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SUMMARY

The Illinois Supreme Court held that defense counsel did not provide ineffective assistance by arguing
that the defendant was unfit to stand trial when counsel reasonably believed that position was
supported by the evidence, even though the defendant believed she was fit. The court affirmed the
appellate court’s judgment.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether defense counsel rendered ineffective assistance by failing to argue, contrary to counsel's
assessment and the evidence, that Holt was fit to stand trial.

2. Whether the public-interest exception to mootness permitted review after Holt was restored to fitness
during the appeal.

3. Whether the circumstances required application of the presumed-prejudice rule from United States v.
Cronic and People v. Hattery.

4. Whether Holt was entitled to appointment of a guardian ad litem in addition to criminal defense counsel.

HOLDINGS

1. The public-interest exception to mootness applied because the issue was public in nature, required an
authoritative determination to guide defense attorneys and trial judges, and was likely to recur.

2. When the evidence clearly indicates that a defendant is unfit to stand trial but the defendant contends
that he or she is fit, defense counsel is not obligated to adopt the defendant's position and argue for a
finding of fitness.

3. Counsel's failure to argue that Holt was fit did not constitute ineffective assistance, and the presumed-
prejudice framework of United States v. Cronic and People v. Hattery did not apply.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Where, as here, the evidence clearly indicates that defendant is unfit to stand trial, but a defendant contends
that he or she is fit, defense counsel is not obligated to adopt the defendant’s position and argue for a finding
of fitness.” (¶ 56)

“In fact, in doing so, defense counsel would be violating his duty to the client and suborning a violation of
due process.” (¶ 56)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Holt's conduct in court and in pro se filings led the State, defense counsel, and the circuit court to question her
fitness to stand trial. A court-appointed clinical psychologist found that Holt had disordered thinking, limited
understanding of the roles of courtroom participants, and was unable to understand the proceedings or assist in
her defense. At the fitness proceedings, defense counsel accepted that Holt was unfit but argued that outpatient
treatment, rather than inpatient treatment, should be attempted first. Holt argued that counsel should have
advocated her own position that she was fit.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Holt was charged in Kendall County with resisting a peace officer and disorderly conduct, later entered and
withdrew a guilty plea, and was subsequently charged with criminal trespass. The circuit court ordered a fitness



evaluation, and after a jury found that the State could not prove Holt fit to stand trial, the court ordered her
placed in the custody of the Department of Human Services for treatment in a secure or inpatient setting. The
appellate court affirmed, and Holt's fitness was restored while the appeal was pending. The Illinois Supreme
Court affirmed the appellate judgment after applying the public-interest exception to mootness.
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