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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Tennessee addressed the procedure for determining a petitioner's competency to
proceed in a post-conviction action. It held that the civil incompetency standard from State v. Nix
applies, requiring a prima facie showing supported by credible evidence to trigger a competency
hearing and clear and convincing evidence to establish incompetence. The court further held that
incompetence does not require staying the proceedings or holding claims in abeyance, and that a next
friend or guardian ad litem may be appointed when necessary.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether interlocutory review was appropriate to establish a uniform procedure for determining
competency to proceed in a capital post-conviction action.

2. What competency standard applies to a petitioner in a post-conviction proceeding.

3. What threshold showing is required to trigger a competency hearing.

4. Who bears the burden of proving incompetence and what burden of proof applies.

5. What effect a finding of incompetence has on ongoing post-conviction proceedings.

HOLDINGS

1. Interlocutory review was proper because the appeal presented an issue of first impression in a capital
case, implicated the need to prevent needless and protracted litigation, and would help establish a
uniform body of law.

2. The civil standard for mental incompetence adopted in State v. Nix applies to competency
determinations during post-conviction proceedings. A petitioner is incompetent only if unable either to
manage personal affairs or to understand legal rights and liabilities.

3. A petitioner must make a prima facie showing of incompetence before a competency hearing is required,
using affidavits, depositions, medical reports, or other credible evidence containing specific factual
allegations demonstrating inability to manage personal affairs or understand legal rights and liabilities.

4. The petitioner bears the burden of proving incompetence to proceed in a post-conviction action by clear
and convincing evidence.

5. A finding of incompetence does not require a partial or complete stay of post-conviction proceedings or
abeyance of individual claims. The trial court should appoint a next friend or guardian ad litem, if
necessary, to pursue the action on the petitioner's behalf.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“For the reasons explained herein, we hold that the civil standard for mental incompetence adopted in State v.
Nix, 40 S.W.3d 459 (Tenn.2001), applies to a competency determination during post-conviction proceedings.”
(696)

“A petitioner is, therefore, incompetent to pursue post-conviction proceedings only if he is unable either to
manage his personal affairs or to understand his legal rights and liabilities.” (702)

“If a prima facie showing is made, then a competency hearing should be held.” (703)

“We agree, therefore, with the State that a finding of incompetence requires neither a partial nor complete
stay of the proceedings.” (705-706)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Reid was convicted and sentenced to death for two first-degree murders and received a consecutive twenty-five-
year sentence for especially aggravated robbery. Shortly before his scheduled execution, he filed a pro se post-
conviction petition; appointed counsel later asserted that Reid was incompetent and sought to proceed without
his verification. The trial court adopted a procedure for determining competency, including a prima facie
evidentiary threshold, a clear-and-convincing burden of proof, and bifurcation of claims depending on whether
Reid's input was required.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Reid filed a pro se post-conviction petition shortly before his scheduled execution, after which the trial court
stayed the execution and appointed post-conviction counsel. Counsel later filed an unverified amended petition,
asserted that Reid was incompetent, and sought a stay of the post-conviction proceedings. The trial court adopted
a procedure requiring a prima facie showing of incompetence, clear and convincing proof at a competency
hearing, and bifurcation of claims; the trial court granted an interlocutory appeal, the Court of Criminal Appeals
denied review, and the Tennessee Supreme Court granted permission to appeal. The Supreme Court affirmed the
trial court's ruling as modified and remanded.

DISPOSITION

remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The trial court was directed to conduct further proceedings consistent with the Supreme Court's clarified
procedures, including applying the civil Nix competency standard, requiring a prima facie evidentiary showing
before a competency hearing, applying a clear-and-convincing burden of proof, and using a next friend or
guardian ad litem rather than staying the proceedings if incompetence is found.
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