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SUMMARY

The Illinois Supreme Court held that Bernina Mata’s challenge to the statutory aggravating factor

supporting her eligibility for the death penalty or natural life imprisonment was not rendered moot by

the Governor’s commutation of her death sentence. Applying Apprendi and Ring, the court treated the

aggravating factor as the functional equivalent of an element for due process purposes. The court

reversed the appellate court’s dismissal and remanded for consideration of the merits.
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Direct appeal from a first-degree murder conviction and death
sentence. While the appeal was pending, the Governor commuted the
death sentence to natural life imprisonment. The Illinois Supreme
Court transferred the appeal to the appellate court, which dismissed it
as moot. The Supreme Court of Illinois granted leave to appeal and
reviewed whether the commutation rendered moot defendant's
challenge to the statutory aggravating factor supporting death or

natural-life imprisonment.

The court reviewed de novo the legal questions concerning mootness,
the constitutional characterization of the statutory aggravating factor,

and judicial estoppel.
published precedential opinion

Bernina Mata v. The People of the State of Illinois

due process  sentencing  criminal procedure



PRACTICE AREAS

criminal procedure  constitutional law  capital sentencing  appellate procedure

QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the Governor's commutation of defendant's death sentence to natural life imprisonment
rendered moot her challenge to the statutory aggravating factor that made her eligible for the death

penalty or natural life imprisonment.

2. Whether the statutory aggravating factor was the functional equivalent of an element of a greater offense

for federal due process purposes under Apprendi v. New Jersey and Ring v. Arizona.

3. Whether defendant was judicially estopped from challenging the aggravating factor because she had
sought and received executive commutation of her death sentence.

HOLDINGS

1. A Governor's commutation renders moot challenges directed solely at the judicially imposed sentence,
but it does not render moot a challenge to the sufficiency of proof on a statutory aggravating factor that

functions as an element of the offense and determines eligibility for death or natural-life imprisonment.

2. The statutory aggravating factor that increased the maximum penalty for first-degree murder to death

was the functional equivalent of an element of a greater offense for procedural due process purposes.

3. Defendant was not judicially estopped from challenging the sufficiency of the evidence supporting the
aggravating factor because her request for an appropriate commuted sentence and her appellate

challenge were not inconsistent positions.

4. People v. Watson was overruled to the extent it was inconsistent with the holding that a defendant's due
process rights are implicated by a challenge to the sufficiency of proof on a statutory aggravating factor

functioning as an element.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Thus, the Governor’s commutation does not render all challenges by a defendant moot. Rather, only issues

challenging the sentence are moot.”

“Under Apprendi and Ring, the aggravating factor is the functional equivalent of an element of a greater
offense.”

“Defendant is entitled to seek judicial relief on her challenge to the aggravating factor. Thus, her claim is not

moot.”

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Mata was convicted of first-degree murder for stabbing John Draheim multiple times after inviting him to her
apartment. The jury found that the murder was committed in a cold, calculated, and premeditated manner under
the statutory aggravating factor, making Mata eligible for the death penalty. The Governor later commuted her
death sentence to natural life imprisonment, and Mata continued to challenge the sufficiency of the evidence

supporting the aggravating factor.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Mata was convicted of first-degree murder in the circuit court of Boone County and sentenced to death after the
jury found a statutory aggravating factor proven beyond a reasonable doubt. She appealed directly to the Illinois
Supreme Court. During the appeal, the Governor commuted her death sentence to natural life imprisonment,
after which the Supreme Court transferred the appeal to the appellate court. The appellate court dismissed the

remaining challenge as moot, and the Supreme Court reversed and remanded for consideration of the merits.

DISPOSITION
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REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The appellate court was directed to consider the merits of defendant's challenge to the statutory aggravating

factor and her remaining contentions.
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