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Howes v. Fields, __ U.S. __, [2012 WL 538280] (February 21, 2012).

· Miranda: A prisoner is not always "in custody," so that Miranda warnings are required, whenever he is isolated from the general prison population and questioned about conduct occurring outside the prison. When a prisoner is questioned by police, the custody determination should focus on all features of the interrogation, including the language used in summoning the prisoner to the interview and the manner in which the interrogation is conducted.
I. Facts and Procedural History
Michigan state prisoner Randall Fields was removed from his prison cell and taken to a conference room where he was questioned by sheriff’s deputies about a crime he had allegedly committed before being imprisoned. Fields was not given Miranda warnings nor told he didn’t have to speak with the deputies. During the interrogation, Fields was told more than once that he was free to return to his cell; he remained free of restraints; and the conference room door was open at various times during the 5-7 hours Fields was present. Several times during questioning, Fields told the deputies that he no longer wanted to talk to them, but he did not ask to go back to his cell. 

The state courts rejected Fields’ argument that the interrogation violated his Miranda rights. In federal habeas proceedings, the district court granted habeas relief. The Sixth Circuit affirmed, holding that removal from the general prison population, combined with questioning about criminal activity occurring outside the jail or prison, makes any such interrogation custodial per se.
II. Custodial Interrogation of Prisoners

In its decision, the Sixth Circuit relied on Mathis v. United States, 391 U. S. 1 (1968), finding that the case clearly established a rule making interrogation of prison inmates custodial per se. However, the United States Supreme Court noted that it had repeatedly declined to adopt a bright line rule with respect to the questioning of a prison inmate. Because no such rule had been clearly established, the lower court erred in granting habeas relief to Fields on that ground.
The Court went further, announcing that the three elements of the Sixth Circuit’s rule were wrong. First, the Court reiterated its definition of “custody” as a “term of art that specifies circumstances that are thought generally to present a serious danger of coercion.” Opinion at ¶ 18. To determine whether a person is in custody for Miranda purposes, the court must determine whether, in light of the circumstances, a reasonable person would have felt he was not free to leave. The Court identified relevant factors such as the location of the questioning, its duration, statements made during the interview, the presence or absence of physical restraints, and the release of the suspect at the end of the questioning. 

The Court gave three reasons why imprisonment alone is insufficient to create a custodial situation. First, questioning a prisoner will not generally involve the shock that often accompanies arrest. Second, a prisoner is unlikely to think that speaking with police will lead to a prompt release. Third, a prisoner knows the interviewer probably lacks the authority to affect the length of his sentence. Additionally, the Court found that questioning a prisoner in private is unlikely to be more coercive than remaining in the general population and it may even be more safe for the prisoner to do so. 

For those reasons, the Supreme Court held that when police question a prisoner, the court’s custody determination should focus on all of the features of the interrogation, including the language used in summoning the prisoner to the interview and the manner in which the interrogation is conducted.

In this case, the record indicates that Fields was not taken into custody for Miranda purposes for several reasons. The most important factor, according to the Court, was that the deputies repeatedly told Fields that he could leave and go back to his cell whenever he wanted. Moreover, Fields was not physically restrained or threatened and was interviewed in a well-lit, average-sized conference room where the door was sometimes left open. 
Therefore, the Court reversed the judgment of the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals.   

