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SUMMARY

The Thirteenth Court of Appeals of Texas affirmed the denial of Paul Joseph Shoemaker’s motion for
post-conviction DNA testing of a cigarette lighter. The court held that the trial court reasonably found
insufficient evidence establishing a reliable chain of custody, particularly because the lighter was
stored in an unmarked box with other evidence and its envelope bore undated, uninitialed tape. The

court deferred to the trial court’s factual findings and overruled Shoemaker’s sole issue on appeal.
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DISPOSITION affirmed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Appeal from the denial of a post-conviction motion for forensic DNA

testing under Texas Code of Criminal Procedure Chapter 64.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Denial of post-conviction DNA testing is reviewed under a bifurcated
standard: almost total deference is given to the trial court's resolution
of historical fact issues supported by the record and applications of
law to fact that turn on witness credibility and demeanor; other
application-of-law-to-fact questions are reviewed de novo. The
appellate court will sustain the ruling if it is correct under any

applicable legal theory.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the trial court erred in denying Shoemaker's request for post-conviction DNA testing of the

lighter because the statutory chain-of-custody requirement was not satisfied.

HOLDINGS

1. The trial court did not err in finding that the lighter had not been subjected to a chain of custody
sufficient to establish that it was not substituted, tampered with, replaced, or materially altered;

therefore, Shoemaker was not entitled to DNA testing under Texas Code of Criminal Procedure article
64.03(a)(1)(A)({i).

KEY QUOTATIONS

“we give almost total deference to the [trial] judge’s resolution of historical fact issues supported by the

record and applications-of-law-to-fact issues turning on witness credibility and demeanor.” (6)

“the requirement is not met when there is evidence that there was “mishandling of the evidence collected by

»

police,” “the evidence was mixed and tainted,” or if “there is nothing in appellant’s affidavits to show the

chain of custody of the evidence in question.”” (7)

“we hold that the trial court could have reasonably concluded that the undated tape is indicative of an
unknown person opening the envelope on an unknown date and not following procedure when resealing it,
thus breaking the chain of custody.” (8)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Shoemaker was convicted of murdering Richard Reyes by shooting him outside the Valle Vista Apartments in
Harlingen. He sought DNA testing of a lighter allegedly handled by the shooter, asserting that exculpatory DNA
results could undermine his conviction. The lighter was found in an envelope bearing an undated, uninitialed
piece of tape, inside an unmarked box containing evidence from various cases; an officer could not establish
how the lighter came into police custody or whether the chain of custody had been maintained. The trial court

found insufficient evidence of a reliable chain of custody, and the court of appeals deferred to that finding.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

A jury convicted Shoemaker of first-degree felony murder in 2004, and the court of appeals affirmed his
conviction. In 2024, Shoemaker moved for post-conviction DNA testing of five items, including a cigarette
lighter allegedly handled by the shooter. After a hearing, the trial court denied testing, finding, among other
things, that the lighter lacked a sufficient chain of custody. Shoemaker appealed only the ruling concerning the
lighter.
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