
SUPREME COURT OF ARKANSAS

Baldridge v. Cordes, 350 Ark. 114
85 S.W.3d 511 (2002) · No. No. 02-66 · Decided September 26, 2002

SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Arkansas affirmed summary judgment for an Arkansas State Trooper in a civil-
rights action arising from Jeffrey Baldridge’s arrest for driving while intoxicated and related offenses
while riding a horse near a highway. The court held that the trooper was entitled to qualified immunity
because her observations provided an objectively reasonable basis for probable cause to arrest
Baldridge for public intoxication, even though the motor-vehicle charges were legally improper. A
dissent argued that charging motor-vehicle offenses based on horseback riding was not objectively
reasonable.
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STANDARD OF REVIEW Summary judgment is proper when there is no genuine issue of
material fact and the moving party is entitled to judgment as a matter
of law. On appeal, the court determines whether the evidentiary
materials leave a material fact unanswered, viewing the evidence and
reasonable inferences in favor of the nonmoving party. Whether
qualified immunity applies after the predicate facts are established is a
question of law.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the circuit court properly granted summary judgment on the ground that Trooper Cordes was
entitled to qualified immunity.

2. Whether Cordes had an objectively reasonable basis, or arguable probable cause, to arrest Baldridge
when he was riding a horse near a highway after an accident.

3. Whether Cordes's inability under Arkansas law to amend the DWI charge eliminated her qualified
immunity.

HOLDINGS

1. The circuit court properly granted summary judgment because Cordes was entitled to qualified
immunity from Baldridge's federal and state civil-rights claims.

2. Cordes's arrest was protected by qualified immunity because, even if the stated motor-vehicle charges
were incorrect, the circumstances provided probable cause to arrest Baldridge for public intoxication, a
closely related offense.

3. Cordes did not lose qualified immunity merely because she lacked authority to amend the DWI charge
after the arrest.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Probable cause exists if "at the moment the arrest was made . . . the facts and circumstances within [a police
officer’s] knowledge and of which [the officer] had reasonably trustworthy information were sufficient to
warrant a prudent man in believing" that the person arrested committed the crime with which he was
charged.” (85 S.W.3d 515)

“The conduct was either reasonable under settled law in the circumstances, or it was not, and this is a
determination of law that should be made at the earliest possible stage in litigation.” (85 S.W.3d 516)

“where a defendant is arrested for the wrong offense, the arrest is still valid if probable cause existed to arrest
the defendant for a closely related offense.” (85 S.W.3d 517)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

After dark, Baldridge was riding a horse along the right-of-way of U.S. Highway 62 when the horse shied onto
the highway and a car struck the horse with its mirror. Trooper Jana Cordes believed Baldridge was intoxicated
based on the smell of intoxicants, bloodshot eyes, slurred speech, loud behavior, and unsteadiness, and arrested
him for motor-vehicle offenses. Two breathalyzer tests reported alcohol concentrations of .007 and .008, no
field-sobriety tests were administered, and Baldridge was acquitted in municipal court.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Baldridge was arrested and charged with driving while intoxicated, no liability insurance, and careless and
imprudent driving after riding a horse near Highway 62. He was acquitted in municipal court and then filed
claims under federal and state constitutional provisions, 42 U.S.C. § 1983, and defamation theories. The Carroll
County Circuit Court granted Cordes summary judgment, concluding that she was entitled to qualified
immunity; the Supreme Court of Arkansas affirmed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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