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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Florida affirmed Willie James Hodges’s first-degree murder conviction and
death sentence for the killing of Patricia Belanger. The court rejected challenges concerning the
determination of intellectual disability, admission and use of collateral-crime evidence, waiver of a
penalty-phase jury, and the constitutionality of the death sentence under Ring v. Arizona. The court
also reviewed the sufficiency of the evidence and sentence proportionality.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Hodges was entitled to have a jury determine his mental-retardation status as a bar to
execution.

2. Whether competent, substantial evidence supported the trial court's finding that Hodges did not have
concurrent deficits in adaptive behavior.

3. Whether the State could discuss collateral-crime evidence during rebuttal closing argument.

4. Whether the collateral-crime evidence impermissibly became a feature of the trial.

5. Whether the trial court erred by refusing to permit Hodges to waive the penalty-phase jury.

6. Whether Florida's capital-sentencing scheme violated Ring v. Arizona because of the prior-violent-
felony aggravator or its allowance of a nonunanimous jury recommendation.

7. Whether sufficient evidence supported Hodges's first-degree murder conviction under theories of
premeditated murder and felony murder.

8. Whether Hodges's death sentence was proportionate.

HOLDINGS

1. A capital defendant has no right under Ring or Atkins to have a jury determine whether he is mentally
retarded for purposes of eligibility for execution.

2. The trial court's finding that Hodges failed to prove concurrent deficits in adaptive behavior was
supported by competent, substantial evidence; therefore, Hodges was not entitled to relief from the death
sentence on that ground.

3. The trial court did not abuse its discretion by permitting the State to argue from properly admitted
collateral-crime evidence during rebuttal to the defense theory that Hodges was not the perpetrator.

4. The collateral-crime evidence did not impermissibly become a feature of the trial.

5. The trial court could reject Hodges's waiver of a penalty-phase jury and require an advisory jury
recommendation.

6. Ring did not entitle Hodges to relief because the prior-violent-felony and under-sentence-of-
imprisonment aggravators applied, and Florida was not required to obtain a unanimous jury sentencing
recommendation.

7. The evidence was sufficient to support Hodges's first-degree murder conviction under both
premeditated-murder and felony-murder theories.

8. Hodges's death sentence was proportionate and constitutionally permissible.



KEY QUOTATIONS

“Accordingly, the trial court in this case did not err by not presenting to the jury the issue of mental
retardation as a bar to execution, and Hodges is not entitled to relief.” (526-527)

“We hold that the trial court's conclusion that Hodges did not suffer from deficits in adaptive functioning is
supported by competent, substantial evidence and is in keeping with this Court's precedent.” (535)

“Because the collateral crime evidence was properly admitted into evidence and was relevant to rebutting the
defense theory that Hodges did not perpetrate the Belanger homicide, the trial court did not abuse its
discretion in concluding that the State could argue from the collateral crime evidence during rebuttal.” (538)

“The collateral crime evidence did not become a feature of his trial.” (540)

“Based on the foregoing, we conclude that Hodges' death sentence is proportionate.” (543)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Hodges was convicted of killing Patricia Belanger in her Pensacola home in 2001 by stabbing and bludgeoning
her. Evidence linking Hodges to the crime included clothing and other items found along the escape route, DNA
and fingerprint evidence, photographs, witness testimony, and admissions to two witnesses. The State also
introduced evidence of a collateral Ohio homicide under Florida's Williams rule. During the penalty phase,
experts disputed whether Hodges had intellectual and adaptive-functioning deficits, and the trial court found that
he had not proved concurrent deficits in adaptive behavior.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

A jury found Hodges guilty of first-degree murder by general verdict and recommended death by a ten-to-two
vote. The trial court denied Hodges's motion asserting that he was mentally retarded, conducted a Spencer
hearing, and imposed a death sentence. Hodges appealed directly to the Supreme Court of Florida, which had
mandatory jurisdiction over the capital case.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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