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SUMMARY

The Eleventh Circuit addresses five appeals arising from longstanding litigation concerning
unconstitutional conditions in Alabama’s prison system. The court upheld a 1983 consent decree and
related attorney-fee award, reversed Attorney General Graddick’s contempt order, and held that the
district court could consider modification of prior decrees without requiring total compliance. The
court also vacated prisoner-release orders requiring reconsideration of current prison conditions and
reversed the contempt order against Commissioner Smith.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Consolidated appeals from a series of district court orders in long-
running 42 U.S.C. § 1983 litigation concerning unconstitutional
conditions in the Alabama prison system, including a consent decree,
attorney-fee award, prisoner-release orders, and contempt orders
against the Alabama Attorney General and Commissioner of
Corrections.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court reviewed the validity of the consent decree, standing,
attorney-fee award, modification of the decree, and contempt orders
for legal error and applied the established clear-and-convincing-proof
standard for civil contempt.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE published precedential opinion

PARTIES Charles A. Graddick, Freddie V. Smith, James C. Cook, Larry Spears,
J.L. Davis v. Newman plaintiffs
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether outgoing state officials had authority to enter a consent decree binding successor officials.

2. Whether the district court could approve the consent decree over the objection of the Attorney General.

3. Whether the implementation committee created by the consent decree impermissibly intruded into state
prison administration.

4. Whether plaintiffs were prevailing parties entitled to attorney fees after entry of the consent decree.

5. Whether total compliance with an earlier consent decree was required before the district court could
consider a motion to modify it.

6. Whether the district court could order removal or release of prisoners without first allowing defendants
to present evidence concerning current prison conditions and constitutional compliance.

7. Whether the Commissioner of Corrections could be held in civil contempt without further notice and an
opportunity to be heard.

8. Whether inability to comply and lack of control over prison operations defeated the contempt order
against the Attorney General.

HOLDINGS

1. State officials who were current parties to the litigation had authority to enter a consent decree binding
incoming state officials, who became parties through automatic substitution and stood in the shoes of
their predecessors.

2. A district court may approve a consent agreement without the consent of every party, provided the
decree does not bind or adversely affect the nonconsenting party's legally protected interest.

3. The four-member implementation committee did not impermissibly intrude into prison administration
because its composition and specific monitoring and implementation functions fell within the
permissible limits identified in prior precedent.

4. Plaintiffs who obtained and benefited from the consent decree were prevailing parties entitled to attorney
fees under 42 U.S.C. § 1988.

5. Total compliance with a prior consent decree is not a prerequisite to entertaining a motion to modify it.

6. The district court erred by ordering the removal or release of prisoners without first allowing defendants
to present evidence concerning current prison conditions and whether those conditions remained
unconstitutional.



7. The district court erred in holding Commissioner Smith in civil contempt without further notice and an
opportunity to be heard, particularly in light of its findings that he acted in good faith and had made
substantial efforts to improve prison conditions.

8. The Attorney General could not be held in civil contempt based on conduct that did not clearly violate a
specific court order or based solely on his lack of control over prison administration.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“A continuing decree of injunction directed to events to come is subject always to adaptation as events may
shape the need.” (1520)

“Thus, inability to comply is a complete defense to a contempt citation.” (1525)

“This so-called “hostage” theory of contempt, as discussed in the portion of this opinion dealing with
Commissioner Smith’s contempt citation, has no legal support.” (1529)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Alabama's prison system had been subject to more than a decade of federal litigation and remedial orders
addressing unconstitutional conditions, including overcrowding, confinement in county jails, and inadequate
living space. State officials entered consent agreements requiring removal of inmates from county jails,
provision of at least sixty square feet per inmate in multiple-occupancy areas, and compliance with constitutional
standards. Although substantial improvements had occurred, the state had not fully met the decree requirements,
and the district court responded by ordering prisoner releases and imposing continuing contempt fines on the
Attorney General and Commissioner of Corrections.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The litigation began in 1971 with inmate civil-rights actions challenging conditions in Alabama prisons. The
district court entered extensive remedial orders and consent decrees, including a January 18, 1983 consent
decree, and later entered orders awarding attorney fees, requiring prisoner releases, and holding state officials in
contempt. The Eleventh Circuit affirmed the consent decree and attorney-fee award but reversed or vacated the
challenged contempt and prisoner-release relief and remanded for further proceedings concerning current prison
conditions and possible modification of the decrees.

DISPOSITION

other

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

On remand, the district court was directed to hold a hearing concerning present conditions in Alabama prisons,
determine the extent to which the prisons had been brought into constitutional alignment, and consider
modification of the consent decrees under applicable Eighth Amendment standards before ordering prisoner
release.
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