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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Virginia affirmed the judgment of the Court of Appeals upholding Michael Lee
Townsend's convictions for capital murder, first-degree murder, and firearm offenses. The court held
that Townsend waived his argument that seating two prospective jurors would undermine public
confidence in the judicial process because he did not raise that specific ground in the trial court.
Applying Virginia Rule 5:25, the court declined to consider the public-confidence argument for the
first time on appeal.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Townsend appealed his convictions and challenged the denial of his
motions to strike two prospective jurors for cause. The Court of
Appeals of Virginia affirmed the trial court's judgment, and the
Supreme Court of Virginia affirmed the Court of Appeals.

STANDARD OF REVIEW A trial court's ruling on a motion to strike a prospective juror for cause
is reviewed for manifest error amounting to an abuse of discretion.
The appellate court defers to the trial court because it observed and
heard the venire members during voir dire.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Townsend's argument that seating prospective jurors with close associations to a victim's family
or a sheriff's deputy would undermine public confidence in the integrity of the judicial process was
preserved for appellate review when it was not presented to the trial court.

2. Whether the trial court committed manifest error or abused its discretion by denying Townsend's
motions to strike Holt and King for cause.

HOLDINGS

1. A defendant's contention that seating a prospective juror would undermine public confidence in the
integrity of the judicial process must be raised in the trial court with sufficient specificity; if not, the
claim is waived under Rule 5:25 and cannot be raised for the first time on appeal.

2. The trial court did not commit manifest error or abuse its discretion in denying Townsend's motions to
strike Holt and King for cause because the record supported the trial court's findings that neither juror
demonstrated disqualifying bias and each could fairly perform the duties of a juror.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Public confidence in the integrity of the judicial system, as a ground for excluding a juror for cause, must be
raised in the trial court or that issue is waived.” (270 Va. at 76)

“The trial court must be apprised of the basis upon which a public confidence objection to a juror is made
and the other litigants given an opportunity to address the trial court on that matter.” (270 Va. at 76)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Prospective juror Melissa Holt had attended high school with a niece of murder victim Gary Goss, had regular
social contact with the niece, and had occasional contact with Goss's brother. Prospective juror Sylvia King was
married to a Sussex County deputy sheriff who worked in the jail where Townsend was incarcerated and had
discussed Townsend as an inmate with her husband. Both jurors stated during voir dire that they had no
preconceived opinion and could be fair and impartial. The trial court found that Holt stood indifferent in the
cause and that King could be fair and impartial; Townsend used peremptory strikes to remove both.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Townsend was convicted in the Circuit Court of Sussex County of capital murder, first-degree murder, and two
firearm offenses and received life imprisonment for the murders, along with firearm sentences and fines. He
moved to strike prospective jurors Holt and King for actual bias or conflicts, but the trial court denied the
motions; he used peremptory strikes to remove them. The Court of Appeals granted review regarding Holt,
denied review regarding King, and affirmed. In the Supreme Court of Virginia, Townsend raised for the first time
the contention that seating the jurors would undermine public confidence in the integrity of the judicial process.
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