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SUMMARY

The Oregon Supreme Court affirmed convictions for two counts of felony murder. The court held that

the defendant’s statements during a police interrogation were voluntary under the totality of the

circumstances and admissible, and that Oregon’s felony-murder statute, ORS 163.115(1)(b), as

interpreted in State v. Blair, did not violate the Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.
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On review from the Oregon Court of Appeals after affirmance of
defendant's convictions in Multnomah County Circuit Court. The
Supreme Court reviewed the denial of a motion to suppress
interrogation statements and the denial of a demurrer challenging the

constitutionality of Oregon's felony-murder statute.

The court reviewed the denial of the motion to suppress and the denial
of the demurrer for errors of law. Voluntariness of a confession is a
question of law; the court is bound by supported trial-court factual
findings and presumes facts were decided consistently with the
ultimate conclusion when express findings are absent. The state bears
the burden of proving voluntariness by a preponderance of the

evidence.

Published, precedential Oregon Supreme Court opinion; en banc

decision.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the trial court erred in denying suppression of Monaco's interrogation statements on the ground
that they were involuntary under ORS 136.425, Article I, section 12, of the Oregon Constitution, and the
Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments to the United States Constitution.

2. Whether ORS 163.115(1)(b), as interpreted in State v. Blair, violates the Due Process Clause by
conclusively presuming a culpable mental state concerning causation of death or by creating an
unconstitutional strict-liability felony-murder offense.

HOLDINGS

1. The trial court did not err in finding that Monaco's statements were voluntary and that his free will was
not overborne by improper threats or inducements. The statements therefore were admissible under

Oregon law and the Oregon and United States Constitutions.

2. ORS 163.115(1)(b), as interpreted in State v. Blair, does not violate due process by conclusively
presuming a material element or shifting the burden of proof. The statute substitutes proof of the
culpable mental state required for the predicate felony for a separate culpable mental state concerning

causation of death.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The question a trial court must decide “is not whether a particular interrogation method was used, but

whether, considering the totality of the circumstances, the suspect’s will was overborne.”” (at 12)

“The culpable mental state required for felony murder under ORS 163.115(1)(b) is not conclusively
presumed.” (at 24-25)

“Treating ORS 163.115(1)(b) as imposing strict liability in part does not establish a due process violation.”
(at 29-30)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Ryan Monaco had a volatile relationship with TM, his estranged girlfriend, who lived with two roommates. After
an argument, Monaco returned to TM's apartment, threatened to soak her couch in gasoline and burn it, and later
started a fire that killed the two roommates. Three days later, police arrested Monaco, advised him of his
Miranda rights, and interrogated him for approximately four hours; during the interrogation he made statements
admitting that he had poured gasoline on the couch but denying that he intentionally started the fire or intended

to kill anyone.
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circuit court denied his motion to suppress statements made during a police interrogation and denied his
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