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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Arkansas held that the circuit court clearly erred in finding Karl D. Roberts

competent to choose between life and death and to knowingly and intelligently waive postconviction

relief. The court reversed and remanded for postconviction proceedings under Arkansas Rule of

Criminal Procedure 37.5. The court also referred to the Committee on Criminal Practice the question

whether postconviction review should be mandatory in capital cases.
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Appeal from the Polk County Circuit Court's finding that Roberts was
competent to choose between life and death and to knowingly and

intelligently waive postconviction relief in a capital case.

The circuit court's competency determination is reviewed for clear
error. A finding is clearly erroneous when, although supported by
evidence, the appellate court, after reviewing the entire record, is left
with a definite and firm conviction that a mistake has been made. The
sufficiency of written findings is reviewed to determine whether

meaningful appellate review is possible.
Published Arkansas Supreme Court opinion; precedential.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the circuit court made sufficiently specific findings of fact and conclusions of law to permit

meaningful appellate review under Arkansas Rule of Criminal Procedure 37.5(i).

2. Whether Roberts was competent to choose between life and death and knowingly and intelligently waive

his postconviction remedies.

3. Whether Arkansas should require mandatory Rule 37.5 postconviction review in all capital cases

notwithstanding a defendant's waiver.

4. Whether acceptance of Roberts's waiver violated the solid-footing doctrine.

HOLDINGS

1. The circuit court's concise findings sufficiently specified the basis for its ruling and permitted

meaningful appellate review under Rule 37.5(i).

2. A death-sentenced defendant may waive postconviction remedies only if judicially determined to have
the capacity to understand the choice between life and death and to knowingly and intelligently waive

the rights at issue.
3. The circuit court clearly erred in finding that Roberts was competent to waive postconviction review.

4. The court declined to extend mandatory appellate review to Rule 37.5 postconviction proceedings at this

time, but referred the issue to the Committee on Criminal Practice for consideration.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“[A] defendant sentenced to death will be able to forego a state appeal only if he has been judicially
determined to have the capacity to understand the choice between life and death and to knowingly and

intelligently waive any and all rights to appeal his sentence.” (2016 Ark. 118, at 5)

“We hold that the circuit court was clearly erroneous when it concluded that Roberts was competent to waive

postconviction review.” (2016 Ark. 118, at 8)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Roberts was convicted of capital murder and sentenced to death for murdering his twelve-year-old niece. He
suffers from schizophrenia, including auditory and visual hallucinations and delusional beliefs. At the
competency hearing, the State's expert declined to reach an ultimate conclusion about whether Roberts could
rationally and stably choose death, while Roberts's expert opined that schizophrenia prevented him from
choosing between life and death or knowingly and intelligently waiving postconviction rights. The circuit court
accepted Roberts's waiver, but the Arkansas Supreme Court concluded that his psychosis affected the decision

and that the competency finding was clearly erroneous.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



Roberts was convicted of capital murder and sentenced to death. He repeatedly waived direct appeal and state
postconviction review, but later sought to reopen the proceedings after a federal habeas proceeding was stayed to
permit exhaustion of state claims. The Arkansas Supreme Court previously granted his motion to reopen and
required a current competency evaluation. After a competency hearing, the circuit court accepted Roberts's

waiver and dismissed his Rule 37.5 petition; Roberts appealed.

DISPOSITION
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REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Reverse the competency determination and remand to the circuit court for postconviction proceedings under

Arkansas Rule of Criminal Procedure 37.5.
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