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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Georgia held that evidence of the defendant’s separate Mississippi murder was

improperly admitted under Georgia’s new Evidence Code to prove identity, motive, and course of

conduct in a Georgia murder prosecution. The court concluded that the crimes were not sufficiently

similar to establish identity, the prior murder was not logically relevant or necessary to prove motive,

and course of conduct was no longer a valid purpose for admitting other-acts evidence. Because the

improperly admitted evidence was highly prejudicial and the remaining evidence was not

overwhelming, the court reversed the conviction.

CASE DETAILS
COURT
WRITING FOR THE COURT
JURISDICTION
DECIDED
DOCKET
DISPOSITION

PROCEDURAL POSTURE

STANDARD OF REVIEW

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE

PARTIES

TOPICS

evidence  criminal procedure

Supreme Court of Georgia
Thompson, Chief Justice; All Justices
Georgia

March 7, 2016

S15A1480

reversed

Brooks appealed his malice-murder conviction after the trial court
admitted evidence of an unrelated Mississippi murder under OCGA §
24-4-404 (b). The appeal was initially docketed in the Georgia Court

of Appeals and then transferred to the Supreme Court of Georgia.

The admission of other-acts evidence under OCGA § 24-4-404 (b) is
reviewed for clear abuse of discretion. Nonconstitutional evidentiary
error is harmless only when it is highly probable that the error did not

contribute to the verdict.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether evidence that Brooks and an accomplice murdered a Mississippi state trooper in 1983 was
admissible under OCGA § 24-4-404 (b) to prove Brooks's identity in the charged 1976 murder.

2. Whether the Mississippi murder evidence was admissible under OCGA § 24-4-404 (b) to prove motive.

3. Whether the Mississippi murder evidence was admissible to prove course of conduct under Georgia's

new Evidence Code.

4. Whether the erroneous admission of the Mississippi murder evidence was harmless.

HOLDINGS

1. Other-acts evidence offered to prove identity must involve a sufficiently distinctive modus operandi or
signature crime; the Mississippi murder was not sufficiently similar to the charged murder and therefore

was inadmissible to prove identity.

2. Other-acts evidence offered to prove motive must be logically relevant and necessary to prove
something other than the defendant's propensity to commit the charged crime; the unrelated Mississippi

murder was not admissible to prove motive for the Carter murder.

3. Course of conduct and bent of mind are not valid independent purposes for admitting other-acts

evidence under Georgia's new Evidence Code.

4. The evidentiary error was not harmless because the evidence of guilt, although sufficient, was not
overwhelming and the evidence of another murder was highly prejudicial; the conviction therefore had

to be reversed.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The extrinsic act must be a ‘signature’ crime, and the defendant must have used a modus operandi that is
uniquely his.” (at 6)

““[T]he test for determining nonconstitutional harmless error is whether it is highly probable that the error

did not contribute to the verdict.”” (at 11)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

In 1976, Brooks and Harold David Edgens entered a Hormel meat-packing plant by posing as employees, bound
security guard James Carter, and took his property. Brooks shot Carter seven times in the back while Carter lay
face down. Approximately 36 years later, Brooks confessed to the killing, and archived latent fingerprints linked

him to the crime scene. At trial, Brooks denied being present and claimed that Edgens committed the murder.
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Brooks was convicted by a jury on all charged counts arising from the 1976 murder of James Carter. The trial
court sentenced him to life imprisonment for malice murder and merged or vacated the remaining convictions.
After the trial court denied his amended motion for new trial, Brooks appealed; the case was transferred from the
Court of Appeals to the Supreme Court of Georgia. The Supreme Court reversed because the other-acts evidence

was improperly admitted and the error was not harmless.
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