UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE WESTERN DISTRICT OF

VIRGINIA, ROANOKE DIVISION

Demmerick E. Brown v. Karen Stapleton, et al.

Brown v. Stapleton - No. 7:22c¢v00349 - Decided January 14, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Western District of Virginia considers cross-motions for

summary judgment in a prisoner’s 42 U.S.C. § 1983 action concerning a $7 disciplinary fine and

alleged due process violations. The court holds that any denial of an opportunity to present witnesses

or evidence was harmless and that the defendants were entitled to qualified immunity because the

asserted constitutional right was not clearly established in 2020. The court grants the defendants’

motion for summary judgment and denies Brown’s motion.
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Following remand from the United States Court of Appeals for the
Fourth Circuit, defendants moved for summary judgment and plaintiff
moved for summary judgment in a 42 U.S.C. § 1983 procedural due

process action arising from a prison disciplinary fine.

Summary judgment is proper under Federal Rule of Civil Procedure
56 when there is no genuine dispute of material fact and the movant is
entitled to judgment as a matter of law. The court must draw
reasonable inferences for the nonmovant and may not resolve
credibility or weigh evidence. Procedural due process errors in prison

disciplinary proceedings are reviewed for harmless error.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. What procedural protections were due before Brown could be deprived of $7 from his inmate trust

account in a prison disciplinary proceeding?

2. Whether any failure to provide Brown an opportunity to present witnesses or documentary, audio, or

video evidence was harmless.

3. Whether defendants were entitled to qualified immunity because the asserted due process right was not
clearly established in August 2020.

4. Whether Brown was entitled to summary judgment on his § 1983 claims.

HOLDINGS

1. The Due Process Clause does not require an inmate to cross-examine an accuser or receive an appellate

review of a prison disciplinary decision.

2. A procedural due process error in a prison disciplinary hearing is harmless when the excluded evidence

would not have helped the inmate's defense or affected the outcome.

3. Defendants were entitled to qualified immunity because, in August 2020, it was not clearly established
that the Constitution required the asserted procedures before imposing a small disciplinary fine deducted

from an inmate trust account.

4. Brown was not entitled to summary judgment because his unverified and conclusory allegations did not
constitute admissible evidence establishing a constitutional violation or eliminating genuine factual
disputes.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The opportunity to call witnesses and present documentary evidence, provided that no threat to institutional
safety or correctional goals is created by permitting the opportunity” (Wolff, 418 U.S. at 563-69)

“Because I find that violation of Brown’s due process rights, if any such violation occurred, was harmless as a

matter of law, I will grant the defendants’ Motion for Summary Judgment.” (Conclusion)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Brown, a Virginia inmate, was charged with violating a posted prison rule requiring inmates to wear masks

whenever outside their cells after removing his mask in a prison barber shop. At the disciplinary hearing, Brown



pleaded not guilty and sought witness and documentary evidence, but the hearing officer found him guilty based
on the disciplinary report and Brown's admission that he removed the mask to be shaved, imposing a $7 fine
deducted from his inmate trust account. Brown alleged that he was denied forms needed to request witnesses and

evidence and was unable to appeal, while defendants submitted evidence disputing those allegations.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The district court previously granted defendants' motion to dismiss, holding that the $7 fine did not deprive
Brown of a constitutionally recognized property or liberty interest. The Fourth Circuit reversed and remanded
after recognizing a protected property interest in money held in an inmate trust account, directing the district
court to determine what process was due and whether any procedural violation was harmless. On remand, the
district court granted defendants' motion for summary judgment based on harmless error and qualified immunity

and denied Brown's motion for summary judgment.
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