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SUMMARY

The Connecticut Supreme Court affirmed Joe Burgos Vega’s convictions for two counts of first-degree
assault and one count of second-degree kidnapping. The court rejected claims concerning replacement
or withdrawal of defense counsel after the defendant filed a grievance, concluding that the trial court
adequately investigated the alleged conflict of interest. The court also upheld the admission of expert
testimony concerning battered women’s syndrome and addressed claims involving case-specific
testimony, prior misconduct evidence, and evidence from an allegedly unconstitutional search and
seizure.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE The defendant appealed his jury convictions for two counts of first-
degree assault and one count of second-degree kidnapping. The appeal
was transferred from the Appellate Court to the Supreme Court of
Connecticut pursuant to Practice Book § 65-1 and General Statutes §
51-199 (c).

STANDARD OF REVIEW Claims concerning the trial court's refusal to appoint new counsel or
permit withdrawal were reviewed under the Sixth Amendment
conflict-of-interest principles. Unpreserved constitutional claims were
reviewed under State v. Golding. Evidentiary rulings, including
admission of expert testimony and prior-misconduct evidence, were
reviewed for abuse of discretion, with plain-error review applied to the
unpreserved challenge to case-specific expert testimony. The
constitutional search claim failed under the third prong of Golding.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the trial court's refusal to remove appointed defense counsel after the defendant filed a
grievance and counsel moved to withdraw constituted a per se violation of the Sixth Amendment right to
effective assistance of counsel.

2. Whether the alleged grievance created an actual conflict of interest or lapse of representation requiring
reversal.

3. Whether the trial court properly qualified and admitted testimony from a clinical social worker
concerning battered women's syndrome.

4. Whether the social worker's testimony impermissibly addressed the particular victim's credibility and, if
so, whether its admission constituted plain error.

5. Whether evidence of the defendant's prior assaults against the victim was admissible to show a system or
escalating pattern of criminal activity and whether its probative value outweighed its prejudicial effect.

6. Whether police constitutionally searched the defendant's coat without a warrant and properly admitted
the knife discovered in the coat.

HOLDINGS

1. The filing of a grievance against defense counsel, standing alone, does not establish a per se violation of
the defendant's Sixth Amendment right to effective assistance of counsel.

2. The trial court conducted an adequate inquiry into the alleged conflict and properly denied the
defendant's motion for new counsel and counsel's motion to withdraw.

3. The trial court acted within its discretion in qualifying the clinical social worker as an expert and
admitting her testimony on battered women's syndrome.

4. The admission of the clinical social worker's testimony did not constitute plain error because the
testimony remained sufficiently general and explained behavior patterns of battered women rather than
directly vouching for the particular victim's credibility.

5. Evidence of the defendant's prior assaults and escalating violence against the victim was admissible to
demonstrate a system of criminal activity and to place the charged conduct in context; its probative value
outweighed its prejudicial effect.

6. The warrantless search of the defendant's coat before police placed it on him was reasonable under the
protective-search exception, and the knife discovered in the pocket was properly admitted.

KEY QUOTATIONS



“We conclude that the filing of a grievance in and of itself is insufficient to establish a violation of a
defendant’s sixth amendment rights.” (388)

“We conclude that the trial court conducted an appropriate inquiry as to the conflict of interest alleged by
Hopkins and the potential violation of the defendant’s sixth amendment rights.” (391)

“The search was not unconstitutional and, therefore, does not satisfy the third prong of Golding.” (402)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The defendant engaged in a relationship with the sixteen-year-old victim that developed into an escalating
pattern of physical abuse. On January 7 and 8, 1996, while the victim and her infant son were staying with the
defendant at a Bridgeport apartment, the defendant repeatedly stabbed and beat the victim, cut off her nipple,
and forced her to swallow it. He then transported her to a Branford motel without permitting her to obtain
medical attention, washed her bloodied clothing, forced her to smoke crack and have sex, and was arrested when
police arrived. Police later found a knife in the breast pocket of the defendant's coat while searching the coat
before placing it on him in a blizzard.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

After a jury trial, the defendant was convicted and sentenced to an effective term of sixty years. The Appellate
Court appeal was transferred to the Connecticut Supreme Court, which affirmed the trial court's judgment,
rejecting claims concerning replacement of appointed counsel, expert testimony on battered women's syndrome,
prior-misconduct evidence, and a warrantless search.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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