UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE DISTRICT OF CONNECTICUT

Baltas v. Chapdelaine

Baltas - No. 3:17-cv-00242-MPS - Decided June 9, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the District of Connecticut denied six plaintiffs’ motion under

Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 60(b)(6) to vacate summary judgment on their free exercise claims.

The court held that their former counsel’s alleged inadequate representation constituted negligence or

gross negligence, but not the constructive abandonment or extraordinary circumstances required for

relief under Rule 60(b)(6).
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Six plaintiffs moved under Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 60(b)(6)
for relief from the prior final summary judgment rejecting their free-

exercise claims on qualified-immunity grounds.

A Rule 60(b)(6) motion is committed to the district court's sound
discretion and may be granted only upon a showing of exceptional or

extraordinary circumstances.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether alleged negligence, gross negligence, inadequate investigation, and inadequate communication
by former counsel constituted constructive abandonment and exceptional circumstances warranting

relief from final judgment under Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 60(b)(6).

2. Whether the moving plaintiffs' declarations established that they had intended to pursue individualized

free-exercise claims that prior counsel abandoned.

HOLDINGS

1. Negligence or even gross negligence by counsel, without constructive or actual abandonment of the
client's case, does not constitute the exceptional circumstances required for relief under Rule 60(b)(6).

2. The moving plaintiffs did not demonstrate exceptional circumstances warranting relief from the prior

summary judgment.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Rule 60(b) is a mechanism for extraordinary judicial relief and may be invoked only if the moving party

demonstrates exceptional circumstances.” (Legal Standard)

“For a party to be entitled to such relief, “[their] lawyers failures must be so egregious and profound that
they amount to the abandonment of the client’s case altogether, either through their physical disappearance or

39

constructive disappearance.”” (Discussion)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The plaintiffs were Connecticut Department of Correction inmates housed in Q-Pod, a disciplinary unit at
MacDougall-Walker Correctional Institution. Their operative complaint made only conclusory references to
denial of access to religious services, and their summary-judgment submissions did not develop individualized
free-exercise claims for most plaintiffs. The moving plaintiffs asserted that their former attorney failed to
investigate their religious beliefs, present evidence, and keep them informed, but their declarations largely did

not show that they had specifically asked counsel to pursue free-exercise claims.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The plaintiffs sued prison officials over conditions in a disciplinary housing unit and asserted, among other
claims, violations of the First Amendment. Judge Robert Chatigny granted summary judgment for the defendants
on the federal claims, addressing the free-exercise claims of Joe Baltas and Peter Tarasco and holding that the
defendants were entitled to qualified immunity. The Second Circuit reversed as to Baltas and Tarasco,
concluding that their right to participate in the relevant congregate religious services was clearly established.
After remand, six other plaintiffs sought to vacate the prior judgment under Rule 60(b)(6), asserting that their

attorney had constructively abandoned their free-exercise claims. The district court denied the motion.
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