
NEW JERSEY SUPERIOR COURT, APPELLATE DIVISION

State of New Jersey v. Gualberto L. Lebron
Lebron · No. A-3454-22 · Decided February 24, 2026

SUMMARY

The New Jersey Appellate Division affirmed Gualberto L. Lebron's convictions for murder and related
offenses arising from the assault and death of Julia Vega. The court held, as a matter of first
impression, that under New Jersey's forfeiture-by-wrongdoing hearsay exception, the intent to procure
a witness's unavailability need not be the defendant's sole motivation. The court also rejected
challenges concerning the failure to charge passion/provocation manslaughter and the sentence
imposed.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the trial court properly admitted Vega's out-of-court statements under N.J.R.E. 804(b)(9),
including whether the State had to prove that procuring her unavailability was Lebron's sole motive and
whether the statements bore sufficient reliability or trustworthiness.

2. Whether the trial court erred by refusing to instruct the jury on passion/provocation manslaughter as a
lesser-included offense of murder.

3. Whether the trial court improperly applied aggravating factor one, failed to apply mitigating factor
seven, or failed to explain the overall fairness of the aggregate sentence.

HOLDINGS

1. The forfeiture-by-wrongdoing exception does not require proof that the defendant's intent to procure the
witness's unavailability was the sole reason for the wrongful conduct. It is sufficient that the intent to
prevent testimony was one motivating purpose, and the evidence supported the finding that Lebron acted
with that intent.

2. Although the trial court erred by failing to state its reliability or trustworthiness findings, the Appellate
Division conducted a de novo review and concluded that Vega's recorded, written, and oral statements
possessed sufficient indicia of reliability or compelling indicia of trustworthiness for admission under
N.J.R.E. 804(b)(9). Any error was also harmless in light of the overwhelming evidence of guilt.

3. The trial court properly refused to give a passion/provocation manslaughter instruction because the
evidence did not provide a rational basis for adequate provocation and insufficient time to cool off.

4. The trial court did not abuse its discretion in applying aggravating factor one, declining to apply
mitigating factor seven, or explaining the overall fairness of the aggregate sentence.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“For the admission of a witness's out-of-court statement under the forfeiture-by-wrongdoing exception, the
State must prove "by a preponderance of the evidence that defendant engaged, directly or indirectly, in
wrongdoing that was intended to, and did, procure the witness's unavailability."” (at 17-18)

“Nothing in the language of N.J.R.E. 804(b)(9) requires the State to prove that the intent to render a witness
unavailable was the sole reason a defendant caused the witness's unavailability.” (at 20)

“With no rational basis for a passion/provocation manslaughter charge in this case, the court correctly
declined to give that instruction to the jury.” (at 32)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Gualberto Lebron lived with or near his former girlfriend, Julia Vega, despite her repeated requests that he leave
and her efforts to end their relationship. In the days before Vega's death, Lebron assaulted and threatened her,
demanded that she drop domestic-violence charges, and warned that he would kill her if she did not. Vega
disappeared on May 9, 2018, and her body was later found decomposing in a duct-taped black bag; physical,
surveillance, cellular, DNA, and other evidence connected Lebron to her murder and the concealment of her
remains.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The trial court admitted statements by the deceased victim under the forfeiture-by-wrongdoing exception to the
hearsay rule, N.J.R.E. 804(b)(9). The jury convicted defendant on nearly all charged offenses, and the trial court
imposed an aggregate 106-year prison term, including a mandatory life term without parole for murder.
Defendant appealed, challenging the hearsay ruling, the refusal to charge passion/provocation manslaughter, and
the sentence. The Appellate Division affirmed.
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