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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Florida affirmed the denial of Walter Gale Steinhorst's second motion for post-

conviction relief under Florida Rule of Criminal Procedure 3.850. Steinhorst argued that the prior

post-conviction proceeding was invalid because the judge had previously represented the estate of a

murder victim and had recused himself from a codefendant's case. The majority held that competent

substantial evidence supported the finding that the recusal information could have been discovered

through due diligence, while dissenting justices argued that the conflict created a nonwaivable due

process violation.
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Appeal from an order denying Steinhorst's second motion for post-
conviction relief under Florida Rule of Criminal Procedure 3.850, in
which he sought to set aside the judgment entered after his first Rule
3.850 evidentiary hearing because the post-conviction judge had an

undisclosed conflict of interest.

The Supreme Court reviewed the record in the light most favorable to
the prevailing theory and would not disturb the trial court's factual

findings if supported by competent, substantial evidence.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether competent, substantial evidence supported the trial court's finding that Judge Turner's recusal

order was present in the court files during the 1986 review.

2. Whether competent, substantial evidence supported the finding that Steinhorst's counsel failed to

exercise due diligence before the applicable Rule 3.850 time limit.

3. Whether the undisclosed judicial conflict constituted newly discovered evidence sufficient to overcome

procedural waiver and require a new Rule 3.850 hearing.

HOLDINGS

1. When the evidence supports two conflicting theories, the appellate court reviews the record in the light
most favorable to the prevailing theory and will not alter the trial court's factual findings if competent,
substantial evidence supports them.

2. Information concerning Judge Turner's conflict and recusal did not qualify as newly discovered evidence
sufficient to require a new Rule 3.850 hearing because it could have been ascertained through the

exercise of due diligence.

3. The trial court did not err in denying Steinhorst's second Rule 3.850 motion.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“When the evidence adequately supports two conflicting theories, this Court's duty is to review the record in
the light most favorable to the prevailing theory.” (1248)

“Under that standard, we will not alter a trial court's factual findings if the record contains competent

substantial evidence to support those findings.” (1248)

“Having upheld the trial court's findings of fact, we conclude that the trial court did not err in denying
Steinhorst's motion for relief.” (1249)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Judge W. Fred Turner presided over Steinhorst's first Rule 3.850 evidentiary hearing. Before becoming a judge,
Turner had represented and advised the estate of one of the murder victims and had recused himself from the
trial of Steinhorst's codefendant, Charles Hughes, because of that conflict; the conflict and recusal were not
disclosed to Steinhorst. Steinhorst's counsel discovered the recusal order in 1991, but the trial court found that it
had been present in the court files during counsel's 1986 review and that counsel failed to contact Hughes's trial
attorney before 1986. The Supreme Court concluded that competent, substantial evidence supported those
findings and that the claim was procedurally waived or otherwise barred because the information could have
been discovered through due diligence.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



Steinhorst was convicted of four first-degree murders and received three death sentences and one life sentence.
His convictions and sentences were affirmed on direct appeal, and his first Rule 3.850 motion was denied after
an evidentiary hearing and affirmed on appeal. After discovering that the judge who presided over the first post-
conviction hearing had previously represented the estate of a murder victim and had recused himself from a
codefendant's case, Steinhorst filed a second post-conviction motion. The Supreme Court of Florida previously
remanded for factual findings concerning availability of the conflict information and due diligence; after an
evidentiary hearing, the trial court found that the information could have been discovered through due diligence

and denied relief. The Supreme Court affirmed.
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