
UNITED STATES COURT OF APPEALS FOR THE FIRST CIRCUIT

United States v. Coplin-Benjamin
No. 21-1737 (1st Cir. Aug. 21, 2023) · No. No. 21-1737 · Decided August 21, 2023

SUMMARY

The First Circuit affirmed Bernardo Coplin-Benjamin's 262-month sentence for conspiracy to possess
with intent to distribute and conspiracy to import a controlled substance. The court held that the
district court properly applied a leadership enhancement, considered Coplin's cooperation with the
government, and imposed a substantively reasonable sentence despite disparities with certain co-
defendants.
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DISPOSITION affirmed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Defendant appealed from a judgment of conviction and a 262-month
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the district court clearly erred by applying a four-level U.S.S.G. § 3B1.1(a) enhancement for
Coplin-Benjamin's role as an organizer or leader rather than a three-level enhancement for a manager or
supervisor.

2. Whether the district court procedurally erred by failing to consider Coplin-Benjamin's cooperation with
the government under 18 U.S.C. § 3553.

3. Whether Coplin-Benjamin's 262-month sentence was substantively unreasonable because it exceeded
the sentences imposed on two coconspirators.

HOLDINGS

1. The district court did not clearly err in finding that Coplin-Benjamin was an organizer or leader and
applying the four-level enhancement for criminal activity involving five or more participants.

2. The district court did not commit procedural sentencing error by declining to award a cooperation-based
reduction or by not expressly discussing cooperation in its sentencing explanation.

3. The 262-month sentence was not substantively unreasonable based on its disparity with the sentences of
two coconspirators.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“For the enhancement to apply, the defendant "must have led or organized at least one other criminal actor --
and not just a criminal activity -- on at least one occasion."” (7)

“But the Sentencing Guidelines and our case law make clear that the existence of another leader -- even one
superior to Coplin in the scheme's hierarchy -- does not foreclose the possibility of Coplin also acting as a
leader.” (9-10)

“To establish a well-founded claim of sentencing disparity, a defendant must "compare apples to apples."”
(12-13)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Federal agents seized approximately 132 kilograms of cocaine from the vessel Black Wolfpack and discovered
WhatsApp messages linking Coplin-Benjamin to the drug-trafficking venture. Trial testimony from a
coconspirator described Coplin as initiating plans to purchase vessels, directing trips, planning with
coconspirators, supplying funds and expenses, and paying participants. The district court classified him as a
leader of criminal activity involving five or more participants, resulting in a four-level enhancement and a
guideline range of 262 to 327 months.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



Coplin-Benjamin pleaded guilty without a plea agreement on August 8, 2019, to violations of 21 U.S.C. §§ 846
and 963. The district court rejected his objection to a four-level leadership enhancement, declined to reduce his
sentence based on cooperation, and sentenced him to 262 months, the low end of the applicable guideline range.
The First Circuit affirmed.
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