
UNITED STATES OF AMERICA
UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT

FOR THE WESTERN DISTRICT OF MICHIGAN
SOUTHERN DIVISION

            

RANDY COFFELT,

Plaintiff, Case No. 1:08-cv-333

v. Honorable Gordon J. Quist 

MICHIGAN DEPARTMENT OF 
CORRECTIONS et al., 

Defendants.
____________________________________/

REPORT AND RECOMMENDATION

This is a civil rights action brought by a state prisoner pursuant to 42 U.S.C. § 1983.

The Court has granted Plaintiff leave to proceed in forma pauperis, and Plaintiff has paid the initial

partial filing fee.  Under the Prison Litigation Reform Act, PUB. L. NO. 104-134, 110 STAT. 1321

(1996), the Court is required to dismiss any prisoner action brought under federal law if the

complaint is frivolous, malicious, fails to state a claim upon which relief can be granted, or seeks

monetary relief from a defendant immune from such relief.  28 U.S.C. §§ 1915(e)(2), 1915A; 42

U.S.C. § 1997e(c).  The Court must read Plaintiff’s pro se complaint indulgently, see Haines v.

Kerner, 404 U.S. 519, 520 (1972), and accept Plaintiff’s allegations as true, unless they are clearly

irrational or wholly incredible.  Denton v. Hernandez, 504 U.S. 25, 33 (1992). Applying these

standards, I recommend that Plaintiff’s complaint be dismissed for failure to state a claim.
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Discussion

I.  Factual allegations

Plaintiff Randy Coffelt presently is incarcerated with the Michigan Department of

Corrections (MDOC) and housed at the Boyer Road Correctional Facility (OTF).  He sues the

MDOC, Director Patricia Caruso, and OTF Maintenance Supervisor Lee Thilie.

On September 16, 2006, Petitioner fell on the slippery concrete floor of the OTF Food

Service Building, breaking his right wrist.  According to the allegations of the complaint, two days

before Plaintiff’s fall, Defendant Thilie resurfaced the floor of the sanitation area of the building,

using an epoxy sealer.  Plaintiff claims that the epoxy sealer that was used needed to be mixed with

sand, in order to prevent the floor from becoming slippery when wet.  Defendant Thilie, however,

did not use sand when resurfacing the floor.  Plaintiff alleges that Thilie must have had knowledge

that the failure to use sand would present a risk, and, therefore, Thilie’s failure to use sand

constituted deliberate indifference to Plaintiff’s safety.  Plaintiff further alleges that Director Caruso

is responsible for all Michigan prisons and employees and that she should have taken steps to

prevent Thilie’s improper work performance.

Plaintiff claims that he has suffered severe injuries to his right wrist that will affect

his ability to use the wrist for the rest of his life.  He seeks monetary damages in the amount of

$750,000 and punitive damages in the amount of $900,000.

II.  Failure to state a claim

 A complaint fails to state a claim upon which relief can be granted when it is clear

that no relief could be granted under any set of facts that could be proved consistent with the

allegations of the complaint.  Jones v. City of Carlisle, 3 F.3d 945, 947 (6th Cir. 1993).  To state a
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claim under 42 U.S.C. § 1983, a plaintiff must allege the violation of a right secured by the federal

Constitution or laws and must show that the deprivation was committed by a person acting under

color of state law.  West v. Atkins, 487 U.S. 42, 48 (1988); Street v. Corr. Corp. of Am., 102 F.3d

810, 814 (6th Cir. 1996).  Because § 1983 is a method for vindicating federal rights, not a source

of substantive rights itself, the first step in an action under § 1983 is to identify the specific

constitutional right allegedly infringed.  Albright v. Oliver, 510 U.S. 266, 271 (1994). 

A. Sovereign Immunity

Plaintiff may not maintain a § 1983 action against the Michigan Department of

Corrections.  Regardless of the form of relief requested, the states and their departments are immune

under the Eleventh Amendment from suit in the federal courts, if the state has not waived immunity

and Congress has not expressly abrogated Eleventh Amendment immunity by statute.  See Pennhurst

State Sch. & Hosp. v. Halderman, 465 U.S. 89, 98-101 (1984); Alabama v. Pugh, 438 U.S. 781, 782

(1978); O’Hara v. Wigginton, 24 F.3d 823, 826  (6th Cir. 1993).  Congress has not expressly

abrogated Eleventh Amendment immunity by statute, Quern v. Jordan, 440 U.S. 332, 341 (1979),

and the State of Michigan has not consented to civil rights suits in federal court.  Abick v. Michigan,

803 F.2d 874, 877 (6th Cir. 1986).  In numerous unpublished opinions, the Sixth Circuit has

specifically held that the MDOC is absolutely immune from suit under the Eleventh Amendment.

See, e.g., Turnboe v. Stegall, No. 00-1182, 2000 WL1679478, at *2 (6th Cir. Nov. 1, 2000); Erdman

v. Mich. Dep’t of Corr., No. 94-2109, 1995 WL 150341, at *1 (6th Cir. Apr. 5, 1995); Cullens v.

Bemis, No. 92-1582, 1992 WL 337688, at *1 (6th Cir. Nov. 18, 1992); Adams v. Mich. Dep’t of

Corr., No. 86-1803, 1987 WL 36006, at *1 (6th Cir. May 7, 1987).  In addition, the State of

Michigan (acting through the Michigan Department of Corrections) is not a “person” who may be
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sued under § 1983 for money damages.  See Lapides v. Bd. of Regents, 535 U.S. 613 (2002) (citing

Will v. Mich. Dep’t of State Police, 491 U.S. 58 (1989)).  Therefore, the action against  the Michigan

Department of Corrections is subject to dismissal.

B. Defendant Caruso

Plaintiff fails to make specific factual allegations against Director Caruso, other than

his claim that she was responsible for the prison and should have taken steps to prevent Thilie’s poor

work performance.  A claimed constitutional violation must be based upon active unconstitutional

behavior. Greene v. Barber, 310 F.3d 889, 899 (6th Cir. 2002).  The acts of one’s subordinates are

not enough, nor can supervisory liability be based upon the mere failure to act.  Id.; Summer v. Leis,

368 F.3d 881, 888 (6th Cir. 2004).  Plaintiff has made no allegation that Defendant Caruso engaged

in active unconstitutional conduct.  As a consequence, he fails to state a claim against her.

C. Defendant Thilie

Plaintiff alleges that Defendant Thilie did not mix sand into the epoxy sealant he was

using to resurface the floor.  Plaintiff suggests that Thilie should have known that the sealed floor

would become very slippery from moisture on the floor.  He therefore asserts that Thilie acted with

“Deliberate Indifference, and Neglect” in performing his maintenance duties (Compl. at 3, docket

#1.)

The Eighth Amendment imposes a constitutional limitation on the power of the states

to punish those convicted of crimes.  Punishment may not be “barbarous” nor may it contravene

society’s “evolving standards of decency.”  Rhodes v. Chapman, 452 U.S. 337, 346 (1981).  The

Amendment, therefore, prohibits conduct by prison officials that involves the “unnecessary and

wanton infliction of pain.”  Ivey v. Wilson, 832 F.2d 950, 954 (6th Cir. 1987) (per curiam) (quoting
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Rhodes, 452 U.S. at 346).  The deprivation alleged must result in the denial of the “minimal civilized

measure of life’s necessities.” Rhodes, 452 U.S. at 347; see also Wilson v. Yaklich, 148 F.3d 596,

600-601 (6th Cir. 1998).  The Eighth Amendment is concerned only with “deprivations of essential

food, medical care, or sanitation” or “other conditions intolerable for prison confinement.”  Rhodes,

452 U.S. at 348 (citation omitted).  Moreover, “[n]ot every unpleasant experience a prisoner might

endure while incarcerated constitutes cruel and unusual punishment within the meaning of the

Eighth Amendment.”  Ivey, 832 F.2d at 954.   

An Eighth Amendment claim comprises objective and subjective components:  (1) a

sufficiently grave deprivation and (2) a sufficiently culpable state of mind.  Farmer v. Brennan, 511

U.S. 825, 834 1977 (1994); Woods v. LeCureux, 110 F.3d 1215, 1222 (6th Cir. 1997).  A prison

official cannot be found liable unless the official has acted with deliberate indifference; that is, the

official must know of and disregard an excessive risk to inmate health or safety.  Farmer, 511 U.S.

at 837; see also Wilson v. Seiter, 501 U.S. 294, 302-03 (1991) (deliberate indifference standard

applies to all claims challenging conditions of confinement to determine whether defendants acted

wantonly).  The official must both be aware of facts from which the inference could be drawn that

a substantial risk of serious harm exists and he must also draw the inference.  Farmer, 511 U.S. at

837.  Thus, the mental state required for an Eighth Amendment claim is not actual intent, but

something close to common-law recklessness.  Hubbert v. Brown, Nos. 95-1983, 95-1988, 96-1078,

1997 WL 242084, at *5 (6th Cir. May 18, 1997) (relying on Farmer, 511 U.S. at 836 n.4).

The reason for focusing on a defendant’s mental attitude is to isolate those defendants

who inflict punishment.  Farmer, 511 U.S. at 839.  The deliberate indifference standard “describes

a state of mind more blameworthy than negligence.”  Id.  at 835; see also Whitley v. Albers, 475 U.S.
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312, 319 (1986) (“conduct that does not purport to be punishment at all must involve more than the

ordinary lack of due care for the prisoner’s interests or safety”).  As the Supreme Court explained:

The Eighth Amendment does not outlaw cruel and unusual “conditions”; it outlaws
cruel and unusual  “punishments.”  An act or omission unaccompanied by knowledge
of a significant risk of harm might well be something society wishes to discourage,
and if harm does result society might well wish to assure compensation.  The
common law reflects such concerns when it imposes tort liability on a purely
objective basis.  But an official’s failure to alleviate a significant risk that he should
have perceived but did not, while no cause for commendation, cannot under our
cases be condemned as the infliction of punishment.

Farmer, 511 U.S. at 837-38 (citations omitted).  Thus, accidents, mistakes, and other types of

negligence are not constitutional violations merely because the victim is a prisoner.  Acord v. Brown,

No. 93-2083, 1994 WL 679365, at *2 (6th Cir. Dec. 5, 1994) (citing Estelle v. Gamble, 429 U.S. 97,

106 (1976)).  Rather, what is required is a conscious disregard of a substantial risk of harm.  Farmer,

511 U.S. at 839.

The federal courts routinely have held that slippery prison floors do not violate the

Eighth Amendment.  See, e.g., Reynolds v. Powell, 370 F.3d 1028, 1031 (10th Cir. 2004) (holding

that “slippery floors constitute a daily risk faced by members of the public at large” and do not

amount to cruel and unusual punishment); Bell v. Ward, 88 F. App’x 125, 127 (7th Cir. 2004)

(negligence or gross negligence in failing to address accumulation of water on prison floor did not

rise to deliberate indifference); LeMaire v. Maass, 12 F.3d 1444, 1457 (9th Cir. 1993) (noting that

“slippery prison floors . . . do not state even an arguable claim for cruel and unusual punishment”);

Graham v. Poole, 476 F. Supp. 2d 257, 260 (W.D.N.Y. 2007) (allegation that prison officials failed

to provide non-slip mats in shower alleges mere negligence, not deliberate indifference).  

Plaintiff’s broad assertion that Defendant Thilie was “deliberately indifferent” does

not support his conclusion; merely stating the “magic words” is not enough.  See Arnold v. South
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Carolina Dep’t of Corr., 843 F. Supp. 110, 113 (D.S.C. 1994) (despite use of phrase “deliberate

indifference” in his pleadings, inmate failed to show that defendants possessed the requisite mental

state).   Rather, Plaintiff must support his conclusion with factual allegations.  Here, Plaintiff has

alleged no more than negligence, which is not enough to support an Eighth Amendment claim.

Daniels v. Williams, 474 U.S. 327, 332 (1986); Farmer, 511 U.S. at 837.

Recommended Disposition

Having conducted the review now required by the Prison Litigation Reform Act, I

recommend that Plaintiff’s complaint be dismissed for failure to state a claim pursuant to 28 U.S.C.

§§ 1915(e)(2) and 1915A(b), and 42 U.S.C. § 1997e(c).  Should this report and recommendation be

adopted, the dismissal of this action will count as a strike for purposes of 28 U.S.C. § 1915(g). 

I further recommend that the Court find no good-faith basis for appeal within the

meaning of 28 U.S.C. § 1915(a)(3).  See McGore v. Wrigglesworth, 114 F.3d 601, 611 (6th Cir.

1997). 

Dated:  June 2, 2008 /s/ Hugh W. Brenneman, Jr.
HUGH W. BRENNEMAN, JR.
United States Magistrate Judge

NOTICE TO PARTIES

Any objections to this Report and Recommendation must be filed and served within ten days of
service of this notice on you.  28 U.S.C. § 636(b)(1)(C); FED. R. CIV. P. 72(b).  All objections and
responses to objections are governed by W.D. Mich. LCivR 72.3(b).  Failure to file timely
objections may constitute a waiver of any further right of appeal.  United States v. Walters, 638 F.2d
947 (6th Cir. 1981); see Thomas v. Arn, 474 U.S. 140 (1985).
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