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SUMMARY

The U.S. Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit affirmed the denial of Aaron Lyons’s 28 U.S.C. § 2255
motion challenging his conviction under 18 U.S.C. § 922(g)(1). The court held that Lyons’s Rehaif-

based claim was procedurally defaulted because the claim’s legal basis was reasonably available when

he pleaded guilty, and that he could not establish actual innocence. The court also upheld the denial of

an evidentiary hearing because the record conclusively showed that Lyons knew his qualifying

conviction status.
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Lyons appealed the Western District of Pennsylvania's dismissal of his
28 U.S.C. § 2255 motion challenging his federal felon-in-possession
conviction. He argued that his Rehaif claim was sufficiently novel to
excuse procedural default and that he was actually innocent, requiring

an evidentiary hearing.

The court reviewed the District Court's legal ruling on procedural
default de novo and its denial of an evidentiary hearing for abuse of

discretion.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the novelty of Lyons's Rehaif claim constituted cause to excuse his procedural default under §
2255.

2. Whether Lyons could overcome procedural default by establishing actual innocence based on an alleged

lack of knowledge of his qualifying conviction status.

3. Whether the District Court abused its discretion by denying an evidentiary hearing on the actual-

innocence claim.

4. Whether the court retained jurisdiction over the collateral challenge after Lyons completed his prison

term and supervised release.

HOLDINGS

1. A legal claim is not sufficiently novel to establish cause for procedural default when its conceptual and
legal building blocks were reasonably available to counsel, even if controlling lower-court precedent

uniformly rejected the claim at the time.

2. Lyons could not overcome procedural default through actual innocence because the record conclusively
showed that he knew his qualifying conviction status when he possessed the firearm.

3. A § 2255 court need not hold an evidentiary hearing when the motion, files, and records conclusively
show that the movant is entitled to no relief; conclusory and record-contradicted assertions do not

require a hearing.

4, Completion of imprisonment and supervised release does not eliminate jurisdiction over a collateral

challenge to the underlying conviction because collateral consequences are presumed.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Because Lyons defaulted the argument, and because the record forecloses his claim of actual innocence, we
will AFFIRM the District Court’s dismissal.” (3)

“One is when trial counsel falls below the Sixth Amendment’s guarantee of effective assistance of counsel.”

4

“Where the basis of a ... claim is available, and other defense counsel have perceived and litigated that claim,
the demands of ... finality counsel against treating a lawyer’s ignorance of an objection as cause for a

procedural default.” (5)

“Similarly, the cause inquiry for Lyons must focus on whether his claim’s basis was “available,” not whether

litigating it “would have been futile” at the time.” (7)

“Because Lyons knew his conviction status, the District Court properly denied him an evidentiary hearing on
actual innocence.” (11)



FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Lyons pleaded guilty in Pennsylvania state court to possessing an offensive weapon after police found him with
a gun at an elementary-school playground. At the plea colloquy, the state judge told him that the offense was
punishable by five years in prison and that his conviction meant he could not possess a gun; Lyons said he
understood. After completing probation, Lyons was found with a loaded pistol, pleaded guilty to being a felon in
possession under 18 U.S.C. § 922(g)(1), and later sought collateral relief based on Rehaif's requirement that the

defendant know his qualifying conviction status.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Lyons pleaded guilty to violating 18 U.S.C. § 922(g)(1) and was sentenced. He voluntarily dismissed a direct
appeal that raised a Second Amendment issue. After Rehaif v. United States held that the government must prove
the defendant knew of his qualifying conviction status, Lyons filed a § 2255 motion asserting that his plea was
unknowing and involuntary. The District Court rejected his procedural-default and actual-innocence arguments

without an evidentiary hearing, and the Third Circuit affirmed.
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