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SUMMARY

The Connecticut Supreme Court affirmed David Lawrence’s convictions for narcotics offenses,
including possession with intent to sell and conspiracy. The court held that the trial court did not
clearly err in finding that police had not threatened Lawrence with removal of his children and
grandchildren, and it declined to overrule precedent requiring the state to prove confession
voluntariness by a preponderance of the evidence.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE The defendant appealed from a judgment of conviction entered after a
jury trial. The Supreme Court of Connecticut considered the appeal
after transferring it from the Appellate Court.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The Supreme Court reviewed the trial court's subsidiary factual
findings concerning the circumstances of the interrogation and alleged
threats for clear error, while independently and plenarily reviewing the
ultimate legal determination of voluntariness. The unpreserved jury-
instruction claim was reviewed under the third prong of State v.
Golding and the plain-error doctrine.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the trial court clearly erred in finding that police did not threaten to have the Department of
Children and Families remove the defendant's children and grandchildren, and whether the defendant's
oral and written statements were voluntary.

2. Whether the Connecticut Constitution requires the state to prove the voluntariness of a confession
beyond a reasonable doubt rather than by a preponderance of the evidence.

3. Whether the trial court's jury instruction concerning the state's interest in obtaining a guilty verdict
improperly undermined the presumption of innocence and the state's burden to prove guilt beyond a
reasonable doubt.

4. Whether use of the challenged jury instruction constituted plain error.

HOLDINGS

1. The trial court's finding that the alleged threats did not occur was not clearly erroneous. Considering the
totality of the circumstances, the defendant's oral and written statements were voluntary and were
properly admitted.

2. The Connecticut Constitution requires the state to prove the voluntariness of a confession by a
preponderance of the evidence, not beyond a reasonable doubt. The court declined to overrule State v.
James.

3. The jury instruction did not undermine the presumption of innocence or the state's burden of proof
because, when considered in its entirety, the charge adequately instructed the jury on those principles
and did not reasonably mislead it.

4. The trial court's use of the challenged instruction did not constitute plain error because any potential
danger of misunderstanding did not affect the fairness, integrity, or public confidence in the proceeding
and did not result in manifest injustice.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The state has the burden of proving the voluntariness of the confession by a fair preponderance of the
evidence.” (245-46)

“The preponderance standard, we believe, is entirely consonant with the general contours of a constitutional
safeguard rooted in flexible principles of due process.” (255)

“The judgment is affirmed.” (263)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Police executed a search warrant at David Lawrence's Waterbury residence and found approximately 106 grams
of powder cocaine, 15.5 grams of crack cocaine, packaging materials, and a digital scale. Lawrence made oral



and written statements claiming ownership of the cocaine and related paraphernalia. He later testified that a
detective threatened that the Department of Children and Families would remove his children and grandchildren
unless he confessed, but other officers denied hearing or making such threats, and the trial court discredited
Lawrence's testimony.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Lawrence was convicted of two counts of possession of narcotics with intent to sell, conspiracy to possess
narcotics with intent to sell, and possession of a controlled substance with intent to sell within 1,500 feet of a
licensed child day care center. Before trial, the trial court denied his motion to suppress oral and written
confessions allegedly induced by threats concerning removal of his children and grandchildren. The jury
convicted him, and the Supreme Court affirmed, rejecting both the suppression claim and the unpreserved
challenge to the jury instructions.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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