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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Florida affirmed the denial of Joel Dale Wright’s successive postconviction
motion challenging his death sentence under Hurst v. Florida and related Florida authorities. The court
held that Hurst did not create a new offense or change the elements of capital first-degree murder, and
that its prior decisions foreclosed retroactive relief for defendants whose sentences became final

before Ring v. Arizona.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Hurst v. State created an independent offense of capital first-degree murder whose jury

sentencing determinations constitute elements of the offense.

2. Whether Hurst v. Florida and Hurst v. State announced a substantive rule requiring retroactive relief for

a defendant whose death sentence was final before Ring v. Arizona.

3. Whether Wright was entitled to relief under his constitutional and statutory theories challenging the

denial of his successive postconviction motion.

HOLDINGS

1. Hurst v. State did not create an independent offense called capital first-degree murder and did not change
the elements of first-degree murder; the jury's Hurst sentencing determinations occur only after the jury

unanimously convicts the defendant of capital first-degree murder.

2. Wright was not entitled to retroactive application of Hurst because his death sentence was final before
Ring, and the Florida Supreme Court had consistently denied Hurst-based retroactive relief to
defendants in that category.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“As we explained in Foster, there is no independent crime of “capital first-degree murder”; the crime of first-

degree murder is, by definition, a capital crime, and Hurst v. State did not change the elements of that crime.”

(-2)
“But this Court has rejected such arguments, however styled.” (-3)
FACTUAL BACKGROUND

In 1983, Wright was convicted of first-degree murder, sexual battery, burglary of a dwelling, and second-degree
grand theft and was sentenced to death. His death sentence became final in 1986, before the United States
Supreme Court decided Ring v. Arizona in 2002. Wright's successive postconviction claims argued that Hurst

created a new capital offense and substantive sentencing requirements that applied retroactively to his case.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Wright was convicted and sentenced to death in 1983. After his death sentence became final in 1986, the Florida
Supreme Court affirmed the denial of his first three postconviction motions. Wright then filed a third successive
postconviction motion in 2017 based on Hurst v. Florida, Hurst v. State, and chapter 2017-1, Laws of Florida;

the circuit court denied the motion, and the Florida Supreme Court affirmed.
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