SUPREME COURT OF OHIO

State v. Hunter

131 Ohio St. 3d 67, 2011-Ohio-6524 (Ohio 2011) - No. No. 2007-2021 - Decided December 20, 2011

SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Ohio affirmed Lamont Hunter’s convictions for aggravated murder, rape, and

child endangerment, as well as his death sentence. The court rejected claims of ineffective assistance

of counsel concerning counsel’s pending criminal charges, jury waiver, continuances, investigation,

and use of expert witnesses.
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Direct appeal of right from convictions and a death sentence imposed
by a three-judge panel of the Hamilton County Court of Common

Pleas.

Ineffective-assistance claims are reviewed under the two-pronged
Strickland test. Evidentiary rulings are reviewed for abuse of
discretion. Sufficiency is reviewed by asking whether, viewing the
evidence most favorably to the prosecution, any rational trier of fact
could find the essential elements beyond a reasonable doubt. Manifest-
weight claims require review of the entire record to determine whether
the factfinder clearly lost its way and created a manifest miscarriage of
justice. The death sentence is independently reviewed for

appropriateness and proportionality under R.C. 2929.05(A).
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Sentencing and proportionality review

QUESTIONS PRESENTED
1. Whether Hunter received ineffective assistance of counsel during the guilt and penalty phases.

2. Whether retained counsel was required to possess capital-case certification or to use additional counsel,

investigators, or experts.
3. Whether admission of evidence concerning Hunter's prior injuries to Trustin violated Evid.R. 404(B).
4. Whether the evidence was legally insufficient or against the manifest weight of the evidence.

5. Whether the trial court improperly denied defense motions concerning rebuttal witnesses, the
prosecutor's file, victim-impact evidence, grand-jury materials, penalty-phase argument, suppression of

Hunter's statement, and other objections.
6. Whether consecutive sentences for the noncapital offenses violated constitutional protections.
7. Whether Ohio's death-penalty statutes violated the federal or Ohio Constitutions or international law.
8. Whether cumulative error required reversal.

9. Whether the death sentence was appropriate and proportionate under Ohio law.

HOLDINGS

1. Hunter failed to establish either deficient performance or prejudice under Strickland. His claims
concerning counsel's unrelated criminal charges, jury waiver advice, continuances, failure to use
additional counsel or experts, mitigation preparation, other-acts objections, unrecorded sidebars, witness

credentials, and plea negotiations did not warrant reversal.

2. Because Hunter retained private counsel, the capital-counsel appointment and certification requirements
of Sup.R. 20 did not apply, and the absence of a second attorney, investigator, or additional expert did

not establish ineffective assistance.

3. The trial court did not abuse its discretion by admitting evidence of Trustin's prior injuries under Evid.R.
404(B), because the evidence was relevant to rebut Hunter's claim that the fatal injuries resulted from an

accidental fall and to show absence of mistake or accident and purposefulness.

4. The evidence was sufficient to support all convictions and specifications, and the verdict was not against

the manifest weight of the evidence.

5. The trial court properly denied suppression because Hunter was advised of his Miranda rights and

voluntarily waived them before questioning.

6. The consecutive sentences for rape and child endangerment were constitutional and within the trial

court's authority; Hunter forfeited the issue by failing to object and could not demonstrate plain error.



7. The aggravating circumstances under R.C. 2929.04(A)(7) and (A)(9) outweighed the mitigating factors

beyond a reasonable doubt, and the death sentence was appropriate and proportionate.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“while States are free to impose whatever specific rules they see fit to ensure that criminal defendants are well

represented, we have held that the Federal Constitution imposes one general requirement: that counsel make
objectively reasonable choices.” (1 39)

“The relevant inquiry is whether, after viewing the evidence in a light most favorable to the prosecution, any
rational trier of fact could have found the essential elements of the crime proven beyond a reasonable doubt.”
(9 118)

“Where none of the individual sentences imposed on an offender are grossly disproportionate to their
respective offenses, an aggregate prison term resulting from consecutive imposition of those sentences does

not constitute cruel and unusual punishment.” (Y 154)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Trustin Blue, a three-year-old child in Hunter's household, sustained prior fractures and other injuries while in
Hunter's care. On January 19, 2006, after Hunter was alone caring for Trustin, the child suffered catastrophic
head injuries and a severe anal tear; Hunter claimed that Trustin had fallen down basement stairs. Medical and
autopsy evidence showed that the injuries were inconsistent with an accidental fall and established homicide
caused by blunt impact or shaking, with anal injuries consistent with insertion of a sharp object. The child died

after being declared brain dead, and Hunter was charged with aggravated murder, rape, and child endangerment.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Hunter was indicted for aggravated murder, rape, and child endangerment, with death-penalty specifications. He
waived a jury, was tried before a three-judge panel, convicted on all charges, and sentenced to death for
aggravated murder, life without parole for rape, and eight years for child endangerment, with consecutive

sentences. The Supreme Court of Ohio reviewed the convictions, sentences, and death sentence on direct appeal
and affirmed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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