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SUMMARY

The Iowa Supreme Court reviewed Christopher Spates’s first-degree felony-murder conviction arising
from a gun battle in Waterloo, Iowa, focusing on the failure to submit a voluntary-manslaughter
instruction and the use of a mutual-combat instruction. The court held that error was not preserved
regarding voluntary manslaughter because defense counsel expressly declined the instruction for
strategic reasons. It further held that the mutual-combat instruction was supported by the evidence and
could provide a basis for aider-and-abettor liability, vacating that portion of the court of appeals’
decision and affirming the district court’s judgment.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Spates preserved error on the district court's failure to submit voluntary manslaughter as a
lesser-included offense of first-degree felony murder.

2. Whether the district court properly instructed the jury that participation in mutual combat could establish
aiding-and-abetting liability for the death of an innocent bystander even when the identity of the shooter
could not be established.

HOLDINGS

1. Spates did not preserve error on the district court's failure to submit voluntary manslaughter because his
counsel expressly stated that the instruction was unsupported by the evidence and strategically
undesirable.

2. A mutual-combat instruction on aiding-and-abetting liability is proper even when the identity of the
murderer cannot be established, provided the State proves that the murderer was another participant in
the mutual combat and the instruction is supported by substantial evidence.

3. The district court did not err in giving the mutual-combat instruction because substantial evidence
showed that the fatal shot came from one of the persons engaged in the shootout.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Our cases support a conclusion that the acts of a defendant engaged in mutual combat can be the proximate
cause of injury to an innocent bystander that directly results from the act of another combatant.” (15)

“Therefore, we hold a mutual-combat instruction on aiding and abetting is appropriate even when the identity
of the murderer cannot be shown.” (17-18)

“Arguably, the focus of the instruction given by the court in this case is too broad, and the instruction should
require that the defendant himself be engaged in mutual combat before he can be held to have aided and
abetted other combatants.” (18 n.6)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

After a fight between rival groups in Waterloo, Iowa, members and associates of The Hood group gathered
weapons and traveled to a location where L-Block members were believed to be present. Spates joined the group
and participated in an ensuing exchange of gunfire while armed with a shotgun. A woman inside a nearby house
was killed by a bullet fired from an assault rifle, but the bullet could not be linked to a particular weapon or
shooter. The jury convicted Spates of first-degree felony murder under principal and aiding-and-abetting
theories.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Spates was charged with first-degree felony murder after a bystander was killed during a gun battle between
rival groups. A jury convicted him, and the district court sentenced him to life in prison. The Iowa Court of
Appeals affirmed. The Supreme Court of Iowa granted further review limited to the failure to submit a
voluntary-manslaughter instruction and the submission of a mutual-combat instruction; it vacated the court of
appeals' discussion of those instructional issues and affirmed the district court judgment.

DISPOSITION
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