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Justice Sotomayor, dissenting from the denial of certiorari

Justice Sotomayor, with whom J ustice Jackson joins, dissenting from the denial of certiorari.

Petitioner James Skinner and his codefendant Michael Wearry were both tried for the 1998 murder of Eric Walber based on similar sets of evidence, which centered on the same two eyewitness accounts. Wearry was convicted and sentenced to death. Skinner, after his initial capital trial ended with a hung jury, was convicted by an 11-to-1 vote and sentenced to life in prison. In 2016, this Court vacated Wearry’s conviction because the prosecution in his case had “[b]eyond doubt” violated its constitutional obligation to disclose favorable evidence to him. Wearry v. Cain, 577 U. S. 385, 392 (2016) (per curiam). Yet, Skinner remains incarcerated—and may remain incarcerated for the rest of his life—even though the prosecution failed to disclose the same favorable evidence to him in connection with his case.

Because Skinner was subject to the same constitutional violations that Wearry was (and more), he is entitled to the same relief that Wearry received. The Louisiana courts denied him that relief. Rather than leaving that injustice in place, the Court should have granted certiorari to uphold its obligations to ensure the supremacy of its own decisions and to treat like defendants alike.

I

A

Eric Walber was murdered in April 1998. The case soon went cold, but reopened nearly two years later when Sam Scott, who was then incarcerated, contacted the police and implicated Wearry in the killing. Id., at 386–387.

Scott gave the police many significantly different accounts of Walber’s murder. At first, Scott denied any involvement in the murder and did not implicate Skinner. Ibid.; App. to Pet. for Cert. 19a–24a (App.). He also got basic facts about the crime wrong, stating that Walber had been shot (not true) and that the murder had taken place on Blahut Road (it took place miles away, on Crisp Road). See Wearry, 577 U. S., at 386–387. As Scott kept talking with the police, he continued to “chang[e] his account of the crime over the course of four later statements, each of which differed from the others in material ways.” Id., at 387. Ultimately, Scott settled on a story that became the centerpiece of both Wearry’s and Skinner’s trials.

At Skinner’s trial,1 Scott testified to the following series of events. On the day of Walber’s murder, Wearry, Scott, a man named Randy Hutchinson, and two others (not including Skinner) were shooting dice on the side of the road when Walber drove by in a small hatchback Ford Focus. Wearry was losing, and decided to rob Walber. Wearry and Hutchinson then ran into the street to stop Walber’s car; Hutchinson pulled Walber out, beat him, and shoved him into the cargo area of Walber’s car; and all five men piled into that car and drove off with Walber. The group then drove around, occasionally stopping for Hutchinson to remove Walber from the car, beat him, and shove him back in. At one stop, they encountered Skinner and another man: Eric Brown. Skinner then got into the driver’s seat of Walber’s car and drove the group (now totaling seven men, including Walber) in that car out to Crisp Road, with Brown following in his own car. Once there, Wearry and Hutchinson removed Walber from the car and everyone else got out. Skinner then got back into the driver’s seat and ran Walber over, killing him. Scott admitted at trial that he had changed his testimony many times since he first came to the police, that he had often lied in doing so, and that he was receiving a deal in exchange for his testimony.

Eric Brown was the State’s only other eyewitness. Brown testified that he and Skinner encountered Wearry and his group on the day of the murder and that he and Skinner followed the group to Crisp Road in Brown’s car. Once there, Brown said that Skinner got out of the car and told Brown that he would catch up with him later. Brown said he then drove away in his own car moments before Walber’s death, leaving Skinner with the group including Wearry, Scott, and Hutchinson. Brown admitted at trial that he had first told the police a different story, in which he identified a different man as Wearry’s accomplice and left Skinner out of the story entirely. Brown also acknowledged that he was serving a 15-year drug sentence at the time he testified.

Apart from Scott and Brown, the State elicited testimony from two individuals who claimed Skinner had confessed to the Walber murder. First, Ryan Stinson, who was briefly Skinner’s cellmate in jail, testified that Skinner had confessed to a version of the crime much different from the one in Scott’s telling. According to Stinson, Skinner told him that Skinner and Walber were driving in Walber’s car alone one day and that Skinner wanted Walber to pull over to meet Skinner’s friends, but that Walber refused. This angered Skinner, so Skinner killed the engine, snatched the keys, dragged Wearry out of the car with his friends, and ran Walber over.2 Second, Raz Rogers, who was a longtime friend of Skinner’s, testified that he asked Skinner years after the murder if he knew what had happened to Walber. According to Rogers, Skinner responded that he and “some [others] did that.” Tr. 2597–2598 (May 13, 2005).

In its closing, the State began by lauding Scott as a “hero,” whose “consci[ence]” and “gumption” were the key reasons the case was solved. Tr. 2911–2912 (May 14, 2005). The State also claimed that “there’s not been one single shred of evidence to contradict the way Sam Scott says this happened.” Id., at 2914. As for Brown, the State touted his testimony many times, emphasizing that he had acted selflessly and got “[n]othing” in return for his testimony. Ibid. After discussing those two eyewitnesses at some length, the closing then turned to Rogers and Stinson. As to Stinson, the State acknowledged he was a “problem child,” whose testimony was “[a]bsolutely” “inconsistent with other things [the jury had] heard.” Id., at 2916. As to Rogers, the prosecution emphasized that there was not “one shred of evidence that Raz Rogers was involved” in the crime “in anyway.” Id., at 2915.

Ultimately, the jury convicted Skinner by a vote of 11-to1, and Skinner was sentenced to life imprisonment without the chance of parole.

B

Wearry also was convicted for his role in Walber’s murder; unlike Skinner, though, he was sentenced to death. Wearry, 577 U. S., at 388. His trial looked much like Skinner’s. As with Skinner, the prosecution offered no physical evidence of guilt. Scott was the State’s “star witness.” Id., at 387. Brown “corroborated” Scott’s testimony, and the State told the jury that Brown had “‘no deal on the table.’” Id., at 387, 393. Although Wearry’s trial featured no reported confession, there was other evidence implicating him. One witness placed Wearry in Walber’s blood-stained car on the night of the murder and later saw Wearry with Walber’s class ring; another witness saw Wearry throwing away a bottle of cologne that Walber had with him the night of his murder; and jail employees testified that they heard Wearry admit to being “a bystander when the crime occurred.” Id., at 388; see id., at 400 (Alito, J., dissenting).

For Wearry, however, trial was not the end of the matter. After Wearry’s conviction became final, capital counsel representing him in postconviction proceedings uncovered significant evidence that the prosecution had not disclosed. As this Court later held, that evidence “would have undermined the prosecution and materially aided Wearry’s defense at trial.” Id., at 388–389 (majority opinion).

As to Scott, undisclosed police records “cast doubt on [his] credibility.” Id., at 389. One of Scott’s fellow prisoners reported hearing Scott say that he “wanted to ‘make sure [Wearry] gets the needle cause he jacked over [Scott].’” Ibid. Another prisoner told the police that he witnessed the Walber murder, but later recanted and admitted that Scott had both “‘told him what to say’” and “suggested that lying about having witnessed the murder ‘would help him get out of jail.’” Id., at 389–390.

Further, the State failed to turn over medical records relating to Hutchinson that undermined Scott’s testimony. Recall, Scott testified that Hutchinson had run out into the street, repeatedly hauled Walber in and out of the car, and beat Walber; he also said Hutchinson crawled into the cargo area of Walber’s car after the murder. See id., at 390. The medical records revealed, however, that about a week before the murder, Hutchinson had undergone major knee surgery to repair a ruptured tendon. See ibid. According to an expert, Hutchinson’s surgically repaired knee “could not have withstood running, bending, or lifting substantial weight” by the time of Walber’s murder, making Scott’s account potentially physically impossible, and certainly highly implausible. Ibid.; see id., at 393.

As to Brown, undisclosed evidence belied the State’s assertions at trial that he sought no favors for his testimony. Rather, according to those records, Brown “had twice sought a deal to reduce his existing sentence in exchange for” his testimony and police had told Brown “that they would ‘talk to the D. A. if he told the truth.’” Id., at 390.

In postconviction proceedings, Wearry argued that the State’s failure to disclose this favorable evidence violated his due process rights under Brady v. Maryland, 373 U. S. 83 (1963). Although the Louisiana courts ruled against him, this Court disagreed and summarily reversed.

As the Court saw things, it was “[b]eyond doubt” that “the newly revealed evidence suffice[d] to undermine confidence in Wearry’s conviction.” 577 U. S., at 392. “Scott’s credibility, already impugned by his many inconsistent stories, would have been further diminished” by the implausibility of his account with respect to Hutchinson, the fact that he “had coached another inmate to lie about the murder” to “get out of jail,” and the fact that his testimony was driven by a desire to “settle a personal score.” Id., at 393. To the extent jurors found Scott more credible due to Brown’s corroborative testimony, moreover, those jurors “might have thought differently” had they learned of Brown’s undisclosed possible benefit from his testimony. Id., at 394. It was true that the State had also elicited other evidence at trial; but “[e]ven if the jury . . . could have voted to convict Wearry,” the Court had “‘no confidence that [the jury] would have done so.’” Ibid. (emphasis deleted). As a result, the Court held that Wearry’s due process rights were violated and his conviction could not stand. Id., at 396.

Today, due to a plea deal that Wearry and the State reached after this Court’s decision, Wearry not only is off death row, he has been freed from prison.

C

Skinner’s postconviction path has found less success. Unlike Wearry, Skinner did not receive capital counsel to assist with postconviction proceedings. Instead, he proceeded pro se in state and federal court and initially failed to secure any relief. See State ex rel. Skinner v. State, 2009–2043 (La. 8/18/10), 42 So. 3d 394; Skinner v. Cain, 2011 WL 2802859 (MD La., July 15, 2011). After this Court decided Wearry, however, Skinner learned about the evidence withheld in Wearry’s case and was able to secure his own postconviction counsel. Conducting a renewed investigation, Skinner’s counsel was then able to unearth yet additional withheld evidence that, Skinner now argues, further weakened the case against him.

First, Scott not only got several key parts of the story wrong before landing on his ultimate trial narrative, but according to Skinner, newly discovered police records also showed that the police fed Scott information to shape his story. See App. 19a, 25a. That included, for example, the police telling Scott that the murder took place on Crisp Road, not Blahut Road, where Scott had first erroneously indicated.

Second, Skinner points to additional undisclosed evidence that undermines Brown’s testimony. In a police statement, one of Brown’s fellow prisoners told police that Brown admitted to participating in the Walber carjacking, but “was try[ing] to pin this crime on” Wearry and that Brown thought the police “would believe him because he ha[d] told on others befor[e].” Id., at 50a. Additional records show that Brown had also identified, in a police photo array, a man named Dashain Moore “as th[e] guy [he] saw with Michael Wear[r]y . . . the same night that [Walber] was killed.” Id., at 36a–37a. Moore had been prosecuted for a similar carjacking one month after Walber’s murder, during which Moore boasted that he “killed . . . the Walber boy” and “didn’t care if he killed” the second victim, too. Id., at 79a–80a. At Moore’s trial, in fact, the prosecution had emphasized in closing that Moore had “ma[de] a statement that he had killed [Walber].” Id., at 82a–83a. Finally, not only did Brown ask for a deal in connection with his testimony against Skinner and Wearry, as it turned out, soon after Skinner’s second trial, he received a sentence reduction to time served and had other charges against him indefinitely continued. Id., at 56a–57a; Pet. for Cert. 13.

Third, as to Rogers, Skinner identifies a police note from before trial showing an anonymous caller reporting that “Raz [Rogers and another] confessed to ‘someone’ that they murdered Eric Walber.” App. 76a. This contradicted the prosecution’s statement that there was not “even one shred of evidence that Raz Rogers was involved.” Tr. 2915 (May 14, 2005). Moreover, although Rogers testified that he had quit smoking marijuana years before Skinner’s trial, prosecutors did not reveal to Skinner that, the night before Rogers was set to testify, he was arrested for marijuana possession. App. 74a–75a; Pet. for Cert. 14–15.

Fourth, Skinner argues that Stinson struck an undisclosed deal with the prosecution involving his transfer to a new prison. This was based on a pro se lawsuit Stinson filed alleging that the prosecution agreed to such transfer in exchange for his testimony at Skinner’s trial. See Reply to Brief in Opposition 8–9.

Fifth, Skinner identifies a series of police notes from the Walber investigation identifying other individuals who (in addition to Moore) confessed to the crime or may have been involved. One reportedly was seen “beating Eric [Walber] on Crisp Rd. the night of the murder,” was then seen covered in “blood” the same night, later called police to ask “if he was a prime suspect in the murder,” and “boast[ed]” that he had killed Walber. App. 85a, 88a–89a, 95a. Several other individuals (a guidance counselor, probation officer, and boy scout troop leader) told police that a different individual had “been saying he killed” Walber, possibly in concert with the first suspect who had called the police to ask if he was being investigated. Id., at 91a–95a. None of these suspects were ever disclosed to Skinner.

Armed with all this evidence, plus the Brady evidence this Court had already found material and unlawfully withheld in Wearry’s case, Skinner filed a renewed application for postconviction relief in Louisiana court. In June 2023, the postconviction court denied relief. On Skinner’s Brady claim, the court held that “[t]he statements presented, on their face, without further evidence of credibility, are not sufficient to undermine confidence in the outcome of the trial.” App. 3a. Moreover, it held, “the Wear[r]y case is distinguishable enough from the instant case that its decision does not compel this Court to follow suit.” Ibid. The court, however, gave no reason why the Brady claim in this case was different from or any weaker than Wearry’s.

The Louisiana Court of Appeal denied review, over one dissent. The Louisiana Supreme Court also denied review, with two justices dissenting. Justice Griffin wrote that she would have granted Skinner a new trial in light of this Court’s decision in Wearry, finding “no legitimate basis to treat the two co-defendants differently.” Id., at 8a. This petition followed.

II

The Court’s decision in Wearry compels the conclusion that the decision below cannot stand. Although this Court usually declines to grant summary relief in fact-intensive cases like this one, Wearry makes resolution of Skinner’s petition especially straightforward and important. Alternatively, if fuller briefing and oral argument were required to explore the important question presented adequately, the Court should have granted certiorari to do so, not denied review.

A

“‘[T]he suppression by the prosecution of evidence favorable to an accused . . . violates due process where the evidence is material either to guilt or to punishment, irrespective of the good faith or bad faith of the prosecution.’” Wearry, 577 U. S., at 392 (quoting Brady, 373 U. S., at 87). “Favorable” evidence includes evidence that “undermin[es] witness credibility.” 577 U. S., at 392 (citing Giglio v. United States, 405 U. S. 150, 153–154 (1972)).

Evidence “qualifies as material when there is ‘any reasonable likelihood’ it could have ‘affected the judgment of the jury.’” 577 U. S., at 392. The materiality standard “does not require demonstration by a preponderance that disclosure of the suppressed evidence would have resulted ultimately in the defendant’s acquittal”; it asks only whether “in its absence [the defendant] received a fair trial, understood as a trial resulting in a verdict worthy of confidence.” Kyles v. Whitley, 514 U. S. 419, 434 (1995). This “is not a sufficiency of the evidence test,” and the defendant “need not demonstrate that after discounting the inculpatory evidence in light of the undisclosed evidence, there would not have been enough left to convict.” Id., at 434–435. Instead, the undisclosed evidence need only be sufficient to “put the case in such a different light as to undermine confidence in the verdict.” Id., at 435. In deciding whether that is the case, the total effect of all the suppressed evidence must be considered “collectively, not item by item.” Id., at 436.

B

Wearry requires reversal here. Like in Wearry, no physical evidence connected Skinner to the murder. In both cases, Scott was the State’s “star witness” and “hero,” whose account the State told the jury was indispensable to its case and not contradicted by “one single shred of evidence.” Wearry, 577 U. S., at 387; Tr. 2911–2913 (May 14, 2005). Yet the State suppressed evidence showing that Scott’s story was likely physically impossible (given Hutchinson’s surgery), that Scott coached people to lie about Walber’s murder to get out of jail, and that Scott was testifying “to settle a personal score” against Wearry. Wearry, 577 U. S., at 393. In both cases, Brown was the only other eyewitness, whom the State announced would get “[n]othing” for his testimony. Tr. 2914 (May 14, 2005). Again, suppressed evidence showed that Brown was in fact motivated by the “possibility of a reduced sentence on an existing conviction.” Wearry, 577 U. S., at 394. Together, this suppressed evidence sufficed to eliminate the Wearry Court’s “‘confidence that [the jury] would have’” voted to convict Wearry. Ibid. (emphasis deleted). That alone requires reversal.

For Skinner, though, there is much more. To start, when a “verdict is already of questionable validity, additional evidence of relatively minor importance might be sufficient to create a reasonable doubt” for Brady purposes. United States v. Agurs, 427 U. S. 97, 113 (1976). Unlike in Wearry’s case, Skinner’s first trial ended with a hung jury, and his second trial ended with a nonunanimous verdict. Today, the latter would be unconstitutional under Ramos v. Louisiana, 590 U. S. 83 (2020). In any event, non-unanimity betrays a weaker case and can contribute to “concern[s] about the reliability and accuracy of the jury’s verdict.” Brown v. Louisiana, 447 U. S. 323, 333 (1980); see Johnson v. Louisiana, 406 U. S. 356, 362 (1972) (“Of course, the State’s proof could perhaps be regarded as more certain if it had convinced all 12 jurors”).

With that in mind, the amount and significance of the additional suppressed evidence here is staggering. Take the two eyewitnesses first. Scott, for one, could have been further undermined by evidence that the police developed his (already “inconsistent”) testimony for him. Wearry, 577 U. S., at 393; see, e.g., App. 25a. Brown, even more strikingly, identified a man other than Skinner in a photo array as Wearry’s sole accomplice; that man, moreover, bragged about killing Walber while committing a separate carjacking soon after Walber’s death. App. 36a–37a, 79a–83a. Besides identifying a highly plausible alternative suspect in the Walber murder, the suppressed evidence could have been used to attack Brown’s continuously shifting stories further. Brown, like Scott, also informed a fellow prisoner that he intended to “pin th[e] crime on” Wearry. Id., at 50a.

Turn next to Rogers. The State failed to turn over evidence that he had reportedly confessed to the Walber murder, too—in direct contradiction to the prosecution’s boast that there was not “one shred of evidence” connecting Rogers to the crime “in anyway.” Compare id., at 76a, with Tr. 2915 (May 14, 2005). Rogers also apparently lied on the stand about his marijuana use, as evidenced by his undisclosed mid-trial arrest on a marijuana charge. Knowing about this arrest would have allowed Skinner to attack both Rogers’s truthfulness and his motive for testifying, given his increased incentive to curry favor with the authorities.

As to the claimed Brady violations regarding Stinson, the evidence is not as direct. Skinner points not to contemporaneous evidence of a deal, but rather Stinson’s own claims, several months after Skinner’s trial, that the prosecution promised to transfer him to another prison in exchange for his testimony. Regardless, considered alongside all the other withheld evidence in this case, and given the implausible and inconsistent confession he reported, the possibility that Stinson testified with the expectation of securing favorable treatment from the prosecution further supports Skinner’s case. See Wearry, 577 U. S., at 394.

Finally, there is significant evidence of other possible suspects, even beyond the man Brown identified in the photo array. One possible suspect repeatedly confessed, according to three independent sources. Another was seen covered in blood the night of the murder, reportedly confessed, and asked the police if he was a suspect.

Skinner’s trial, in short, was plagued by piles of suppressed evidence that his counsel easily could have used to further undermine an already weak case against him. This Court already held that a subset of that evidence sufficed to find a Brady violation “[b]eyond doubt” for Skinner’s codefendant. 577 U. S., at 392. Given that there is substantially more undisclosed evidence at issue here, it is illogical to deny Skinner’s Brady claim now.

C

1

The State’s attempt to defend the decision below does nothing to change that conclusion.

Mostly, the State focuses on one fact: Unlike in Wearry’s case, here there was evidence, from Rogers and Stinson, that Skinner confessed. As a result, the State argues, whatever suppressed evidence there might have been, it could not have affected the jury’s guilty verdict. This distinct feature of Skinner’s case, however, does not bear the weight the State demands of it.

To start, the State is factually wrong that “the core basis for the jury’s verdict” was Skinner’s “confessions to murdering Eric Walber.” Brief in Opposition 15. The prosecution implicitly recognized as much: Its closing argument overwhelmingly focused on Scott (its “hero”) and Brown (“the other person who was out there that night and came forward”). Tr. 2911–2914. For Stinson, by contrast, the prosecution’s closing conceded that he was a “problem child” whose testimony was “[a]bsolutely” “inconsistent with” other testimony (such as Scott’s and Brown’s). Id., at 2916. The prosecution also discussed Rogers only briefly in its closing argument, likely because he provided almost no detail on Skinner’s role in the murder. That is not to mention the additional possible ways that the defense could have undermined Stinson’s and Rogers’s conflicting and thread-bare testimony, if the additional Brady evidence that related to them (Stinson’s alleged mid-trial transfer deal and Rogers’s undisclosed reported confession and mid-trial marijuana arrest) had been properly disclosed. See supra, at 8. The bottom line is that, contrary to the State’s presentation now, Scott and Brown (as in Wearry) were the heart of the prosecution’s case, while Stinson’s and Rogers’s inconsistent and vague second-hand reports of confessions were comparatively peripheral.

Even putting all of that to the side, the State’s focus on the confessions mistakes the Brady materiality standard for a “sufficiency of the evidence test.” Kyles, 514 U. S., at 434. The question is not, as the State asks, whether the confessions here could “sustain the jury verdict,” if there was sufficient “independent evidence” to convict Skinner, or if other evidence “provided firm ground for the jury’s verdict.” E.g., Brief in Opposition i, 9, 18, 26. The question is whether there is “‘any reasonable likelihood’ [the undisclosed evidence] could have ‘affected the judgment of the jury.’” Wearry, 577 U. S., at 392. That is why a Brady claim can succeed “even if . . . the undisclosed information may not have affected the jury’s verdict.” 577 U. S., at 392, n. 6. It is also part of the reason why Wearry was a clear case even though the State also pointed to “independent evidence” connecting Wearry to the murder. Id., at 393; see id., at 388; id., at 400 (Alito, J., dissenting) (collecting evidence, including several witnesses who testified to seeing Wearry in Walber’s blood-spattered car the night of the murder and jail guards who testified to Wearry admitting to being present at the murder, contrary to Wearry’s alibi). Here too, even if a jury could have convicted Skinner after considering all of the undisclosed evidence on which Skinner now relies, the existing verdict plainly is not one “worthy of confidence.” Kyles, 514 U. S., at 434; see Wearry, 577 U. S., at 392 (finding it immaterial if the jury “could have” convicted Wearry).

Beyond the confessions, the State offers little argument that the undisclosed evidence here was immaterial. As to much of the undisclosed evidence at issue, the State simply says nothing at all. That includes: the Hutchinson evidence, the evidence that Scott coached others to lie about the Walber murder, the evidence about other suspects, the evidence that Brown told another prisoner that he had it in for Wearry, and more.

As to other evidence, the State says little more. It dismisses Rogers’s reported confession as “not . . . serious,” without explanation, Brief in Opposition 25, which is surprising given the overwhelming value the State attributes to other second-hand confessions, see supra, at 13–14. The State also suggests that it had no obligation to disclose evidence of Rogers’s mid-trial arrest on drug charges because prosecutors (somehow) might not have heard about it. “But ‘Brady suppression occurs when the government fails to turn over even evidence that is known only to police . . . and not to the prosecutor.’” Wearry, 577 U. S., at 393–394, n. 8; see Kyles, 514 U. S., at 438 (rejecting similar argument by Louisiana).3 Further, the State contends that Scott’s statement about wanting to “‘make sure [Wearry] gets the needle’” would not have mattered to Skinner’s jury like it mattered to Wearry’s, appearing to suggest that it would have shown only Scott’s willingness to lie to get Wearry, not Skinner, executed. To state this last argument is to refute it. In all, nothing about the record here can leave the Court confident that the outcome of trial was not affected by the prosecution’s nondisclosure of favorable evidence.

2

Finally, the State urges the Court to deny relief on procedural grounds. It argues that, given the fact-intensive nature of Skinner’s claim, the decisions below are too sparse to permit meaningful review and that the Court should follow its usual practice of awaiting review until after federal habeas proceedings have completed.

The first contention is easily dispatched: It would be perverse to allow manifestly erroneous lower-court judgments to stand precisely because of their cursory analysis. In any event, the analysis the postconviction court did provide is wrong on its face, and the Court at the very least should have corrected the obvious legal errors and remanded for a proper analysis. See, e.g., Grady v. North Carolina, 575 U. S. 306, 310–311 (2015) (per curiam) (summarily vacating decision of state high court that applied erroneous federal legal principles). The postconviction court faulted Skinner for failing to provide “evidence of credibility,” App. 3a, but this Court has never imposed a standalone credibility requirement on material Brady evidence. That makes sense, given that credibility is the province of the jury, see, e.g., United States v. Scheffer, 523 U. S. 303, 312–313 (1998), and Brady violations prevent the jury from assessing the credibility of material evidence. The postconviction court’s only other reasoning was that “the Wear[r]y case is distinguishable enough.” App. 3a. The question in Wearry, however, was “[b]eyond doubt.” 577 U. S., at 392. Even if this case were a closer call, that would not end the analysis.

On the State’s second point, it is true that this Court is less apt to intervene in “state postconviction proceedings,” as opposed to after federal habeas review. Lawrence v. Florida, 549 U. S. 327, 334 (2007). Summary reversal, moreover, is generally inappropriate in “fact-intensive” cases, especially with lengthy trial records. See e.g., Cavazos v. Smith, 565 U. S. 1, 9, 11, 16–17 (2011) (Ginsburg, J., dissenting); but see Klein v. Martin, 607 U. S. ___, ___–___ (2026) (per curiam) (slip op., at 10–12) (parsing materiality of alleged Brady evidence to summarily reverse grant of postconviction relief ). This case, however, is unique because of the Court’s prior grant of relief in Wearry.

To begin, and as Wearry underscored, “[t]his Court, of course, has jurisdiction over the final judgments of state postconviction courts, see 28 U. S. C. §1257(a), and exercises that jurisdiction in appropriate circumstances.” 577 U. S., at 395–396. Although the Court’s usual practice may be to await federal habeas proceedings in the ordinary case, nothing in its precedents requires the abdication of responsibility to correct obvious errors of law, even in this posture. See id., at 396 (collecting cases).

Moreover, although this case is undoubtedly fact-intensive, the legal error is made much more obvious, and the analysis is much simplified, by the Court’s prior analysis in Wearry. There, the Court already conducted much of the necessary analysis, which involved the same crime and substantially overlapping witnesses and suppressed evidence. Of course, there are differences between this case and Wearry; no two trials are identical. Those differences, however, pale in comparison to their similarities. If, on the other hand, the Court needed additional briefing and argument to fully address Skinner’s claims, the appropriate course of action would be to grant plenary review, not simply to deny Skinner’s petition.

Given the significant overlap with Wearry, moreover, the Court has a strong interest here in vindicating the supremacy of its decisions. The postconviction court’s one-sentence conclusion that this case is “distinguishable enough” from Wearry borders on open defiance. App. 3a.4 The Court should have corrected this error. See, e.g., Moore v. Texas, 586 U. S. 133, 139, 143 (2019) (per curiam) (summarily reversing where the state court “repeat[ed]” the errors that this Court previously condemned); id., at 143 (Roberts, C. J., concurring) (agreeing that state court “repeated the same errors that this Court previously condemned—if not quite in haec verba, certainly in substance”).

That raises one final point: “the actual inequity that results when the Court chooses which of many similarly situated defendants should be the chance beneficiary of ” a given rule. United States v. Johnson, 457 U. S. 537, 556, n. 16 (1982) (emphasis deleted). Here, it is all but certain that, if Skinner had received counsel earlier and his case had traveled to this Court with Wearry’s, both men would have secured the same relief. By happenstance and largely due to lack of representation, however, Skinner’s case was delayed. That delay should not mean that justice is denied. It is true that Skinner may yet receive relief in federal court, as the Fifth Circuit recently granted authorization for him to file a successive habeas application. App. 9a–11a. Yet, there is no need to “forc[e Skinner] to endure yet more time [i]n Louisiana’s [prisons] in service of a conviction that is constitutionally flawed” while federal habeas proceedings play out. Wearry, 577 U. S., at 396.

* * *

Equal justice under law, the phrase engraved on the front of this Court’s building, requires that two codefendants, convicted of the same crime, who raised essentially the same constitutional claims, receive the same answer from the courts. Here, because the Louisiana courts refused to apply this Court’s Brady precedents, including a decision by this Court involving the very same evidence, Skinner risks spending the rest of his life in prison while Wearry walks free. Because the Court refuses to enforce its own precedents, I respectfully dissent from the denial of certiorari.

Notes

1. These facts come from Skinner’s second trial after his first jury could not reach a verdict. See Tr. in State v. Skinner, No. 15992.

2. Stinson also claimed to have surreptitiously taken handwritten notes of this confession (which the jurors reviewed at trial). These reflect yet a different version of events: Walber was driving Skinner; Skinner wanted to drive but Walber refused to let him; this “pissed [Skinner] off,” and so Skinner coaxed Walber into driving to Crisp Road, where Skinner and his friends killed Walber. App. to Brief in Opposition 93a–95a.

3. The State also argues that this evidence is not material because Rogers was caught on Crisp Road, which “corroborat[ed]” his other testimony that he and Skinner used to smoke together on Crisp Road, where Walber was murdered. Brief in Opposition 25–26. That does not follow. While this coincidence does link Rogers to the road on which the murder took place, it confirms nothing about Skinner’s presence on the road the night of the murder.

4. Unfortunately, “[w]e have repeatedly reversed . . . Louisiana courts” for failing to heed Brady’s requirements. Brown v. Louisiana, 598 U. S. ___, ___ (2023) (Jackson, J., dissenting from denial of certiorari) (slip op., at 4) (collecting cases); see Brief for Two Louisiana Prisoners as Amici Curiae 13–18 (questioning treatment of Brady claims in Louisiana courts based on troubling data).


