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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of South Carolina held that the trial court violated the defendants' Sixth
Amendment Confrontation Clause rights by limiting cross-examination of a co-conspirator witness
concerning the potential sentence he faced. Because the witness was the only eyewitness linking the
defendants to the burglary and the error was not harmless beyond a reasonable doubt, the court

reversed the lower court's decision.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether limiting the defendants' cross-examination of a co-conspirator witness concerning the specific
sentence the witness could receive if convicted of the same crimes violated the Sixth Amendment
Confrontation Clause.

2. Whether the Confrontation Clause error was harmless beyond a reasonable doubt.

HOLDINGS

1. The trial court violated the defendants' Sixth Amendment right of confrontation by excluding testimony
concerning Steele's specific potential sentence if convicted of the same crimes. Although evidence of a
defendant's possible sentence is generally irrelevant or substantially prejudicial, the defendants' right to
expose a prosecution witness's potential bias outweighed that exclusionary interest under the
circumstances.

2. The error was not harmless beyond a reasonable doubt and required reversal.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“A defendant has the right to cross-examine a witness concerning bias under the Confrontation Clause.” (349
S.C. at 331)

“The lack of a negotiated plea, if anything, creates a situation where the witness is more likely to engage in

biased testimony in order to obtain a future recommendation for leniency.” (349 S.C. at 333)

“A "long sentence" may have different meanings to different jurors.” (349 S.C. at 334-335)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Howard Woods returned home on September 24, 1996, to find that his front door had been forced open and
numerous firearms were missing. Investigator Fowler found no fingerprints or other physical evidence
connecting the defendants to the burglary. Donald Steele, who had been charged with the same crimes as the
defendants, testified that he accompanied them to Woods's home and saw them enter and leave carrying guns;
the trial court allowed only general questioning about the potentially lengthy sentence Steele faced, not the

specific possible punishment.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The trial court limited the defendants' cross-examination of prosecution witness Donald Steele by excluding
evidence of the specific sentence Steele could face if convicted of the same charges. The jury convicted
petitioners of second-degree burglary and grand larceny. The Court of Appeals affirmed, but the Supreme Court
reversed because the limitation violated the defendants' Confrontation Clause rights and was not harmless

beyond a reasonable doubt.



DISPOSITION

reversed

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The opinion reverses the Court of Appeals; it does not state additional specific remand instructions.
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