United States Supreme Court
Wetzel v. Lambert, __ U.S. __, 2012 WL 538281 (February 21, 2012).

· Habeas Corpus: The reviewing federal court may not vacate a conviction unless each ground supporting the state court decision is examined and found to be unreasonable under Antiterrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act (AEDPA).

I. Facts and Procedural History

James Lambert was convicted and sentenced to death for the murder of two robbery victims in 1984. Co-defendant Bernard Jackson testified against Lambert at the trial. Twenty years later, Lambert filed a petition for post-conviction relief, claiming that the state failed to disclose a “police activity sheet” containing a notation about the display of a photo line-up containing a picture of Lawrence Woodlock, who was identified as Jackson’s co-defendant. Lambert argued the sheet was Brady material because it suggested someone else was involved in the robbery and could have been used to impeach Jackson’s testimony.
The prosecution argued that the arguments were speculative and that the statement in the report was ambiguous at best. The state supreme court agreed with those arguments and found Lambert’s impeachment argument unpersuasive because Jackson had been thoroughly cross-examined at trial. After the district court denied Lambert’s writ of habeas corpus, the Third Circuit Court of Appeals reversed and granted the writ. The Third Circuit found it unreasonable that the state court assumed a new line of impeachment material would not make a difference. 

II. Alternative Grounds for Federal Habeas Relief

The United States Supreme Court chastised the Third Circuit for overlooking the state court’s determination that the statement in the police activity sheet was ambiguous. If the Court of Appeals had addressed the ambiguous and speculative statement argument and found the state court’s ruling reasonable, its finding on the impeachment evidence would be beside the point. Accordingly, a federal habeas ruling should examine and address each ground supporting the state court decision before deciding that relief should be granted under the AEDPA.
Justices Breyer, Ginsburg and Kagan dissented from the grant of certiorari, arguing that the notations in the report were not ambiguous and the state court did not make any such finding. 

