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SUMMARY

The court grants defendants’ motion for summary judgment and dismisses with prejudice a pro se
prisoner’s 42 U.S.C. § 1983 action concerning alleged interference with legal mail, denial of access to
the courts, and retaliation. Claims for declaratory and injunctive relief are dismissed as moot following
the plaintiff’s transfer, while claims for monetary damages are barred by sovereign or qualified
immunity. The court also concludes that the plaintiff failed to show an actual injury or sufficient

adverse action and causation.
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DISPOSITION dismissed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiff brought an action under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 alleging denial of

access to the courts, First Amendment retaliation, and interference
with legal mail. Defendants moved for summary judgment. The court

granted the motion and dismissed the action with prejudice.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Summary judgment is appropriate when the movant shows that there is
no genuine dispute as to any material fact and that the movant is
entitled to judgment as a matter of law. The court must view the
evidence and draw justifiable inferences in favor of the nonmovant but
may not weigh evidence or make credibility determinations. Qualified-
immunity determinations require the court to determine whether the
official acted within discretionary authority and, if so, whether the
plaintiff showed a constitutional violation and a clearly established
right.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Gray’s claims for declaratory and injunctive relief were moot after his transfer from the facility
where the alleged conduct occurred.

2. Whether Gray could recover nominal or punitive damages against the defendants in their official

capacities despite Eleventh Amendment sovereign immunity.
3. Whether the defendants were entitled to qualified immunity on Gray’s access-to-the-courts claim.

4. Whether the defendants were entitled to qualified immunity on Gray’s First Amendment retaliation

claim based on alleged interference with his mail.

5. Whether the defendants were entitled to qualified immunity on Gray’s First Amendment mail-
interference claim.

HOLDINGS

1. A prisoner’s claims for declaratory and injunctive relief concerning conditions at a particular

correctional facility become moot when the prisoner is transferred from that facility.

2. The defendants were entitled to Eleventh Amendment sovereign immunity from Gray’s claims for

nominal or punitive damages in their official capacities.

3. Gray failed to establish an actual injury caused by the defendants’ conduct and therefore failed to show a

constitutional access-to-the-courts violation or overcome qualified immunity.

4. Gray failed to establish an actionable adverse action or a causal relationship between protected speech
and the alleged mail interference; the defendants were therefore entitled to qualified immunity and

summary judgment on the retaliation claim.

5. A single, isolated instance of delayed legal mail did not establish that prison officials regularly and
unjustifiably interfered with Gray’s mail or sufficiently chilled his ability to speak, protest, or complain.
KEY QUOTATIONS

“an inmate’s claim for injunctive and declaratory relief in a section 1983 action fails to present a case or
controversy once the inmate has been transferred.” (Discussion § I11.A)

“Qualified immunity offers complete protection from civil damages for government officials sued in their

individual capacities if their actions did not violate “clearly established statutory or constitutional rights of



which a reasonable person would have known.”” (Discussion § I11.C)

“The evidence demonstrates that the Plaintiff was in fact able to pursue his claims; that the Northern District
considered but overruled his timely objections; and that the Northern District ultimately denied the Plaintiff’s

petition because it was found to be time-barred.” (Discussion § I11.C.i)

“This single instance fails to demonstrate that any Defendant “regularly and unjustifiably interfered” with his
mail such that it “sufficiently chills, inhibits, or interferes with” the Plaintiff’s “ability to speak, protest, and

complain openly.”” (Discussion § I11.C.iii)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Gray, an Alabama inmate, filed a § 2254 habeas petition and alleged that prison employees delayed or interfered

with his legal mail. On one occasion, an employee opened legal mail in Gray’s presence, and Gray later received

an answer in his habeas case that had been dated weeks earlier. Gray also alleged that objections he placed in the

institutional mailbox were delayed, but those objections were ultimately docketed, accepted as timely, and

considered. The habeas petition was ultimately denied as time-barred, not because of the alleged mail

interference. Gray was later transferred from Elmore Correctional Facility to other facilities.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Gray filed an amended § 1983 complaint while incarcerated at Elmore Correctional Facility. He sought

declaratory, injunctive, and monetary relief based on alleged interference with his legal mail and retaliation.

After the defendants moved for summary judgment and Gray submitted evidentiary materials construed as a

response, the court held that prospective relief was moot, official-capacity damages were barred by sovereign

immunity, and the individual-capacity claims failed under qualified immunity and Rule 56. The action was

dismissed with prejudice, and pending motions were denied as moot.

DISPOSITION

dismissed
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