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SUMMARY

Eighth Circuit affirmed summary judgment for defendants in a § 1983 action alleging reckless
investigation, holding that plaintiff’s 10-year wrongful imprisonment did not establish a constitutional
violation because the officer’s investigation, while possibly negligent or grossly negligent, did not rise
to the level of conscience-shocking reckless or purposeful misconduct required under substantive due
process. Qualified immunity applied, and claims for supervisory liability and civil conspiracy failed in
the absence of an underlying constitutional violation. The court reaffirmed that merely ignoring
evidence or failing to interview witnesses, without evidence of intentional misconduct or systematic
pressure, is insufficient to shock the conscience.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Trooper Fox's investigation was so constitutionally deficient that it violates substantive due
process under the 'shocks the conscience' standard.

2. Whether the supervisory liability claim against Kayras fails.

3. Whether the conspiracy claim fails.

HOLDINGS

1. No, the evidence shows at most negligence, not reckless or purposeful misconduct, so no constitutional
violation occurred.

2. Yes, because there is no underlying constitutional violation, the failure-to-supervise claim automatically
fails.

3. Yes, because no constitutional deprivation occurred.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Summary judgment [was] appropriate [if] the evidence, viewed in [the] light most favorable to [Engesser],
show[ed] no genuine issue of material fact exist[ed] and the [defendants were] entitled to judgment as a
matter of law.” (4)

“To meet this standard, a plaintiff must show reckless or purposeful misconduct, not mere negligence.” (4)

“We have allowed claims of this type to proceed when there is evidence that an investigator: (1) attempted to
coerce or threaten the defendant; (2) purposefully ignored evidence suggesting the defendant’s innocence; or
(3) encountered systematic pressure to implicate the defendant in the face of contrary evidence.” (4-5)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Oakley Engesser and Dorothy Finley were in a car accident. Engesser was found outside the driver's side, Finley
trapped inside on passenger side. Trooper Fox concluded Engesser was driving based on physical evidence.
Engesser was convicted of vehicular homicide. After new evidence surfaced, his convictions were overturned.
He then sued under § 1983 claiming reckless investigation.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Engesser filed a § 1983 lawsuit after his convictions were overturned. The district court granted summary
judgment to the defendants on all claims, including qualified immunity for Trooper Fox. Engesser appealed.
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