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SUMMARY

The South Carolina Supreme Court reviewed the closure of a pretrial suppression hearing in a capital
murder case. The court held that the trial court's concerns about publicity, domestic violence, and
racial issues did not satisfy the constitutional requirements for closure because closing the hearing
would not prevent the anticipated prejudice, and it reversed the closure order while rejecting the media
appellants' procedural due process claim.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED



1. Whether the trial court closed the pretrial suppression hearing without sufficient constitutional
justification.

2. Whether the trial court violated the appellants' procedural due process rights by closing the courtroom
without adequate notice and a meaningful opportunity to be heard.

HOLDINGS

1. The test for reviewing the propriety of closing a courtroom under the South Carolina Constitution is
identical to the First Amendment analysis: closure requires specific findings establishing a substantial
probability of prejudice, a substantial probability that closure will prevent the prejudice, and the
inadequacy of reasonable alternatives.

2. The closure was improper because the trial court's concerns about additional publicity, domestic
violence, racial issues, and disclosure of confession details did not establish that closure would prevent
prejudice; reasonable alternatives, including limiting the hearing to legal arguments and using voir dire,
were available.

3. The trial court did not violate the appellants' procedural due process rights because the appellants were
alerted to the proposed closure, requested a hearing, and received a meaningful opportunity to present
arguments through counsel.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“we now hold that the test for reviewing the propriety of closing a courtroom under the South Carolina
Constitution is identical to the First Amendment analysis of the issue.” (at 76)

“Because closing the courtroom had no effect on preventing additional publicity regarding Defendant’s case,
the case as it related to the issue of domestic violence in South Carolina, or any racial issues involved in the
trial, we reverse the trial court’s decision closing the pre-trial suppression hearing.” (at 77)

“In closed courtroom cases, individual notice is not required.” (at 79)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Charles Christopher Williams was charged with murder after police found his former girlfriend dead from
shotgun wounds during a hostage incident at her workplace. The case received extensive media coverage, and
Williams moved before trial to suppress statements to a forensic psychiatrist and a journal discovered through
information derived from those statements. When reporters appeared at the suppression hearing, the trial court
closed the courtroom based on concerns that publicity about domestic violence and racial issues could prejudice
Williams's right to an impartial jury.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The trial court closed the suppression hearing after considering concerns about pretrial publicity, domestic
violence, racial issues, and disclosure of incriminating evidence. The court later denied the defendant's
suppression motion, and the defendant was convicted and sentenced to death. The media organizations appealed



the closure order directly to the South Carolina Supreme Court; although the hearing had concluded, the court
reviewed the issue under the capable-of-repetition-yet-evading-review exception to mootness.

DISPOSITION

reversed
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