United States Supreme Court
Walker v. Martin, __ U.S. __, 2011 WL 611627 (February 23, 2011).

· Habeas Corpus: State habeas time bar is an independent state ground that can bar federal habeas even though the time bar standard is indeterminate.

I. Facts and Procedural History

Martin was convicted of robbery and murder in California. He filed a habeas petition in the California Supreme Court, alleging ineffective assistance of counsel five years after his conviction and sentence became final. However, Martin failed to explain the delay in bringing his claim. California requires habeas petitioners to file their petition as “promptly as circumstances allow.” The petitioner must also explain when he first learned of the claim and why he did not seek relief sooner.  The court’s timeliness rule permits it to deny claims that are substantially delayed without justification. 

The California court summarily denied Martin’s petition as untimely. Martin subsequently filed a habeas petition in federal district court. The district court denied Martin’s petition, finding the state court’s decision rested on an independent state ground. The Ninth Circuit reversed, holding that California’s time bar standard lack sufficient clarity and consistency of application to act as an adequate state bar. The United States Supreme Court granted certiorari to determine the adequacy of California’s practice barring a petitioner from collaterally attacking his conviction when he has “substantially delayed” filing his habeas petition. 
II. Indeterminate Timeliness Standard as Independent State Ground 

A federal habeas court may not review a claim rejected by a state court on independent state procedural or substantive grounds. To qualify as an adequate procedural ground, the state rule must be “firmly established and regularly followed.” The Supreme Court found that California’s timeliness rule was firmly established because it was framed for habeas petitioners in a trilogy of cases that were frequently cited in subsequent cases. Moreover, the Court cited several California cases where lesser delays in filing a petition were barred, showing that Martin’s 5 year delay was substantial. 
The Court rejected Martin’s claim that the indeterminate language of the timeliness standard rendered it too vague to be regarded as firmly established. The Court held that application of those rules can supply the requisite clarity, even in the face of “seeming inconsistencies.” To hold otherwise would require states to set unyielding timelines for filing petitions in order to limit federal review, which would limit or remove a court’s discretion to consider case specific factors that would allow a state court to consider an otherwise untimely petition on the merits. 

Therefore, for the reasons stated above, the United States Supreme Court found no inadequacy in California’s timeliness rule and reversed the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals’ decision.
