UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE DISTRICT OF ARIZONA

Adam Abel Chavez v. Ryan Thornell, et al.

Chavez - No. CV-24-00743-PHX-GMS - Decided March 6, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the District of Arizona adopts a magistrate judge’s Report and
Recommendation and denies Adam Abel Chavez’s 28 U.S.C. § 2254 habeas petition. The court denies

certain claims on the merits, dismisses others as noncognizable, and finds additional claims

procedurally defaulted. The court also denies an evidentiary hearing, a certificate of appealability, and

in forma pauperis status.
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The district court reviewed de novo the portions of a magistrate
judge's Report and Recommendation to which Petitioner objected in a
28 U.S.C. § 2254 habeas proceeding.

The court conducted de novo review of the portions of the Report and
Recommendation to which specific objections were made under Fed.
R. Civ. P. 72(b) and 28 U.S.C. § 636(b)(1). For the habeas claims, the
court applied the deferential standards of 28 U.S.C. § 2254(d),
including whether the state-court decision was contrary to or an
unreasonable application of clearly established Supreme Court law or
based on an unreasonable determination of facts. The court also
applied the doubly deferential standard governing ineffective-

assistance claims reviewed under Strickland and § 2254(d).
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1.

Whether Chavez's objections were sufficiently specific to trigger de novo review of the challenged

portions of the magistrate judge's Report and Recommendation.

. Whether the state courts unreasonably applied Strickland v. Washington in rejecting Chavez's

ineffective-assistance claims under 28 U.S.C. § 2254(d).

. Whether the federal claims that Chavez failed to fairly present to the Arizona Court of Appeals were

procedurally defaulted.

. Whether claims rejected by the Arizona courts under independent and adequate state procedural rules,

including Arizona Rule of Criminal Procedure 32.2(a)(3), were procedurally barred from federal habeas

review.

. Whether Chavez was entitled to an evidentiary hearing, a writ of habeas corpus, a certificate of

appealability, or in forma pauperis status on appeal.

HOLDINGS

1.

Objections that merely relitigate issues raised before the magistrate judge or state courts, rely on
conclusory assertions, or fail to identify an error in the Report and Recommendation do not trigger de
novo review under Fed. R. Civ. P. 72(b) and 28 U.S.C. § 636(b)(1).

. A federal habeas court may not grant relief unless the state court's application of Strickland was

unreasonable under 28 U.S.C. § 2254(d); it is not enough that the federal court would have applied
Strickland differently in the first instance.

. A federal habeas court is bound by a state court's construction of state law and may not reexamine state-

law determinations unless an alleged state-law error rises to the level of a constitutional violation or is
untenable.

. Federal habeas claims that were not fairly presented to the state courts and can no longer be presented

there are procedurally defaulted, and claims rejected under an adequate and independent state procedural

ground are barred from federal habeas review absent a valid excuse.

. An evidentiary hearing is not required when the issues can be resolved by reference to the state-court

record and the petitioner does not present colorable allegations that would entitle him to federal habeas

relief under § 2254's deferential standards.

KEY QUOTATIONS



“The Court thus accepts the recommended decision within the meaning of Fed. R. Civ. P. 72(b) and overrules

Petitioner’s objections.”

“IT IS FURTHER ORDERED that the Clerk of the Court enter judgment denying Petitioner’s Petition for
Writ of Habeas Corpus filed pursuant to § 2254 (Doc. 1) with prejudice.”

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The opinion concerns Chavez's state criminal conviction and subsequent state post-conviction proceedings. His
federal petition asserted thirty-seven grounds, including ineffective assistance of counsel, challenges involving
Arizona felony-murder and causation law, evidentiary rulings, jury instructions, sufficiency of the evidence, and
alleged constitutional violations during post-conviction proceedings. The district court relied on the state-court
record and the Report and Recommendation, noting that Chavez did not present colorable claims warranting

habeas relief or an evidentiary hearing.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Chavez filed a petition for a writ of habeas corpus under 28 U.S.C. § 2254. Magistrate Judge Eileen S. Willett
recommended denying specified grounds, dismissing two grounds as not cognizable, and dismissing the
remaining grounds as procedurally defaulted. Chavez objected, Respondents replied, and the district court
accepted the Report and Recommendation, denied the petition with prejudice, terminated the action, and denied

a certificate of appealability and in forma pauperis status on appeal.
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