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SUMMARY

Former inmates of an Arkansas state hospital challenged the procedures for commitment and release of
criminal defendants found incompetent to stand trial or acquitted by reason of insanity, as well as their
automatic confinement in a maximum-security unit. The Eighth Circuit affirmed abstention regarding
the commitment and release procedures, modified limited relief, and vacated the district court's rulings
concerning the constitutionality of the confinement conditions and class certification. The case was
remanded for further proceedings.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Appeal from the district court's dismissal of constitutional claims,
refusal to certify a plaintiff class, and grant of limited interim relief in
a proposed civil-rights class action concerning commitment
procedures and conditions of confinement at the Arkansas state
hospital.
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certification decisions are also subject to substantial district-court
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the district court properly abstained from deciding constitutional challenges to Arkansas
commitment and release procedures.

2. Whether Pullman abstention applied to the constitutional challenge to the administrative assignment and
conditions of confinement at Rogers Hall.

3. Whether the district court properly retained jurisdiction over claims subject to Pullman abstention rather
than dismissing them.

4. Whether the district court erred in refusing to certify the proposed civil-rights class under Federal Rule
of Civil Procedure 23(b)(2).

5. Whether the district court's interim annual-report orders should be continued or modified pending
abstention and further proceedings.

HOLDINGS

1. Younger abstention required dismissal without prejudice of the federal constitutional claims challenging
commitment and release procedures conducted in or closely related to pending Arkansas criminal
proceedings, absent bad faith, exceptional circumstances, or another recognized exception.

2. Pullman abstention was appropriate for constitutional challenges to administrative commitment and
release procedures because Arkansas law was unsettled, involved important state interests, and could be
interpreted in a manner avoiding or altering the federal constitutional questions.

3. The district court erred by deciding the constitutional challenge to Rogers Hall without first abstaining
under Pullman and allowing Arkansas courts to determine whether the Arkansas patients'-rights statute
applied to criminal defendants confined there.

4. After Pullman abstention, the district court must retain jurisdiction over the federal claims pending state-
court resolution of the unsettled state-law questions.

5. The district court erred in refusing to certify the proposed class because the Rule 23(a) prerequisites
were met, common legal questions existed, and the action sought declaratory and injunctive relief
appropriate for a Rule 23(b)(2) civil-rights class action.

6. The annual-report orders were permissible interim relief designed to reduce the impact of abstention on
the plaintiffs' constitutional rights, but they had to be expressly characterized as temporary and remained
subject to the district court's discretion concerning continuing need and classwide application.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Because disposition of the federal constitutional claims presented by appellants depends to a large degree
upon how the Arkansas “patients’ rights” statute is interpreted, and in the circumstances of this case
considerations of federalism strongly favor interpretation of the statute by state authorities, we hold that the
district court should have abstained from deciding this part of the case.” (1376)



“Therefore, the proper procedure after Pullman-type abstention is for the district court to retain jurisdiction.”
(1377)

“The case therefore may be maintained in federal court as a class action.” (1379)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Coley was acquitted of a felony by reason of insanity and committed to the Arkansas state hospital; Steed was
found incompetent to stand trial and likewise committed. Criminal defendants committed through the criminal
courts were automatically assigned to Rogers Hall, a maximum-security facility with substantially greater
restrictions than those imposed on patients in open wards. The plaintiffs alleged that the commitment and release
procedures and the differential confinement conditions violated due process and equal protection.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Former inmates committed to the Arkansas state hospital brought a putative class action against state officials,
challenging commitment and release procedures and the automatic assignment of criminal defendants to
restrictive Rogers Hall. The district court abstained from deciding the commitment and release claims, rejected
the constitutional challenge to Rogers Hall conditions, denied class certification, and ordered annual reports
concerning the named plaintiffs. The Eighth Circuit affirmed abstention as to state circuit-court commitment
proceedings, held that Pullman abstention also applied to administrative procedures and Rogers Hall conditions,
reversed the class-certification decision, modified the interim-report order, vacated the merits ruling on Rogers
Hall, and remanded.

DISPOSITION

other

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Dismiss without prejudice the Younger-related claims concerning Arkansas circuit-court commitment
proceedings; retain jurisdiction over claims subject to Pullman abstention; abstain from deciding the Rogers Hall
constitutional claims pending state-court interpretation of Arkansas law; reconsider the continuing need and
scope of the annual-report orders as temporary relief; and proceed with the class action consistent with the
opinion.
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