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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Pennsylvania reviewed Ronald Taylor’s direct appeal from three death
sentences arising from a 2000 shooting rampage in Allegheny County. The court addressed the
sufficiency of the evidence and rejected Taylor’s claims that the trial court should have instructed the
jury on diminished capacity and third-degree murder. The excerpt also begins discussion of the
admissibility and constitutional implications of rebuttal testimony from the Commonwealth’s
psychiatric expert during the penalty phase.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the evidence was sufficient to support Taylor's three first-degree murder convictions.

2. Whether the trial court erred by refusing to instruct the jury on diminished capacity and third-degree
murder.

3. Whether the trial court abused its discretion by admitting the Commonwealth psychiatrist's rebuttal
testimony despite the limited examination of Taylor.

4. Whether admission of the Commonwealth psychiatrist's testimony violated Taylor's Fifth and Sixth
Amendment rights because information had been obtained during an earlier competency examination.

5. Whether the trial court abused its discretion by admitting allegedly excessive and cumulative victim-
impact testimony.

6. Whether Pennsylvania's statutory authorization of victim-impact evidence violated constitutional
protections.

7. Whether the Supreme Court should decide Taylor's unpreserved Atkins claim on direct appeal.

8. Whether the death sentences were the product of passion, prejudice, or an arbitrary factor, and whether
the evidence supported the aggravating circumstance.

HOLDINGS

1. The evidence was sufficient to establish that Taylor unlawfully killed Kroll, Healy, and Sanielevici, was
responsible for their deaths, and acted with specific intent to kill.

2. The trial court properly refused to instruct the jury on diminished capacity and third-degree murder
because the trial evidence did not reasonably support either instruction.

3. The trial court did not abuse its discretion by admitting Dr. Welner's rebuttal testimony concerning
Taylor's mental-status mitigating claims.

4. The admission of Dr. Welner's rebuttal testimony did not violate Taylor's Fifth or Sixth Amendment
rights.

5. The trial court did not abuse its discretion by admitting the challenged victim-impact testimony, and
Pennsylvania's statutory authorization of such evidence is constitutional.

6. The court declined to decide Taylor's Atkins claim on direct appeal and dismissed it without prejudice to
his right to raise it in collateral proceedings under the Post Conviction Relief Act.

7. The death sentences satisfied Pennsylvania's statutory review requirements because the evidence
supported the aggravating circumstance and the sentences were not the product of passion, prejudice, or



another arbitrary factor.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Diminished capacity is directed exclusively at the negation of specific intent, and therefore, to be admissible,
evidence of the defense must necessarily put into question the criminal defendant's very ability to form the
intent to kill.” (876 A.2d at 926)

“As was the case in Mitchell, it would be injudicious at this juncture for this Court to pass upon the claim,
and the more appropriate avenue for review of the claim is upon collateral attack if appellant so desires.”
(876 A.2d at 937)

“Accordingly, we affirm appellant's convictions and sentences of death and dismiss appellant's claim of death
penalty ineligibility based upon mental retardation without prejudice to appellant's right to raise that claim
on collateral review under the PCRA.” (876 A.2d at 938)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

On March 1, 2000, after a confrontation with maintenance workers, Taylor retrieved a revolver, set fire to his
apartment, and embarked on a shooting rampage. He shot and killed John Kroll, Joseph Healy, and Emil
Sanielevici, severely wounded two other people, threatened and terrorized others, and fired toward police before
surrendering after a standoff. Taylor presented insanity and mental-status evidence, but his defense expert
acknowledged that Taylor acted deliberately and selectively during the rampage.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Taylor was initially adjudicated incompetent and committed for treatment and evaluation. After later competency
proceedings, he proceeded to trial, where a jury convicted him of three first-degree murders and related offenses
and imposed three death sentences. The trial court formally imposed sentence, Taylor filed an automatic direct
appeal, and the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania reviewed the convictions and sentences, including its mandatory
statutory review of the death sentences.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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