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SUMMARY

The South Carolina Supreme Court considered whether trial counsel rendered ineffective assistance by

failing to investigate and interview a potential alibi witness. The court held that the court of appeals

improperly disregarded the PCR court’s credibility findings and misapplied the standard governing

alibi testimony. It reversed the court of appeals and affirmed the PCR court’s grant of post-conviction

relief.
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reversed

The Supreme Court of South Carolina granted certiorari to review the
court of appeals' reversal of a circuit court order granting Walker post-

conviction relief based on ineffective assistance of trial counsel.

The court upholds PCR findings when supported by any evidence of
probative value and reverses when the decision is controlled by an
error of law. It gives great deference to the PCR court's credibility
findings. Ineffective-assistance claims require proof of deficient

performance and resulting prejudice under Strickland.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether trial counsel rendered ineffective assistance by failing to investigate and interview a potential

alibi witness identified in Walker's recorded statement.

2. Whether the court of appeals improperly held that Walker was not prejudiced because the potential alibi
testimony did not account for his whereabouts with sufficient precision to make commission of the

crimes physically impossible.

3. Whether the court of appeals exceeded the limited standard of review applicable to the PCR court's
factual and credibility findings.

HOLDINGS

1. Trial counsel has a duty to investigate alibi witnesses identified by the defendant, and failing to make
some effort to contact such a witness to determine whether the testimony would aid the defense is

unreasonable.

2. A PCR applicant may establish prejudice from counsel's failure to investigate an alibi witness when the
credited testimony, if true, reasonably could have produced a different trial outcome, even if the

testimony is not perfectly precise or unequivocal.

3. An appellate court must apply a limited standard of review to PCR findings and must defer substantially
to the PCR court's credibility determinations; it may not reject a supported credibility-based

interpretation of alibi testimony merely because the testimony is ambiguous.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“One component of that duty is to investigate alibi witnesses identified by a defendant, and the failure to make
some effort to contact them to ascertain whether their testimony would aid the defense is unreasonable.”
(405)

“If true and construed as meaning at least that Walker and Reed spent every night together on the weekends
prior to his arrest, it would be physically impossible for Walker to have committed the kidnapping and
assaults.” (407)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The victim was abducted and sexually assaulted after petitioner Joseph Walker assisted her with a disabled
vehicle at a Denmark, South Carolina, gas station. Walker admitted being at the gas station but denied assisting
anyone and claimed that he spent the evening at a friend's home and then at his girlfriend Robina Reed's home.
Trial counsel identified Reed as a potential witness but never interviewed her or followed up adequately with an
investigator. At the PCR hearing, Reed testified that she and Walker spent every weekend together before his
arrest, and the PCR court credited that testimony as potentially establishing that Walker was with Reed during
the relevant night.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



Walker was convicted of first-degree criminal sexual conduct and kidnapping and received concurrent twenty-
four-year sentences. The circuit court granted PCR, finding trial counsel deficient for failing to interview a
potential alibi witness and finding a reasonable probability of a different trial outcome. The court of appeals
reversed, concluding that Walker was not prejudiced because the witness's testimony did not establish a legally

sufficient alibi. The Supreme Court of South Carolina reversed the court of appeals and affirmed the PCR court's
grant of relief.

DISPOSITION

reversed

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The court reversed the court of appeals and affirmed the PCR court's grant of post-conviction relief.
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