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SUMMARY

This document is a Report and Recommendation in a federal habeas corpus proceeding brought by
Ohio state prisoner John Paul Sullivan under 28 U.S.C. § 2254. Sullivan alleges ineffective assistance
of trial counsel based on alleged coercion to plead guilty and counsel’s failure to show him evidence.
The document recounts Sullivan’s state criminal, appellate, and post-conviction proceedings and
applies the AEDPA and Strickland standards.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Report and recommendation on a state prisoner’s petition for a writ of
habeas corpus under 28 U.S.C. § 2254, recommending denial of the
sole ineffective-assistance-of-counsel claim and denial of a certificate
of appealability.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Under AEDPA, habeas relief is unavailable for a claim adjudicated on
the merits in state court unless the state decision was contrary to, or
involved an unreasonable application of, clearly established Supreme
Court law, or was based on an unreasonable determination of the facts.
State factual findings are presumed correct absent clear and
convincing evidence. Ineffective-assistance claims are evaluated under
Strickland’s deficient-performance and prejudice requirements, with
an additional layer of deference under § 2254(d).



PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Nonprecedential report and recommendation; not a final district-court
judgment in the source text.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the Ohio courts unreasonably applied Strickland v. Washington in rejecting Sullivan’s claim
that trial counsel was ineffective for failing to review discovery and coercing his guilty plea with alleged
death-penalty threats.

2. Whether the state courts made an unreasonable factual determination in crediting trial counsel’s
testimony over Sullivan’s testimony.

3. Whether Sullivan was entitled to a certificate of appealability.

HOLDINGS

1. Sullivan was not entitled to habeas relief because the state appellate court’s rejection of his ineffective-
assistance claim was neither contrary to nor an unreasonable application of clearly established federal
law under Strickland and AEDPA.

2. Sullivan did not rebut by clear and convincing evidence the presumption that the state courts’ credibility
and factual findings were correct.

3. The report recommends that no certificate of appealability issue because reasonable jurists could not
disagree with the recommended resolution of Sullivan’s constitutional claim.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“As a condition for obtaining habeas corpus from a federal court, a state prisoner must show that the state
court’s ruling on the claim being presented in federal court was so lacking in justification that there was an
error well understood and comprehended in existing law beyond any possibility for fairminded
disagreement.” (Report and Recommendation at 17)

“Federal habeas courts must guard against the danger of equating unreasonableness under Strickland with
unreasonableness under § 2254(d).” (Report and Recommendation at 18)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Sullivan was indicted in Lorain County in 2018 for aggravated murder, murder, felonious assault, tampering
with evidence, and having weapons while under disability, with firearm specifications on most counts. He
pleaded guilty and received an aggregate sentence of life imprisonment with parole eligibility after 39 years.
Sullivan later alleged that trial counsel failed to show him discovery and coerced the plea by telling him he
would receive the death penalty if he did not plead guilty. At a post-conviction hearing, Sullivan and trial
counsel gave conflicting testimony, and the state courts credited counsel’s testimony that he reviewed the
discovery, including video evidence, and advised Sullivan about the potential capital consequences.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Sullivan initially filed a pro se petition under 28 U.S.C. § 2241. The court notified him that the petition was
improperly filed under § 2241 and would be recharacterized under § 2254 unless withdrawn; Sullivan did not
withdraw it. The State filed a return of writ, Sullivan filed a traverse, and the magistrate judge issued this report
and recommendation after reviewing the state-court adjudication. In state court, Sullivan pleaded guilty to
aggravated murder and related offenses, unsuccessfully sought post-conviction relief and withdrawal of his plea,
appealed to the Ohio Ninth District Court of Appeals, and was denied discretionary review by the Ohio Supreme
Court.
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