestricted.” (808)

“The law bars claims purely on the basis of the plaintiff's prior activity without regard to the merits of the

claims presented.” (810)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

In 2005, Eric D. Smith, an inmate at the Maximum Control Facility, tied a bed sheet to water pipes to make a
hammock and refused to come down until correctional employees provided copies of a brief. Officers used
chemical spray and pepper balls to force him down, allegedly causing injury and pain. Smith sued for $300,000

in damages and sought injunctive and declaratory relief.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Smith sued the Indiana Department of Correction, the Maximum Control Facility, and correctional employees in
Marion Superior Court for injuries allegedly caused by officers' use of chemical spray and pepper balls to
remove him from a makeshift hammock. The trial court dismissed the complaint for lack of subject matter
jurisdiction under the Three Strikes Law. The Indiana Court of Appeals affirmed, but the Indiana Supreme Court

granted transfer, reversed, and remanded for consideration of dismissal under the Frivolous Claim Law.
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REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The trial court must address whether Smith's complaint should be dismissed under the Frivolous Claim Law,
Indiana Code section 34-58-1-2.
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