UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE WESTERN DISTRICT OF

PENNSYLVANIA

Steven Miller v. Eric Tice, et al.

Miller v. Tice - No. 3:24-cv-00100 - Decided December 4, 2025

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Western District of Pennsylvania granted the Cumberland

County Forensic Lab’s motion to dismiss and granted in part the Corrections Defendants’ motion to

dismiss in Steven Miller’s civil-rights action. The court dismissed claims involving conspiracy,

retaliation, due process, official-capacity relief, and the Lab, while dismissing without prejudice

Miller’s First Amendment access-to-courts claim against Eric Tice and Doug Hockenbury. The court

adopted in part the magistrate judge’s Report and Recommendation and allowed Miller until January

5, 2026, to amend the access-to-courts claim.
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Plaintiff brought claims under the First and Fourteenth Amendments
and 42 U.S.C. § 1983 against corrections officials and the Cumberland
County Forensic Lab. The defendants moved to dismiss under Federal
Rule of Civil Procedure 12(b)(6). After a magistrate judge
recommended granting both motions, the district court conducted de
novo review, adopted the recommendation in part, and ruled on the

parties' objections.

On a Rule 12(b)(6) motion, the court tests the legal sufficiency of the
complaint and accepts well-pleaded factual allegations, but need not
accept unsupported inferences or legal conclusions disguised as facts.
The complaint must allege facts sufficient to raise a right to relief
above the speculative level. Objections to a magistrate judge's report
and recommendation were reviewed de novo under 28 U.S.C. § 636(b)
(1) and Local Civil Rule 72.D.2.



PRECEDENTIAL VALUE unpublished

PARTIES Steven Miller v. Eric Tice, Kevin Turner, Doug Hockenbury, T.
Knepper, Cumberland County Forensic Lab

TOPICS

motions to dismiss  section 1983  eleventh amendment immunity  first amendment  procedural due process

PRACTICE AREAS

civil rights  prisoner litigation =~ constitutional law  civil procedure

Q

1.

UESTIONS PRESENTED

Whether Eleventh Amendment immunity barred Miller's claims for monetary damages against the

corrections defendants in their official capacities.

. Whether Miller plausibly alleged a civil-conspiracy claim based on an alleged agreement to falsify drug-
testing results and retaliate against him.

. Whether Miller plausibly alleged First Amendment retaliation based on his grievance concerning the

confiscation and opening of his mail.
. Whether Miller stated a First Amendment access-to-courts claim based on confiscation of attorney mail.

. Whether the confiscation of mail, denial of access to evidence at the misconduct hearing, and RHU

confinement stated Fourteenth Amendment due-process claims.

. Whether amendment of the complaint would be futile.

HOLDINGS

1.

The Eleventh Amendment bars claims for money damages against the corrections defendants in their
official capacities because they are state officials or agents of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, and

Pennsylvania has not waived its immunity from suit in federal court.

. Miller's claims for declaratory and injunctive relief were properly dismissed because the complaint

alleged only past conduct and did not allege continuing, present adverse effects or a certainly impending

injury.

. Miller failed to state a plausible civil-conspiracy claim because he alleged no facts showing an

agreement, concerted action, or falsification of the laboratory results; speculation was insufficient.

. Miller failed to state a plausible First Amendment retaliation claim because, even assuming his

grievance was protected activity, he did not plausibly establish causation and the record showed a

legitimate penological basis for the misconduct.

. Miller failed to state an access-to-courts claim on the allegations presented, but the claim against Tice

and Hockenbury was dismissed without prejudice so that he could amend to allege that confiscation of



time-sensitive attorney mail caused the loss of a nonfrivolous legal claim and that no other remedy was

available.

6. Miller's due-process claims based on confiscation of his mail and related property deprivation failed

because meaningful post-deprivation remedies were available and he used the prison grievance process.

7. Miller's due-process claim based on his inability to examine the evidence at the misconduct hearing was

not exhausted and therefore could not proceed.

8. Miller failed to state a due-process liberty-interest claim based on his approximately 10-day RHU
confinement because he did not allege an atypical and significant hardship compared with ordinary

prison life, and his assertion that he had been exonerated was unsupported.

9. Amendment was futile as to the Lab and the individual-capacity conspiracy, retaliation, and due-process

claims, but Miller was permitted to amend the access-to-courts claim against Tice and Hockenbury.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“At this stage of litigation, the Court only determines whether Plaintiff has put forth facts under the law that
support a plausible claim.” (at 3)

“Still, Plaintiff failed to substantiate his assertion of falsified test results with anything but speculation, which

the Court is not bound to accept.” (at 7)

“To establish an access-to-courts claim, a prisoner must allege: (1) an “actual injury” (i.e., a lost
opportunity to pursue a nonfrivolous or arguable underlying claim); and (2) that there is no other remedy,

save the present civil rights suit, that could compensate for the lost claim.” (at 9)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

On November 16, 2022, while incarcerated at SCI-Somerset, Miller's attorney mail was confiscated and opened
outside his presence after a drug-sniffing dog alerted to it. The mail was sent to the Cumberland County Forensic
Lab, which reported positive results for two controlled substances; Turner later issued Miller a misconduct based
on the mail, and Knepper found him guilty and imposed, among other sanctions, 90 days in the Restricted
Housing Unit. Miller was released from the RHU on February 2, 2023, after asserting that he had been
exonerated, but the record did not establish that the misconduct had been dismissed or that the laboratory results

were false.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Miller alleged that prison officials confiscated and opened attorney mail outside his presence, sent it for drug
testing, issued him a misconduct based on the resulting laboratory report, and punished him. The magistrate
judge recommended granting both motions to dismiss, allowing amendment of certain claims dismissed without
prejudice. The district court adopted the recommendation in part, dismissed the Lab with prejudice, dismissed
most claims against the corrections defendants, and allowed amendment of only the First Amendment access-to-

courts claim against Tice and Hockenbury.

DISPOSITION
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REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

No remand. Miller may file an amended complaint limited to the First Amendment access-to-courts claim
against Tice and Hockenbury by January 5, 2026, alleging factual support that the confiscated time-sensitive

attorney mail concerned a nonfrivolous legal matter and that he was denied the ability to pursue it.
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