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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Northern District of California screened Eddie Dunbar’s
prisoner civil-rights complaint under 28 U.S.C. § 1915A. The court found a cognizable Eighth
Amendment conditions-of-confinement claim against K. Coffman, J. Sweet, and L. Deters based on
the plaintiff’s placement on contraband watch, while dismissing the Fourteenth Amendment due-
process and First Amendment claims with leave to amend. The court ordered service of the cognizable
claim and set deadlines and procedures for amendment, dispositive motions, discovery, and service.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Initial screening of a pro se state-prisoner complaint under 28 U.S.C. §
1915A.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court conducted mandatory preliminary screening under 28
U.S.C. § 1915A, accepting the complaint's factual allegations as true
and liberally construing the pro se pleading to determine whether it
stated cognizable claims.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE unpublished and nonprecedential district-court order
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Dunbar's allegations concerning the conditions of his confinement on contraband watch stated a
cognizable Eighth Amendment claim.

2. Whether Dunbar stated a Fourteenth Amendment due-process claim based on his placement on
contraband watch when no disciplinary violation was issued.

3. Whether Dunbar stated a First Amendment retaliation claim based on alleged harassment and
contraband-watch conduct.

4. Whether Dunbar stated a First Amendment free-exercise claim based on being required to break his
Ramadan fast during contraband watch.

5. Whether the cognizable claim should proceed to service and whether the deficient claims should be
dismissed with leave to amend.

HOLDINGS

1. Liberally construed, Dunbar's allegations that he was confined under degrading and restrictive
contraband-watch conditions, including having clothing taped to his body, being handcuffed while
defecating in front of officials, and having his confinement prolonged when officials rejected fecal
matter, stated a cognizable Eighth Amendment claim against Coffman, Sweet, and Deters.

2. Dunbar failed to state a Fourteenth Amendment due-process claim because he alleged no disciplinary
violation and did not identify a deprivation triggering the procedural protections applicable to prison
disciplinary proceedings; the claim was dismissed with leave to amend.

3. Dunbar failed to state a First Amendment retaliation claim because his allegations were conclusory and
did not show that Sweet's conduct was taken because of protected activity, chilled his exercise of First
Amendment rights, or lacked a legitimate correctional purpose; the claim was dismissed with leave to
amend.

4. Dunbar failed to state a cognizable free-exercise claim because he did not identify a named defendant
who denied his religious rights and did not adequately allege that the conduct substantially burdened a
religious mandate without a reasonable relationship to legitimate penological interests; the claim was
dismissed with leave to amend.

5. Section 1983 liability requires a constitutional deprivation caused by an individual acting under color of
state law, and supervisory liability requires personal involvement or a sufficient causal connection;
respondeat superior liability is unavailable.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“A federal court must conduct a preliminary screening in any case in which a prisoner seeks redress from a
governmental entity or officer or employee of a governmental entity.” (at 2)



“The Constitution does not mandate comfortable prisons, but neither does it permit inhumane ones.” (at 4)

“Within the prison context, a viable claim of First Amendment retaliation entails five basic elements: (1) An
assertion that a state actor took some adverse action against an inmate (2) because of (3) that prisoner’s
protected conduct, and that such action (4) chilled the inmate’s exercise of his First Amendment rights, and
(5) the action did not reasonably advance a legitimate correctional goal.” (at 7)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Dunbar, a California state prisoner, alleged that while being released from administrative segregation at Pelican
Bay State Prison, Officer Coffman accused him of concealing drugs in his intestines based on an alleged x-ray.
Coffman and Lieutenant Sweet allegedly threatened to return him to segregation and use force, after which
Dunbar was placed on contraband watch for two or three days in a small cell, with clothing taped to his body and
restrictions on when he could leave the cell. During the watch, officials allegedly required him to consume food
despite his Ramadan fast, forced him to defecate while handcuffed and observed by officials, and sometimes
rejected the fecal matter as insufficient, prolonging the confinement. A later examination allegedly found no
drugs or contraband, and no disciplinary violation was issued.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Eddie Dunbar filed a pro se action under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 seeking monetary and punitive damages for alleged
constitutional violations at Pelican Bay State Prison. On initial review, the court found an Eighth Amendment
conditions-of-confinement claim cognizable against Coffman, Sweet, and Deters, dismissed the Fourteenth
Amendment due-process claim and First Amendment retaliation and free-exercise claims with leave to amend,
and directed service of the cognizable claim.
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