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SUMMARY

The Montana Supreme Court affirmed the denial of Steven Kurt Gratzer’s petition for postconviction

relief following his felony DUI conviction. The Court held that an officer’s allegedly misleading

testimony concerning whether a Chevrolet Caprice could be operated without an ignition key was not

material to the verdict because the officer independently testified that he saw Gratzer driving and

exiting the vehicle.
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Gratzer appealed the Montana District Court's denial of his petition for
postconviction relief alleging that a police officer gave false testimony

in violation of his due process rights.

The court reviews denial of postconviction relief to determine whether
the trial court's findings of fact are clearly erroneous and whether its
conclusions of law are correct.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the District Court erred in denying Gratzer's petition for postconviction relief based on his
claim that Officer Eggett provided false or misleading testimony concerning operation of the vehicle
without an ignition key.

2. Whether the challenged testimony was sufficiently false and material to the verdict to establish a

Fourteenth Amendment due process violation.

HOLDINGS

1. To prevail on a due process claim based on allegedly false testimony, a postconviction petitioner must
establish that the testimony was actually false, material to the verdict, and known or believed by the

prosecutor to be false.

2. The allegedly misleading testimony was not material to the verdict and therefore did not violate

Gratzer's due process rights.

3. The District Court did not err in denying Gratzer's petition for postconviction relief.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“To prevail on this claim, Gratzer must establish that: (1) Officer Eggett’s testimony was actually false; (2)
the testimony was material to the verdict; and (3) the prosecutor knew or believed the testimony to be false.”

(111)

“In light of Officer Eggett’s testimony that he witnessed Gratzer both driving and exiting the vehicle, we
conclude that Eggett’s statements regarding his personal ownership of a Chevy Caprice were not material to

the jury’s verdict and that Gratzer’s due process rights were not violated.” ( 13)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

A police officer testified that he saw Gratzer drive a Chevrolet Caprice, park it, exit the vehicle, and remain the
only person associated with it. Gratzer denied driving and argued that he could not have been in actual physical
control because no ignition key was found on him or nearby; an acquaintance testified that the acquaintance had
driven the vehicle and left the scene. In postconviction proceedings, the officer clarified that a Chevrolet Caprice
he had been issued could be operated without a key under certain circumstances, and another officer
corroborated that testimony.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

A jury convicted Gratzer of felony DUI, and the District Court sentenced him to thirteen months in prison
followed by four years of supervised probation. Gratzer initially appealed but voluntarily dismissed that appeal
and filed a petition for postconviction relief. After an evidentiary hearing, the District Court denied relief, and

the Montana Supreme Court affirmed.
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