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SUMMARY

The Kentucky Supreme Court affirmed Darryl Samuels’s conviction for second-degree assault,

holding that he was not denied his Sixth Amendment right to conflict-free counsel. The court

concluded that a conflict involving a public defender representing the alleged victim was not imputed

to Samuels’s counsel solely because both attorneys worked in the same local Department of Public

Advocacy office. The court distinguished ethical conflict-of-interest rules from the constitutional

standard and found no actual conflict under the circumstances.
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Samuels was convicted of second-degree assault in the trial court.
After an initial remand by the Court of Appeals for factual findings
regarding a potential conflict of interest, the trial court found no actual
conflict, and the Court of Appeals affirmed. The Supreme Court of

Kentucky granted discretionary review and affirmed.

For a Sixth Amendment conflict-of-interest claim raised at or before
trial, the defendant must show that an actual conflict of interest
existed; prejudice or an adverse effect on counsel's performance need
not be shown. The Supreme Court reviewed the legal question de novo
while considering the undisputed factual circumstances surrounding
the alleged conflict.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether a conflict of interest held by one public defender is automatically imputed to all other public
defenders working in the same local Department of Public Advocacy office for purposes of the Sixth

Amendment.

2. Whether Samuels demonstrated that his appointed counsel had an actual conflict of interest because
another attorney in the same public defender office represented the prosecution's witness and alleged
victim in an unrelated matter.

3. Whether the trial court was required to determine whether counsel's performance was adversely affected

when the alleged conflict was raised before trial.

HOLDINGS

1. When an alleged conflict of interest is raised at or before trial, the Holloway standard applies: the
defendant need only demonstrate that an actual conflict of interest existed and need not prove prejudice

or an adverse effect on counsel's performance.

2. The Sixth Amendment right to effective assistance of counsel includes the right to representation free
from an actual conflict of interest, and that right attaches upon initiation of adversary judicial criminal

proceedings.

3. A conflict arising from one public defender's representation of an adverse client is not automatically
imputed to another public defender solely because both attorneys work in the same local Department of

Public Advocacy trial office.

4. Samuels failed to demonstrate an actual conflict of interest violating the Sixth Amendment because the
alleged conflict consisted only of another public defender's unrelated representation of Gravett in the
same office, without evidence of shared duties, collaboration, direct representation, or exchange of

confidential information.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“But “whenever a trial court improperly requires joint representation over timely objection reversal is
automatic.”” (512 S.W.3d at 713)

“Indeed, the scope of the right to effective assistance of counsel under the Sixth Amendment is not dictated by
state ethical rules.” (512 S.W.3d at 715)

“Simply and only because they were both public defenders in the same office is not enough. That is the only
“bright line” rule we can abide.” (512 S.W.3d at 716)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Darryl Samuels and his cellmate, Christopher Gravett, fought at the McCracken County jail, and Samuels bit off
part of Gravett's ear. Samuels was represented by Carolyn Keeley, a public defender in the Paducah trial office of
Kentucky's Department of Public Advocacy, while another attorney in that same office, John Johnson,
represented Gravett in an unrelated criminal matter. Johnson's representation ended before Samuels's trial, and
the evidence showed that Keeley and Johnson did not collaborate, exchange confidential information, or know
the details of each other's cases.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Samuels was charged and convicted after a trial arising from a fight with his cellmate, whom he injured by biting
off part of his ear. Before trial, Samuels objected to continuing with appointed counsel because another attorney
in the same local Department of Public Advocacy office represented the victim in an unrelated matter. The Court
of Appeals initially remanded for a hearing; after the hearing, the trial court found no actual conflict, and the

Court of Appeals affirmed. The Kentucky Supreme Court affirmed the judgment on discretionary review.
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