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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Iowa held that trial counsel had an actual conflict of interest because counsel
and the public defender's office represented both the defendant and a key prosecution witness. The
trial court knew or should have known of the conflict and was required to conduct a sua sponte hearing
regarding the propriety of the representation. The court reversed the murder conviction and remanded
for a new trial with conflict-free counsel.

CASE DETAILS

COURT Supreme Court of Iowa

WRITING FOR THE COURT Ternus, Justice; McGiverin, Senior Justice; Snell, Justice; McGiverin,
Senior Justice, participating in place of Snell, Justice

JURISDICTION Iowa

DECIDED January 2, 2001

DOCKET No. 99-0264

DISPOSITION reversed_and_remanded

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Watson was convicted by a jury of first-degree murder and appealed,
arguing that the trial court was required to inquire sua sponte into a
conflict of interest arising from his defense counsel's simultaneous
representation of Watson and a key prosecution witness.

STANDARD OF REVIEW De novo review because the appeal presented a constitutional issue.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE published precedential opinion

PARTIES Nathan Blake Watson v. State of Iowa

TOPICS

sixth amendment right to counsel criminal procedure appellate procedure ineffective assistance

PRACTICE AREAS

criminal procedure constitutional law criminal defense legal ethics appellate procedure



QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the trial court had a sua sponte duty to inquire into a defense counsel's conflict of interest when
the court knew or reasonably should have known that counsel simultaneously represented the defendant
and a key prosecution witness.

2. Whether reversal was required without a separate showing that the conflict adversely affected counsel's
performance when the trial court failed to conduct the required inquiry.

3. Whether representation by different attorneys within the same public defender's office eliminated the
conflict of interest.

HOLDINGS

1. A trial court has a sua sponte duty to inquire into the propriety of defense counsel's representation when
it knows or reasonably should know that a particular conflict of interest exists.

2. When an actual conflict existed, the trial court knew or should have known of it, and the court failed to
inquire, reversal is required without a separate showing of prejudice.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“A trial court has the duty sua sponte to inquire into the propriety of defense counsel's representation when it
"knows or reasonably should know that a particular conflict exists."” (at 238)

“We hold that the defendant's trial counsel had an actual conflict of interest that the trial court knew or
should have known existed when the court became aware of counsel's dual representation of the defendant
and a key prosecution witness.” (at 241-242)

“Accordingly, we reverse the defendant's conviction and remand for a new trial where the defendant shall be
represented by counsel unburdened by a conflict of interest.” (at 242)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Nathan Watson lived with his father, Rocky Chase, who was shot in the forehead at close range with a shotgun.
Watson claimed the shooting was accidental or self-inflicted, but the State charged him with first-degree murder.
A prosecution witness, David Grunewald, testified that he overheard Watson say that demons made him shoot
his father. During cross-examination, it became apparent that Watson's defense attorney, Tim Ross-Boon, had
also represented Grunewald during the pretrial period when Grunewald reported Watson's statement and was
sentenced on a contempt charge.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Watson was charged with first-degree murder after his father was shot and killed. A jury convicted him. No party
objected at trial to defense counsel's representation of both Watson and prosecution witness David Grunewald,
and the trial court did not initiate an inquiry. The Supreme Court of Iowa reversed the conviction and remanded
for a new trial.

DISPOSITION



reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The conviction was reversed and the case was remanded for a new trial at which Watson was to be represented
by counsel unburdened by a conflict of interest.
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