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· Habeas Corpus: The state supreme court did not unreasonably apply Jackson v. Virginia, 443 U.S. 307 (1979), in deciding that the jury heard sufficient evidence to conclude that the child victim died of shaken baby syndrome, even though the child did not suffer retinal hemorrhaging.

I. Facts and Procedural History

Shirley Smith was convicted of assault on a child resulting in death. At her trial, the jury heard several days of expert testimony. The state presented three experts, one of whom testified that the child’s autopsy revealed recent hemorrhages in the brain, and another who testified that death resulted from tearing in the brain stem. All three prosecution experts determined that the child died from shaken baby syndrome. Smith presented two expert witnesses who concluded that the child’s medical history and lack of retinal hemorrhaging meant the child died of SIDS, not shaken baby syndrome.
The conviction was upheld by the California Supreme Court. Smith filed a habeas corpus petition in federal court. The Magistrate Judge who heard the petition concluded that there was sufficient evidence to support a conviction, even though the evidence against Smith “raised many questions.” The Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals disagreed and reversed the conviction, concluding that there was no evidence in the brain itself of the cause of death. Because the “[a]bsence of evidence cannot constitute proof beyond a reasonable doubt,” the Ninth Circuit concluded that the California Court of Appeal had “unreasonably applied” the United States Supreme Court's opinion in Jackson v. Virginia in upholding Smith's conviction. Opinion at *3, quoting Smith v. Mitchell, 437 F.3d 884, 890 (2006).
II. Applying Jackson v. Virginia
In Jackson, the Supreme Court held that a reviewing court may set aside the jury's verdict on the ground of insufficient evidence only if no rational trier of fact could have agreed with the jury. Citing the lower court’s erroneous conclusion that there was no evidence of brain injury, the Supreme Court majority held that the Ninth Circuit’s decision was “plainly wrong.” Opinion at *3. Sufficient evidence to support a conviction exists as long as any trier of fact could have found the essential elements of the crime beyond a reasonable doubt, even if there is conflicting evidence. The Court also emphasized that a federal reviewing court must resolve any conflicting evidence in favor of the prosecution. Here, the Ninth Circuit failed to do so because it ignored prosecution testimony that the victim suffered damage to the brain and brain stem in reaching its conclusion. 
Accordingly, the Court reversed the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals decision and remanded the case for proceeding consistent with the Court’s opinion. 
