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SUMMARY

The Maryland Court of Appeals considered whether the defendant's statement that he was thinking
about changing attorneys constituted a request to discharge counsel. The court held that the statement
qualified as such a request, but Maryland Rule 4-215(e) did not apply because the request was made
after voir dire began, a meaningful trial proceeding. Applying an abuse-of-discretion standard, the
court found that the trial court adequately allowed the defendant to explain his concerns and reversed

the Court of Special Appeals' judgment granting a new trial.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Hardy's statement that he was "thinking about changing the attorney or something" constituted

a request to discharge defense counsel.
2. Whether Maryland Rule 4-215(e) applies to a request to discharge counsel made after voir dire begins.

3. Whether the trial court abused its discretion in addressing Hardy's request after voir dire had begun.

HOLDINGS

1. A defendant's statement that he is "thinking about changing the attorney or something" constitutes a
request to discharge counsel when a trial judge reasonably should interpret the statement as indicating a

desire or inclination to discharge counsel.

2. Maryland Rule 4-215(e) does not apply literally to a request to discharge counsel made after the trial

court has begun voir dire because meaningful trial proceedings have commenced.

3. The trial court did not abuse its discretion because it gave Hardy an opportunity to explain his reasons
for wanting to discharge counsel, heard his complaints, and addressed the request before Hardy

abandoned it.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“There is no “talismanic phrase” that a defendant must utter to make such a request” (415 Md. 622-623)

“To avoid the dangers of confusion to the jury and disruption of trial proceedings that Brown counsels
against, and in accordance with the plain meaning of the words of the applicable rule, we hold that
“meaningful trial proceedings” have begun after a trial court has begun the voir dire process in a criminal
trial.” (415 Md. 627-628)

“The court must conduct an inquiry to assess whether the defendant’s reason for dismissal of counsel justifies

any resulting disruption” (415 Md. 628)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

During jury voir dire in his Baltimore City criminal trial, Wilbert Hardy stated that he was "thinking about
changing the attorney or something" and complained that he had spent insufficient time with appointed counsel
and that counsel repeatedly urged him to accept a plea. The trial judge discussed Hardy's concerns, advised him
that he could discharge counsel and represent himself, and vouched for counsel's competence. Hardy did not

pursue the request further, and the jury convicted him of the specified offenses.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



Hardy was convicted in the Circuit Court for Baltimore City of carjacking, robbery, first-degree assault, reckless
endangerment, and related offenses. The Court of Special Appeals reversed and remanded for a new trial,
concluding that the trial court failed to follow Rule 4-215(e). The Court of Appeals granted certiorari, vacated
the intermediate appellate judgment, and remanded for consideration of Hardy's three remaining claims of trial

error.

DISPOSITION

vacated

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The case was remanded to the Court of Special Appeals for further proceedings not inconsistent with the
opinion, including consideration of Hardy's three remaining claims of trial error that the intermediate court had

not addressed.
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