
Criminal Procedure 

                Due Process 

 

Puerto Rico v. Sanchez Valle, 579 U.S. ___ (June 9, 2016). The Double Jeopardy Clause bars Puerto Rico 

and the United States from successively prosecuting a single person for the same conduct under 

equivalent criminal laws. Puerto Rican prosecutors indicted the defendant for illegally selling firearms in 

violation of the Puerto Rico Arms Act of 2000. While those charges were pending, federal grand juries 

also indicted them, based on the same transactions, for violations of analogous federal gun trafficking 

statutes. The Court held that the separate sovereign doctrine (double jeopardy does not bar successive 

prosecutions if they are brought by separate sovereigns) did not apply. If two entities derive their power 

to punish from independent sources, then they may bring successive prosecutions. Conversely, if the 

entities draw their power from the same ultimate source, then they may not. While States are separate 

sovereigns from the federal government, Puerto Rico is not. 

 

Recusal 

 

Williams v. Pennsylvania, 579 U.S. ___ (June 9, 2016). Due process required that a Pennsylvania 

Supreme Court Justice recuse himself from the capital defendant’s post-conviction challenge where the 

justice had been the district attorney who gave his official approval to seek the death penalty in the 

case. The Court stated: “under the Due Process Clause there is an impermissible risk of actual bias when 

a judge earlier had significant, personal involvement as a prosecutor in a critical decision regarding the 

defendant’s case.” It went on to hold that the justice’s authorization to seek the death penalty against 

the defendant constituted significant, personal involvement in a critical trial decision. Finally, it 

determined that an unconstitutional failure to recuse constitutes structural error even if the judge in 

question did not cast a deciding vote; as such the error was not subject to harmless error review. 

 

 

http://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/15pdf/15-108_k4mp.pdf
http://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/15pdf/15-5040_6537.pdf

