
SUPREME COURT OF NEW JERSEY

State v. Artwell, 177 N.J. 526
832 A.2d 295 (2003) · Decided July 2, 2003

SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of New Jersey held that requiring a defense witness to testify in handcuffs without
a recorded justification violated the defendant's right to a fair trial. The Court also ruled that defense
witnesses may not be required to appear in prison garb because the practice serves no essential state
interest. The court reversed the judgment and remanded for a new trial.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Defendant appealed his criminal convictions and sentence, asserting
that requiring a defense witness to testify in handcuffs and prison garb
violated his right to a fair trial. The Appellate Division found error but
affirmed on harmless-error grounds. The Supreme Court of New
Jersey granted certification.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The trial court's decision to restrain a witness is reviewed for abuse of
discretion, subject to the requirement that the record demonstrate a
specific necessity for the restraint. Constitutional fair-trial prejudice
must be justified by an essential state interest.
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criminal procedure constitutional law evidence

QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether requiring a defense witness to testify before the jury in handcuffs without stating reasons on the
record violated the defendant's right to a fair trial.

2. Whether requiring a defense witness to testify in distinctive prison garb violated the defendant's right to
a fair trial.

3. Whether the trial court's errors were harmless or required reversal and a new trial.

HOLDINGS

1. A trial court may require a defense witness to testify in physical restraints only when it has reason to
believe restraints are necessary to maintain courtroom security, and the court must hold a hearing or
otherwise state on the record, outside the jury's presence, the reasons for the restraint. The trial court's
failure to make that record was reversible error.

2. A trial court may not require a defense witness to appear at trial in distinctive prison garb. Defense
witnesses who are incarcerated should generally be provided civilian clothing, and the defendant need
not make an affirmative request for civilian clothing.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Because the appearance of a defense witness in restraints presents a risk of unfair prejudice to a defendant,
the trial court may subject a witness to physical restraint only when it "has reason to believe it is necessary to
maintain the security of the courtroom."” (177 N.J. at 542)

“Unlike the use of restraints, requiring a witness to testify in prison clothing "further[s] no vital State
interest."” (177 N.J. at 543)

“In future cases, a defendant therefore need not make an affirmative request of the trial court that his or her
witnesses appear in civilian clothing.” (177 N.J. at 544)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Police officers testified that they observed Artwell engage in several apparent drug transactions, flee when
approached, discard a bag containing twenty-four packets of cocaine, and then get apprehended. Artwell testified
that undercover officers attacked and arrested him after he mistook them for robbers. His defense witness
Herbert Boone, who was incarcerated on unrelated charges, was required over objection to testify before the jury
wearing handcuffs and prison garb; the trial court gave no reason for the restraints beyond stating that there was
no requirement that Boone testify without them.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Artwell was convicted of third-degree cocaine possession and third-degree possession of cocaine with intent to
distribute and received an extended seven-year sentence with three years of parole ineligibility. The Appellate
Division held that the trial court erred by requiring defense witness Herbert Boone to testify in restraints and



prison garb without a demonstrated necessity, but deemed the error harmless because Boone's testimony was
peripheral. The Supreme Court reversed, vacated the conviction, and remanded for a new trial.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The conviction was vacated and the matter was remanded for a new trial.
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