The Supreme Court of South Carolina

RE: In the Matter of Spartanburg County Magistrate John J. Kesler

ORDER

Spartanburg County Magistrate John J. Kesler has failed on numerous
occasions to report for duty at Spartanburg County Bond Court. This
dereliction of duty is an unacceptable affront to the fair administration of
justice and the courts. Furthermore, failure of a judge to appear and preside
over bond court risks violations of S.C. Code Ann. § 22-5-5 10(B) (Supp.
2022). Therefore, pursuant to Article V, Section 4 of the South Carolina

Constitution,

IT IS ORDERED that Spartanburg County Magistrate Kesler is
suspended from his magisterial duties until further Order of the Chief
Justice, without compensation from Spartanburg County, and such

suspension shall begin immediately.

Given the significance of this matter, a copy of this order will be
distributed to all summary court judges. These judges are directed to
carefully evaluate their own procedures and be physically present during

working hours.

s/ Donald W. Beatty C.J.
Donald W. Beatty
Chief Justice of South Carolina

August 21, 2023
Columbia, South Carolina
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NOTICE

VACANCY ON THE COMMITTEE ON CHARACTER AND FITNESS

Pursuant to Rule 402(1) of the South Carolina Appellate Court Rules, the Supreme
Court appoints members of the South Carolina Bar to serve on the Committee on
Character and Fitness. See also Rule 402(1)(5), SCACR (setting forth the duties of
the Committee); Appendix B, Part IV, SCACR (setting forth rules and regulations
relating to the Committee).

Lawyers who meet the qualifications set forth in Rule 402(1) and are interested in
serving on the Committee may submit a letter of interest to
CCFlnterest@sccourts.org.

Any submissions must be in Adobe Acrobat portable document format (.pdf).
Submissions will be accepted through September 30, 2023.

Columbia, South Carolina
August 23, 2023
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THE STATE OF SOUTH CAROLINA
In The Supreme Court

The Kitchen Planners, LLC, Petitioner,
V.

Samuel E. Friedman and Jane Breyer Friedman and
Branch Banking and Trust, Respondents.

Appellate Case No. 2020-001669

ON WRIT OF CERTIORARI TO THE COURT OF APPEALS

Appeal from Richland County
Robert E. Hood, Circuit Court Judge

Opinion No. 28173
Submitted April 17, 2023 — Filed August 23, 2023

AFFIRMED AS MODIFIED

Christopher P. Kenney, of Columbia, Petitioner.'

I Petitioner's brief was prepared and filed by the late Jean Perrin Derrick of
Lexington prior to her unfortunate death in January, just as this Court was initially
preparing to consider this case.
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Charles A. Krawczyk, of Finkel Law Firm LLC, of
Columbia for Respondents.

JUSTICE FEW: The Kitchen Planners, LLC, filed a petition for a writ of certiorari
asking this Court to review the court of appeals' decision in Kitchen Planners, LLC
v. Friedman, 432 S.C. 267, 851 S.E.2d 724 (Ct. App. 2020). In that decision, the
court of appeals affirmed the circuit court's order granting summary judgment to the
Friedmans and dissolving Kitchen Planners' mechanic's lien. We granted Kitchen
Planners' petition in part and now affirm as modified. As we will explain, the court
of appeals incorrectly applied the wrong standard of decision for a motion for
summary judgment when the motion is based on insufficiency of the evidence.
Reviewing the circuit court's order using the correct standard of decision, however,
we nevertheless find the court of appeals reached the correct result in affirming the
summary judgment.?

The court of appeals' opinion contains an exhaustive recitation of the facts. 432 S.C.
at 271-74, 851 S.E.2d at 726-28. Of importance, the Friedmans contracted with
Kitchen Planners to procure cabinets manufactured by Crystal Cabinets and install
the cabinets in the Friedmans' home. When Kitchen Planners delivered the cabinets,
the Friedmans refused to accept them and refused to pay the final one-third of the
contract price. Kitchen Planners attempted to perfect its mechanic's lien® by serving
on the Friedmans "a statement of a just and true account of the amount due" as

> We find "oral argument would not aid the court in resolving the issues" before us
and thus consider this case without oral argument pursuant to Rule 215, SCACR.

3 A mechanic's lien arises automatically from the performance of work or the
provision of materials. See S.C. Code Ann. § 29-5-10(a) (2007) ("A person to whom
a debt is due for labor performed or furnished or for materials furnished . . . in the
erection, alteration, or repair of a building or structure upon real estate . . . shall have
a lien upon the building or structure . . . to secure the payment of the debt due to
him."); S.C. Code Ann. § 29-5-20(A) (2007) ("Every laborer, mechanic,
subcontractor, or person furnishing material for the improvement of real estate when
the improvement has been authorized by the owner has a lien thereon . . . to the value
of the labor or material so furnished . . ..").
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required by section 29-5-90 of the South Carolina Code (2007). Kitchen Planners
then filed this action to enforce the lien.

The Friedmans filed a motion for summary judgment contending Kitchen Planners
failed to perfect its lien because it did not serve the section 29-5-90 "statement"
within ninety days as required by the section. See id. ("Such a lien shall be dissolved
unless the person desiring to avail himself thereof, within ninety days after he ceases
to labor on or furnish labor or materials for such building or structure, serves upon
the owner . . . a statement of a just and true account of the amount due . .. ."). The
circuit court agreed and granted the motion for summary judgment.*

Rule 56(c) of the South Carolina Rules of Civil Procedure provides that the moving
party is entitled to summary judgment "if the [evidence before the court] show([s]
that there is no genuine issue as to any material fact and that the moving party is
entitled to a judgment as a matter of law." To survive the Friedmans' motion,
Kitchen Planners was required by Rule 56(c) to present evidence that it perfected its
lien by serving the section 29-5-90 statement on the Friedmans "within ninety days
after [Kitchen Planners] cease[d] to labor on or furnish labor or materials for such
building or structure." § 29-5-90. Sufficient evidence that Kitchen Planners timely
served the statement would have established a "genuine issue [of] material fact" as
to whether it perfected the lien. Whether Kitchen Planners presented sufficient
evidence to create a genuine issue of material fact that it met the ninety-day deadline
for serving the section 29-5-90 statement is the sole issue before the Court.

The following dates are important. The cabinets were delivered to the Friedmans'
home on May 20, 2015. Kitchen Planners' sole member—Patricia Comose—
accompanied an installer to the Friedmans' home on May 21 for the purpose of
installing the cabinets. The cabinets were not installed. On June 18, a Crystal
Cabinets representative informed Comose the Friedmans did not want Comose
involved any further. According to Comose, "In mid-June 2015 I was taken off the

* The court of appeals addressed issues other than timeliness. However, none of
those issues were necessary for the court of appeals to address to affirm the order
granting summary judgment. In light of our holding the circuit court properly
granted the Friedmans' motion for summary judgment on the ground Kitchen
Planners did not serve the section 29-5-90 statement within ninety days, and thus did
not perfect its lien, we also need not address any other issues.
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job." On August 18, the Crystal Cabinets representative emailed Comose telling her
Crystal Cabinets had also been removed from the job. "We've been fired," the email
stated, "Everything is done." On September 29, Comose wrote a check for $550.61
to pay for parts of the cabinets she ordered on an unknown previous date. Kitchen
Planners served the section 29-5-90 statement on the Friedmans on November 17,
2015. Ninety days before November 17 is August 19.

In the section of its opinion entitled "Standard of Review," the court of appeals
stated, "[I]n cases applying the preponderance of the evidence burden of proof, the
non-moving party is only required to submit a mere scintilla of evidence in order to
withstand a motion for summary judgment." 432 S.C. at 275, 851 S.E.2d at 729
(alteration in original) (quoting Hancock v. Mid-S. Mgmt. Co., 381 S.C. 326, 330,
673 S.E.2d 801, 803 (2009)). As we explain below, Comose's statement she wrote
a check on September 29 to pay for parts of the Friedmans' cabinets is a scintilla of
evidence the November 17 service of the section 29-5-90 statement was "within
ninety days after [Kitchen Planners] cease[d] to labor on or furnish labor or
materials." Applying the so-called "mere scintilla" standard, therefore, the court of
appeals should have reversed the order granting summary judgment. As we now
clarify, however, the "mere scintilla" standard is not the correct standard for decision
under Rule 56(c).

Rule 56(c) became effective in 1985. Rule 86(a), SCRCP.> In most cases applying
Rule 56(c), this Court and our court of appeals have applied the "genuine issue of
material fact" standard set forth in the Rule, requiring the party opposing the motion
show a "reasonable inference" to be drawn from the evidence, and we have rejected
the "mere scintilla" standard. See, e.g., Vaughan v. Town of Lyman, 370 S.C. 436,
448, 635 S.E.2d 631, 638 (2006) (reversing an award of summary judgment and
stating "the evidence is susceptible to more than one reasonable inference, and
therefore should be submitted to the jury"); Russell v. Wachovia Bank, N.A., 353
S.C. 208, 219 n.4, 578 S.E.2d 329, 334 n.4 (2003) ("The standard for summary

> See also Rule 44, Rules of Practice for the Circuit Courts of South Carolina, 1962
S.C. Code Ann., Vol. 15 (Supp. 1975) (adopted 1969; repealed 1985) (stating the
"genuine issue [of] material fact" standard for summary judgment motions based on
insufficiency of the evidence).
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judgment 'mirrors the standard for a directed verdict under Rule 50(a)' [SCRCP]."¢
(quoting Baughman v. Am. Tel. & Tel. Co., 306 S.C. 101, 115, 410 S.E.2d 537, 545
(1991))); Baughman, 306 S.C. at 115, 410 S.E.2d at 545 (holding a party opposing
summary judgment "must ... 'do more than simply show that there is some
metaphysical doubt as to the material facts' but 'must come forward with 'specific
facts showing that there is a genuine issue for trial."' (quoting Matsushita Elec.
Indus. Co. v. Zenith Radio Corp., 475 U.S. 574, 586-87, 106 S. Ct. 1348, 1356, 89
L. Ed. 2d 538, 552 (1986));” Shelton v. LS & K, Inc., 374 S.C. 294, 297, 648 S.E.2d
307, 308 (Ct. App. 2007) ("The existence of a mere scintilla of evidence in support
of the nonmoving party's position is not sufficient to overcome a motion for
summary judgment." (citing Bravis v. Dunbar, 316 S.C. 263, 265, 449 S.E.2d 495,
496 (Ct. App. 1994))); Dickert v. Metro. Life Ins. Co., 306 S.C. 311,313,411 S.E.2d
672, 673 (Ct. App. 1991), rev'd in part on other grounds, 311 S.C. 218, 428 S.E.2d
700 (1993) (stating "the existence of a mere scintilla of evidence in support of the
nonmoving party's position is not sufficient to overcome a motion for summary
judgment" (citing Anderson, 477 U.S. at 252, 106 S. Ct. at 2512,91 L. Ed. 2d at 214
).} But see Andersv. S.C. Farm Bureau Mut. Ins. Co.,307 S.C.371,375,415S.E.2d

6 The standard for directed verdict under Rule 50(a) requires the evidence support a
"reasonable inference" in favor of the non-moving party. Mullinax v. J. M. Brown
Amusement Co., 333 S.C. 89, 92, 508 S.E.2d 848, 849 (1998).

" The Baughman Court also cited Anderson v. Liberty Lobby, Inc., 477 U.S. 242,
250, 106 S. Ct. 2505, 2511, 91 L. Ed. 2d 202, 213 (1986). 306 S.C. at 115, 410
S.E.2d at 545. In Anderson and Matsushita, the Supreme Court of the United States
rejected the "mere scintilla" standard for Rule 56, Fed. R. Civ. P., Anderson, 477
U.S. at 252, 106 S. Ct. at 2512, 91 L. Ed. 2d at 214, and held "the 1ssue of fact must
be 'genuine," meaning "the nonmoving party must come forward with 'specific facts
showing that there is a genuine issue for trial,"" Matsushita, 475 U.S. at 586-87, 106
S. Ct. at 1356, 89 L. Ed. 2d at 552 (quoting Rule 56, Fed. R. Civ. P.).

8 In Dickert, the court of appeals found "the circuit court correctly decided this issue"
and "direct[ed] the circuit court's order to be printed, with minor deletions, as the
opinion of this Court." 306 S.C. at 313, 411 S.E.2d at 673. We find it significant
that the circuit judge whose order became the opinion of the court of appeals was
retired Chief Justice C. Bruce Littlejohn, sitting by designation as a special circuit
judge. Chief Justice Littlejohn served as Chief Justice of this Court in January 1985
when the Court submitted the new Rules of Civil Procedure—including Rule
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406, 408 (Ct. App. 1992) (" At the summary judgment stage of the proceeding, it was
only necessary for the Defendant to submit a scintilla of evidence warranting a
determination by the jury." (citing nothing)).

In 2009 in Hancock, however, this Court made the statement quoted by the court of
appeals in this case, "that in cases applying the preponderance of the evidence burden
of proof, the non-moving party is only required to submit a mere scintilla of evidence
in order to withstand a motion for summary judgment." 381 S.C. at 330, 673 S.E.2d
at 803. In other cases even after Hancock, we continued to impose the "genuine
issue of material fact" and "reasonable inference" standard that appears inconsistent
with the "mere scintilla" standard Hancock purported to set. See Town of Hollywood
v. Floyd, 403 S.C. 466, 477, 744 S.E.2d 161, 166 (2013) (stating as to the summary
judgment standard "it is not sufficient for a party to create an inference that is not
reasonable or an issue of fact that is not genuine"); see also Callawassie Island
Members Club, Inc. v. Martin, 437 S.C. 148, 157, 877 S.E.2d 341, 345 (2022)
(stating as to a motion for summary judgment, "When determining if any triable
1ssues of fact exist, the evidence and all reasonable inferences must be viewed in the
light most favorable to the non-moving party." (quoting Fleming v. Rose, 350 S.C.
488, 493-94, 567 S.E.2d 857, 860 (2002))); Bluestein v. Town of Sullivan's Island,
429 S.C. 458, 462, 839 S.E.2d 879, 881 (2020) (same); Bell v. Progressive Direct
Ins. Co.,407 S.C. 565,576,757 S.E.2d 399, 404 (2014) (reciting the "mere scintilla"
standard from Hancock, but stating, "Nevertheless, 'when the evidence is susceptible
of only one reasonable interpretation, summary judgment may be granted." (quoting
Brooks v. Northwood Little League, Inc., 327 S.C. 400, 403, 489 S.E.2d 647, 648
(Ct. App. 1997))).

We acknowledge there may be disagreement as to whether the "mere scintilla"
standard is inconsistent with the Rule 56(c) "genuine issue [of] material fact"
standard. See Taylor v. Atl. Coast Line R. Co., 78 S.C. 552, 556, 59 S.E. 641, 643
(1907) ("A scintilla of evidence is any material evidence that if true would tend to
establish the issue in the mind of a reasonable juror."). The position that the two
standards are the same would explain this Court's recitation of both at various times
since 1985. In the minds of many, however, the standards are inconsistent. See
Anderson, 477 U.S. at 252, 106 S. Ct. at 2512, 91 L. Ed. 2d at 214 (rejecting the

56(c)—to the General Assembly. Bruce Littlejohn, LITTLEJOHN'S HALF CENTURY
AT THE BENCH AND BAR (1936-1986) 168 (1987).
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mere scintilla standard for Rule 56, Fed. R. Civ. P., and stating, "The mere existence
of a scintilla of evidence in support of the plaintiff's position will be insufficient;
there must be evidence on which the jury could reasonably find for the plaintiff");
see also Bethea v. Floyd, 177 S.C. 521, 529, 181 S.E. 721, 724 (1935) ("Saying that
there 'may be a scintilla of evidence' to go to the jury . .. is certainly a very weak
contention. 'Scintilla’ means. . . 'a gleam,' 'a glimmer,' 'a spark,' 'the least particle,’
'the smallest trace."" (quoting 56 Corpus Juris 863-64 (1932))); Rogers v. Norfolk S.
Corp., 356 S.C. 85, 95, 588 S.E.2d 87, 92 (2003) (Burnett, J., dissenting) ("A
scintilla is defined as 'a trace' of evidence." (quoting Scintilla, BLACK'S LAW
DICTIONARY (7th ed. 1999))).

We now clarify that the "mere scintilla" standard does not apply under Rule 56(c).
Rather, the proper standard is the "genuine issue of material fact" standard set forth
in the text of the Rule. As we stated in Town of Hollywood v. Floyd, "it is not
sufficient for a party to create an inference that is not reasonable or an issue of fact
that is not genuine." 403 S.C. at 477, 744 S.E.2d at 166. To the extent what we said
in Hancock is inconsistent with our decision today, Hancock is overruled.

Turning back to the evidence Kitchen Planners presented in this case, and analyzing
that evidence using the proper standard for decision, we find Kitchen Planners failed
to show the existence of a genuine issue of material fact. Kitchen Planners served
the section 29-5-90 statement on November 17. The only event within ninety days
before November 17 is the September 29 check Comose wrote to pay for cabinet
parts she previously ordered. Ordering parts for the cabinets may very well qualify
as "to labor on or furnish labor or materials for" under section 29-5-90, and if that
event occurred within ninety days of serving the section 29-5-90 statement, the
statement would have been timely and the lien perfected. Writing a check to pay for
parts previously ordered, however, does not qualify as "to labor on or furnish labor
or materials for." While the writing of the check on September 29 is some
evidence—a scintilla—of when she ordered the parts, it does not provide a
meaningful factual basis on which a factfinder could determine if the parts were
ordered within or before the ninety-day time frame. Comose specifically testified
she did not remember why she wrote the check on September 29, and she did not
know the date the parts were ordered. The writing of the check on September 29
does not create a reasonable inference that she ordered the parts within ninety days
of the service of the section 29-5-90 statement. Thus, the factfinder would be
required to speculate to determine whether Kitchen Planners perfected its lien in a
timely manner. Under this circumstance, Kitchen Planners failed to establish a
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genuine issue of material fact, and the Friedmans were entitled to summary judgment
as a matter of law.

AFFIRMED AS MODIFIED.

BEATTY, C.J., KITTREDGE, JAMES, JJ., and Acting Justice Kaye G.
Hearn, concur.

18



THE STATE OF SOUTH CAROLINA
In The Supreme Court

Planned Parenthood South Atlantic, on behalf of itself; its
patients, and its physicians and staff; Katherine Farris,
M.D., on behalf of herself and her patients; Greenville
Women's Clinic, on behalf of itself, its patients, and its
physicians and staff; and Terry L. Buftkin, M.D., on
behalf of himself and his patients, Respondents,

V.

State of South Carolina; Alan Wilson, in his official
capacity as Attorney General of South Carolina; Edward
Simmer, in his official capacity as Director of the South
Carolina Department of Health and Environmental
Control; Anne G. Cook, in her official capacity as
President of the South Carolina Board of Medical
Examiners; Stephen 1. Schabel, in his official capacity as
Vice President of the South Carolina Board of Medical
Examiners; Ronald Januchowski, in his official capacity
as Secretary of the South Carolina Board of Medical
Examiners; George S. Dilts, in his official capacity as a
Member of the South Carolina Board of Medical
Examiners; Dion Franga, in his official capacity as a
Member of the South Carolina Board of Medical
Examiners; Richard Howell, in his official capacity as a
Member of the South Carolina Board of Medical
Examiners; Robert Kosciusko, in his official capacity as a
Member of the South Carolina Board of Medical
Examiners; Theresa Mills-Floyd, in her official capacity
as a Member of the South Carolina Board of Medical
Examiners; Jennifer R. Root, in her official capacity as a
Member of the South Carolina Board of Medical
Examiners; Christopher C. Wright, in his official capacity
as a Member of the South Carolina Board of Medical
Examiners; Samuel H. McNutt, in his official capacity as
Chairperson of the South Carolina Board of Nursing;
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Sallie Beth Todd, in her official capacity as Vice
Chairperson of the South Carolina Board of Nursing;
Tamara Day, in her official capacity as Secretary of the
South Carolina Board of Nursing; Jonella Davis, in her
official capacity as a Member of the South Carolina Board
of Nursing; Kelli Garber, in her official capacity as a
Member of the South Carolina Board of Nursing; Lindsey
K. Mitcham, in her official capacity as a Member of the
South Carolina Board of Nursing; Rebecca Morrison, in
her official capacity as a Member of the South Carolina
Board of Nursing; Kay Swisher, in her official capacity as
a Member of the South Carolina Board of Nursing; Robert
J. Wolff, in his official capacity as a Member of the South
Carolina Board of Nursing; Scarlett A. Wilson, in her
official capacity as Solicitor for South Carolina's 9th
Judicial Circuit; Byron E. Gipson, in his official capacity
as Solicitor for South Carolina's 5th Judicial Circuit; and
William Walter Wilkins III, in his official capacity as
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JUSTICE KITTREDGE: Earlier this year, a majority of this Court found
unconstitutional the 2021 version of the Fetal Heartbeat and Protection from
Abortion Act (the 2021 Act).! In response to our decision, the South Carolina
General Assembly (the legislature) revised the 2021 Act, especially in terms of its
legislative findings and purposes, and passed a new version of the Fetal Heartbeat
and Protection from Abortion Act (the 2023 Act).? Immediately after the Governor

! See Planned Parenthood S. Atl. v. State (Planned Parenthood I), 438 S.C. 188, 882

S.E.2d 770 (2023); Act No. 1, 2021 S.C. Acts 2.

2 Act No. 70, 2023 S.C. Acts ---, codified at S.C. Code Ann. §§ 44-41-610 to -740
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signed the 2023 Act into law, Planned Parenthood South Atlantic and three other
medical providers (collectively, Planned Parenthood) filed an action in the circuit
court seeking a declaration that the new law is unconstitutional. Upon Planned
Parenthood's motion, the circuit court enjoined enforcement of the 2023 Act pending
resolution of the constitutional challenge. Numerous state officials® (collectively,
the State) promptly filed with this Court an emergency petition for supersedeas or,
alternatively, a request that we accept the matter in our original jurisdiction and
expedite briefing. We denied the petition for supersedeas but granted the alternative
request to accept the matter in our original jurisdiction and expedite resolution of the
case. For the reasons we explain below, we vacate the preliminary injunction issued
by the circuit court and declare the 2023 Act constitutional.

I.

We first acknowledge and confront the obvious: the subject of abortion is a highly
contentious and divisive issue in our society. As United States Supreme Court
Justice Brett Kavanaugh observed:

Abortion 1s a profoundly difficult and contentious issue because it
presents an irreconcilable conflict between the interests of a pregnant
woman who seeks an abortion and the interests in protecting fetal life.
The interests on both sides of the abortion issue are extraordinarily
weighty.

Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Org., 142 S. Ct. 2228, 2304 (2022) (Kavanaugh,
J., concurring). In fact, it was acknowledged decades ago that "[m]en and women
of good conscience can disagree ... about the profound moral and spiritual
implications of terminating a pregnancy, even in its earliest stage." Planned
Parenthood of Se. Pa. v. Casey, 505 U.S. 833, 850 (1992), overruled by Dobbs, 142
S. Ct. at 2242, 2284.

We recognize the tendency of many to view the divisive issue of abortion through a
lens shaped by their own politics or personal preferences. To be clear, our decision

(West 2023).

3 The State officials include, among others, the Governor of South Carolina, the
President of the South Carolina Senate, the Speaker of the South Carolina House of
Representatives, and the South Carolina Attorney General.

23



today is in no way intended to denigrate or exalt any of the valid concerns on either
side of the abortion debate, whether those concerns are based in privacy, morality,
medicine, religion, bodily autonomy, or something else. Rather, respectful of
separation of powers principles and the limited (non-policy) role of the Court, we
approach our solemn duty in this case with a single commitment: to honor the rule
of law. In our constitutional framework, the rule of law does not bend to satisfy
personal preferences.

II.

The case before us is unique due to our recent decision in Planned Parenthood I. In
that case, by a three-to-two vote (and in five separate writings), the 2021 Act was
declared unconstitutional. While the three Justices in the majority reached the same
conclusion, their reasoning varied significantly. Much of their relevant analysis
centered on the scope of the search and seizure clause of the South Carolina
Constitution, which contains a privacy provision. See S.C. Const. art. I, § 10 ("The
right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects against
unreasonable searches and seizures and unreasonable invasions of privacy shall not
be violated . . . ." (emphasis added)). Chief Justice Beatty and now-retired Justice
Hearn were firmly in the camp of an expansive reading of the privacy provision in
article I, section 10. See Planned Parenthood I, 438 S.C. at 199-210, 882 S.E.2d at
77682 (Hearn, J.); id. at 229-39, 882 S.E.2d at 792-98 (Beatty, C.J., concurring).
That expansive interpretation inured to the benefit of Planned Parenthood's position.
Id. at 199-210, 882 S.E.2d at 77682 (Hearn, J.); id. at 229-39, 882 S.E.2d at 792—
98 (Beatty, C.J., concurring).

On the other hand, while Justice Few agreed with the ultimate result reached by
Justices Beatty and Hearn, his reasoning was different. Justice Few pointed to what
he believed were flaws in "the General Assembly's failure to consider the necessary
factual question as a predicate to its policy judgment." Id. at 285, 882 S.E.2d at 822
(Few, J., concurring). After detailing his particular concerns, with a focus on the
legislative findings and purposes of the 2021 Act, Justice Few determined the 2021
Act was unconstitutional as it violated article I, section 10 of the state constitution.
Id. at 287-88, 290, 882 S.E.2d at 824, 825 (Few, J., concurring). However,
importantly, Justice Few agreed with the two dissenting Justices that the South
Carolina Constitution—whether in article I, section 10 or elsewhere—does not
expressly provide a right to have an abortion. /d. at 287, 882 S.E.2d at 823 (Few, J.,
concurring).
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On the heels of our decision in Planned Parenthood I, the General Assembly went
back to the drawing board and drafted new legislation. It is unmistakable that the
legislature focused on the alleged defects in the 2021 Act. The result was the passage
of the 2023 Act.

The 2023 Act generally prohibits an abortion after the detection of a fetal heartbeat,
not at a specified period of weeks into the pregnancy. See S.C. Code Ann.
§ 44-41-610(6) (defining the term "fetal heartbeat" as "cardiac activity, or the steady
and repetitive rhythmic contraction of the fetal heart, within the gestational sac");*
id. § 44-41-630(B) ("[N]o person shall perform or induce an abortion on a pregnant
woman with the specific intent of causing or abetting an abortion if the unborn child's
fetal heartbeat has been detected...."). The law provides limited exceptions
allowing for an abortion in the event of a risk to the health of the mother, fatal fetal
anomalies, rape, and incest. Id. § 44-41-640 to -660.

It is apparent the South Carolina General Assembly carefully crafted the 2023 Act
in an effort to demonstrate that its policy decision was not arbitrary. In particular,
the legislature made a number of findings in support of its policy judgment. For
example, the legislature explained the 2023 Act "took into consideration the interests
of the pregnant woman and balanced them against the legitimate interest of the State
to protect the life of the unborn," the latter interest of which the legislature
characterized as "compelling." Citing its reliance on a number of experts in the field
for a "scientific understanding of the development of the unborn early in pregnancy,"
the legislature concluded that "there is nothing arbitrary about banning abortions
after a fetal heartbeat is detected with certain limited exceptions." Specifically, the
legislature explained it had placed weight on the fact that a woman could learn of
her pregnancy within seven to fourteen days of conception and would have several
weeks after that to make her decision and have an abortion if she so chose. Thus,
the legislature stated it had determined the "proper balance should be struck at the
point of a fetal heartbeat," given the "ample" period of weeks a woman would have
"to make a decision about whether to terminate her pregnancy." S. 474, S. Journal,
125th Leg. Sess., at --- (S.C. Feb. 9, 2023).

* We leave for another day (in an as-applied constitutional challenge) the meaning
of "fetal heartbeat" and whether the statutory definition—"cardiac activity, or the
steady and repetitive rhythmic contraction of the fetal heart, within the gestational
sac"—refers to one period of time during a pregnancy or two separate periods of
time. (Emphasis added.)
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I11.

As an initial matter, we recognize that legislative findings are entitled to deference
and may be rejected only if determined to be arbitrary as a matter of law. See
Richards v. City of Columbia, 227 S.C. 538, 560, 88 S.E.2d 683, 694 (1955)
("Legislative findings of fact, while not binding upon the court, will not be
overturned except by convincing evidence to the contrary."). This deference is not
diminished simply because there is medical support for "both sides" of an issue. See
Gonzales v. Carhart, 550 U.S. 124, 161 (2007) (upholding the federal partial-birth
abortion ban even where "[b]oth sides ha[d] medical support for their position"). In
addition, a court should not turn its back on legislative deference merely because the
issue is abortion, for "[m]edical uncertainty does not foreclose the exercise of
legislative power in the abortion context any more than it does in other contexts."
Id. at 164.

Moreover, three fundamental principles of law inform our analysis and provide the
lens through which we examine Planned Parenthood's constitutional challenge to the
2023 Act. First, the General Assembly's authority to legislate is plenary: the South
Carolina Constitution grants power to the legislature to "enact any act it desires to
pass, if such legislation is not expressly prohibited by the Constitution of this state,
or the Constitution of the United States." Heslep v. State Highway Dep't, 171 S.C.
186, 193, 171 S.E. 913, 915 (1933); see also Hampton v. Haley, 403 S.C. 395, 403,
743 S.E.2d 258, 262 (2013) ("[T]he General Assembly has plenary power over all
legislative matters unless limited by some constitutional provision."); Fripp v.
Coburn, 101 S.C. 312, 317, 85 S.E. 774, 775 (1915) ("[T]he Legislature may enact
any law not prohibited by the Constitution.").?

Second, statutes are presumed constitutional. That presumption is a weighty one
and can be overcome only by a showing of unconstitutionality beyond a reasonable
doubt. See Joytime Distribs. & Amusement Co. v. State, 338 S.C. 634, 640, 528
S.E.2d 647, 650 (1999) ("A legislative enactment will be declared unconstitutional

> The plenary authority of the South Carolina General Assembly is more fully
understood and appreciated when contrasted with the legislative authority of the
United States Congress vis-a-vis the United States Constitution. While the South
Carolina Constitution allows our legislature to enact any law unless such law is
expressly prohibited by the state or federal constitutions, the opposite holds true with
respect to Congress—that is, Congress may act only if such authority is specifically
granted by the United States Constitution.
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only when its invalidity appears so clearly as to leave no room for reasonable doubt
that it violates a provision of the constitution."); In re Care & Treatment of Griffin,
434 S.C. 338, 341, 863 S.E.2d 346, 348 (Ct. App. 2021) (recognizing "beyond a
reasonable doubt" as the highest possible burden of proof to satisfy).

Third, when issuing constitutional rulings, a court should endeavor to ground its
decision on the narrowest possible basis. Wash. State Grange v. Wash. State Repub.
Party, 552 U.S. 442, 450 (2008) ("Facial challenges ... run contrary to the
fundamental principle of judicial restraint that courts should neither anticipate a
question of constitutional law in advance of the necessity of deciding it nor formulate
a rule of constitutional law broader than is required by the precise facts to which it
i1s to be applied." (cleaned up)). This rule gains force when the constitutional
challenge is to a statute on its face, rather than as applied. Id. at 449-50 ("In
determining whether a law is facially invalid, we must be careful not to go beyond
the statute's facial requirements and speculate about 'hypothetical' or 'imaginary’
cases. . . . Exercising judicial restraint in a facial challenge frees the Court not only
from unnecessary pronouncement on constitutional issues, but also from premature
interpretations of statutes in areas where their constitutional application might be
cloudy." (cleaned up)); cf. Yazoo & Miss. Valley R.R. v. Jackson Vinegar Co., 226
U.S. 217, 220 (1912) ("How the state court may apply [a statute] to other cases,
whether its general words may be treated as more or less restrained, and how far
parts of it may be sustained if others fail[] are matters upon which we need not
speculate now."). Here, Planned Parenthood alleges the 2023 Act is facially
unconstitutional. With a facial challenge, Planned Parenthood must demonstrate the
2023 Act is unconstitutional "in all its applications." Richardson ex rel. 15th Cir.
Drug Enf't Unitv. $20,771.00 in U.S. Currency, 437 S.C. 290, 297, 878 S.E.2d 868,
871 (2022); State v. Legg, 416 S.C. 9, 13—-14, 785 S.E.2d 369, 371 (2016) ("A facial
challenge is 'the most difficult to mount successfully,' as it requires the challenger
show the legislation at issue is unconstitutional in all its applications." (alteration
marks omitted) (quoting City of L.A. v. Patel, 576 U.S. 409, 415 (2015)). We
therefore go no further than necessary in exploring the constitutionality of the 2023
Act and issuing our decision.

IV.

A threshold argument of Planned Parenthood is that the decision in Planned
Parenthood I controls our decision here. See Kimble v. Marvel Ent., L.L.C., 576
U.S. 446, 455 (2015) (explaining generally the notion of stare decisis, or "the idea
that today's Court should stand by yesterday's decisions"). While we acknowledge
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the importance of stare decisis when confronting a challenge to a prior decision, it
has no application here, for the 2023 Act is materially different from the 2021 Act
the majority declared unconstitutional in Planned Parenthood I. Specifically, the
2023 Act contains different findings and purposes from the 2021 Act. For example,
in the 2023 Act, the legislature expressed its compelling interest to protect the lives
of unborn children and, critically, deleted its prior reference to the hallmark feature
of the 2021 Act: informed maternal choice. See Planned Parenthood I, 438 S.C. at
285, 285 n.63, 882 S.E.2d at 822, 822 n.63 (Few, J., concurring) (opining that "the
denial of meaningful choice to women [as codified in the 2021 version of the Fetal
Heartbeat Act] arising from the [legislature's] arbitrary failure to even consider the
extent to which that choice is denied is unreasonable," and, "[f]or this reason,
[finding] the Fetal Heartbeat Act imposes an unreasonable invasion of privacy on
pregnant women"). This new balance struck in the 2023 Act between the competing
interests of the mother and unborn child was combined with the legislature's new
focus on contraceptives and early pregnancy testing, as well as a repeal of the statutes
that codified the Roe v. Wade® trimester framework.

As the legislature makes changes to a statutory scheme, reliance on stare decisis is
diminished as it relates to the requirements of the prior statutory scheme. See
Kimble, 576 U.S. at 458 (noting that when the statutory underpinnings of a court's
prior decision have eroded over time, there is heightened justification for revisiting
a prior decision based on the now-modified statutory scheme). Thus, the differences
between the 2021 Act and the 2023 Act fully answer and compel a rejection of
Planned Parenthood's reliance on stare decisis. Nevertheless, because Planned
Parenthood relies almost exclusively on the doctrine of stare decisis based on the
false premise that the 2021 and 2023 Acts are "identical in all material respects," we
will briefly address additional reasons the doctrine does not preclude this Court from
addressing the constitutionality of the 2023 Act.

We first note stare decisis "is not an inexorable command; rather, it is a principle of
policy and not a mechanical formula of adherence to the latest decision." Payne v.
Tennessee, 501 U.S. 808, 828 (1991) (internal quotation marks omitted) (quoting
Helvering v. Hallock, 309 U.S. 106, 119 (1940)). Thus, the assertion of stare decisis
does not automatically foreclose a court from reviewing a precedent to ensure it was
correctly decided. "This is particularly true in constitutional cases, because in such

6410 U.S. 113 (1973), overruled by Dobbs, 142 S. Ct. at 2242, 2284,
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cases correction through legislative action is practically impossible."” Id. In
contrast, if a court's decision is instead tied to a statute, the legislature is free to
overrule the decision through a new statutory enactment. That is why adherence to
precedent—stare decisis—is at its zenith when a court decision is based on statutory
construction and not the constitution. See, e.g., Kimble, 576 U.S. at 456 ("What is
more, stare decisis carries enhanced force when a decision . . . interprets a statute.
Then, unlike in a constitutional case, critics of our ruling can take their objections
across the street, and Congress can correct any mistake it sees."). However, again,
when a court's ruling is constitutionally based—as was our decision in Planned
Parenthood I—stare decisis has reduced force. Payne, 501 U.S. at 828.

Second, Planned Parenthood I is a highly fragmented decision with five separate
opinions. See McLeod v. Starnes, 396 S.C. 647, 654,723 S.E.2d 198, 202-03 (2012)
("[W]hen the court is asked to follow the line marked out by a single precedent case
it is not at liberty to place its decision on the rule of stare decisis alone, without
regard to the grounds on which the antecedent case was adjudicated. An original
case could not possibly gain authority by a mere perfunctory following on the
principle of stare decisis." (cleaned up)). On the critical issue concerning the
meaning of the article I, section 10 privacy provision, there is a clear rejection of the
view advanced by Planned Parenthood. See Planned Parenthood 1,438 S.C. at 259,
882 S.E.2d at 808 (Few, J., concurring) ("I do not concur in Justice Hearn's or Chief
Justice Beatty's analysis of the article I, section 10 question...."). More to the
point, a majority of this Court rejected Planned Parenthood's position and held article
I, section 10 does not expressly include a right to an abortion.

Third, in light of the fragmented decision in Planned Parenthood I, to construe
Planned Parenthood I as forever binding precedent would impermissibly inhibit the
General Assembly's plenary power to legislate. See generally Hampton, 403 S.C. at
403, 743 S.E.2d at 262; Heslep, 171 S.C. at 193, 171 S.E. at 915; Fripp, 101 S.C. at
317, 85 S.E. at 775. This point is closely related to our primary reason for not
invoking stare decisis: the 2021 and 2023 Acts are not identical. The 2023 Act is
new legislation overhauled and redrafted after the Court's rejection of the
legislature's initial efforts in 2021. We must now address the constitutionality of the

" Roe is an example. Once the United States Supreme Court discovered a right to
abortion in the United States Constitution in the 1970s, neither Congress nor any
state legislature had the authority to remove the "constitutional" right until the
Supreme Court revisited the Roe decision in Dobbs.
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new legislative effort after the General Assembly implemented the guidance
provided by this Court in Planned Parenthood 1.

Accordingly, we consider the constitutionality of the 2023 Act today with respect
for our prior decision in Planned Parenthood I but also with the knowledge that
Planned Parenthood I does not dictate the constitutionality of the amended version
of the Fetal Heartbeat and Protection from Abortion Act.

V.

We now turn to Planned Parenthood's challenge to the constitutionality of the 2023
Act. All but one of Planned Parenthood's allegations may be summarily resolved.®

8 As to Planned Parenthood's arguments regarding due process, equal protection,
vagueness, and collateral estoppel, we summarily reject them pursuant to Rule 220,
SCACR, and the following authorities: Dobbs, 142 S. Ct. at 2248 (considering
whether the right to obtain an abortion is protected by the Fourteenth Amendment's
Due Process Clause and concluding that "the clear answer is that the Fourteenth
Amendment does not protect the right to an abortion"); R.L. Jordan Co. v. Boardman
Petroleum, Inc., 338 S.C. 475, 477, 527 S.E.2d 763, 764 (2000) (per curiam) ("The
modern rule [in evaluating substantive due process claims] gives great deference to
legislative judgment on what is reasonable to promote the public welfare when
reviewing . .. social welfare legislation. Legislation is not overturned unless the
law has no rational relationship to any legitimate interest of government." (cleaned
up)); Dobbs, 142 S. Ct. at 2245-46 (holding that "a State's regulation of abortion is
not a sex-based classification [in violation of the Equal Protection Clause] and is
thus not subject to the 'heightened scrutiny' that applies to such classifications");
State v. Wright, 349 S.C. 310, 313, 563 S.E.2d 311, 312 (2002) (finding equal
protection is not implicated when a law "realistically reflects the fact that the sexes
are not similarly situated in certain circumstances"); Curtis v. State, 345 S.C. 557,
572, 549 S.E.2d 591, 599 (2001) (explaining that "all the Constitution requires [in
order for a statute to survive a vagueness challenge] is that the language convey
sufficiently definite warnings as to the proscribed conduct when measured by
common understanding and practices"); Catawba Indian Nation v. State, 407 S.C.
526, 538, 756 S.E.2d 900, 907 (2014) (finding collateral estoppel inapplicable when
the matter resolved in the prior action was not the same as the matter asserted in the
current action).
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The difficult issue before us is Planned Parenthood's claim that the 2023 Act violates
the article I, section 10 "unreasonable invasion of privacy" provision found in the
South Carolina Constitution. The provision states, in its entirety:

The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and
effects against unreasonable searches and seizures and unreasonable
invasions of privacy shall not be violated, and no warrants shall issue
but upon probable cause, supported by oath or affirmation, and

particularly describing the place to be searched, the person or thing to
be seized, and the information to be obtained.

S.C. Const. art. I, § 10 (emphasis added).

While we reaffirm our finding from Planned Parenthood I that there is no
fundamental constitutional right to abortion under article I, section 10, we likewise
decline to revisit the fragmented decision regarding the proper scope of the privacy
provision. Rather, in the interest of unity, we will assume only for purposes of our
analysis and decision today that the privacy provision reaches beyond the search and
seizure context to include bodily autonomy.® Accordingly, we go no further today
than referencing Singleton v. State, which held that the interests protected by the
privacy clause extend to bodily autonomy and integrity. 313 S.C. 75, 88-89, 437
S.E.2d 53, 60-61 (1993) (quoting article I, section 10 of the South Carolina
Constitution, and concluding that "the South Carolina Constitutional right of privacy

? We make this assumption in favor of Planned Parenthood's position in an effort to
reach the ultimate question in this case, the resolution of which all Justices in the
majority agree. Specifically, the four members of this Court comprising the majority
here have differing views of the threshold issues leading to the ultimate question
regarding the propriety of the legislature's balancing of the interests of privacy and
bodily autonomy for the pregnant woman and protecting the life developing in the
womb. We elect not to address those threshold differences: for purposes of our
analysis and decision today, we will cast aside a review of the history and relevance
of the 1971 amendments to the state constitution that included the privacy provision,
including the work of the West Committee. We have chosen this route for our
analysis because, in the end, our threshold disagreements obscure the consensus
among us. That is to say, regardless of our threshold disagreements, once the
analysis reaches the balancing of the competing interests, all four Justices in the
majority agree that while a close question is presented, the 2023 Act must be upheld.
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would be violated if the State were to sanction forced medication solely to facilitate
execution").

Nonetheless, in utilizing the broader reading of article I, section 10, we cannot focus
merely on the single word "privacy" contained therein but must instead consider the
actual wording of the entirety of the provision: "The right of the people to be secure
in their persons . . . [from] unreasonable invasions of privacy shall not be violated."
(Emphasis added.) When viewed in its full and proper context, it is undeniable that
the South Carolina Constitution does not create an absolute bar against all state
action that infringes on a person's privacy.!'? Instead, the state constitution draws the
line at unreasonable invasions of privacy. In keeping with the separation of powers,
it is the legislature's prerogative to make policy decisions, and it is the Court's duty
to evaluate only whether those policy decisions are indisputably repugnant to the
federal or state constitutions. See, e.g., ArrowPointe Fed. Credit Union v. Bailey,
438 S.C. 573, 580, 884 S.E.2d 506, 509 (2023) ("Determinations of public policy
'are chiefly within the province of the legislature, whose authority on these matters
we must respect.'" (quoting Fullbright v. Spinnnaker Resorts, Inc., 420 S.C. 265,
271, 802 S.E.2d 794, 797 (2017))); Smith v. Tiffany, 419 S.C. 548, 559, 799 S.E.2d
479, 485 (2017) ("The General Assembly in the Act struck the balance among
competing policy concerns it deemed appropriate. . .. If our mission were simply
to achieve equity on a case by case basis, we would not necessarily disagree with
Appellants and the dissent. But wherever the balance is struck, one can easily
imagine scenarios where the result may be inequitable. . . . In honoring separation
of powers, we adhere to the principle that a court must not reject the legislature's
policy determinations merely because the court may prefer what it believes is a more
equitable result.").

The 2023 Act, with exceptions, bans abortion after the detection of a fetal heartbeat,
as that term is defined by statute. Does the Act infringe on a woman's privacy

10°0Of course, virtually every law operates in some manner to limit a person's privacy.
See, e.g., Planned Parenthood 1, 438 S.C. at 297, 882 S.E.2d at 829 (Kittredge, J.,
dissenting) ("For example, no rational person would contend the State does not have
the authority to enact laws criminalizing assault, rape, theft, child abuse, drug
trafficking, and the like. In these and so many other areas, the power of the State to
regulate and prohibit conduct is unquestioned. There is not the slightest prospect
that a court would contravene the will of the people, as codified by their elected
representatives, because the law amounts to an invasion of privacy.").
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interest? Are the concerns and challenges of Planned Parenthood worthy of this
Court's profound respect and careful consideration? The answer to both questions
is unequivocally "yes." To be sure, the 2023 Act infringes on a woman's right of
privacy and bodily autonomy.!!

Even so, and despite our temporary acceptance of an expansive construction of the
privacy provision in article I, section 10,'* the constitutional question before us is
not easily answered. The legislature has made a policy determination that, at a
certain point in the pregnancy, a woman's interest in autonomy and privacy does not
outweigh the interest of the unborn child to live. As a Court, unless we can say that
the balance struck by the legislature was unreasonable as a matter of law, we must
uphold the Act. As we acknowledged at the outset, many may strongly disagree
with the balance struck by the legislature from a policy standpoint; others may
strongly agree with the balance struck in the 2023 Act; and still others may believe
the balance should be struck more stridently in favor of protecting the life of the
unborn child. This Court, however, does not make policy determinations. The
legislature makes policy decisions. This is a central feature of separation of powers.
Through the legal and judicial lens under which we must operate, while mindful of
the difficult and emotional issue before us, we cannot say as a matter of law that the
2023 Act is unreasonable and thus violates the state constitution. See Nat'l Fed'n of
Indep. Bus. v. Sebelius, 567 U.S. 519, 599 (2012) (Ginsburg, J., concurring)
("Whatever one thinks of the policy decision [the legislature] made, it was [the
legislature's] prerogative to make it. Reviewed with appropriate deference, [that
policy judgment] should survive measurement under the [Constitution]."); Samson
v. Greenville Hosp. Sys.,295 S.C. 359,367,368 S.E.2d 665, 669 (1988) (per curiam)
("[T]his Court will not sit as a super-legislature to judge the wisdom or desirability
of legislative policy determinations." (cleaned up)); Brennen v. S. Express Co., 106
S.C. 102, 116, 90 S.E. 402, 406 (1916) ("[S]o long as the [legislature's] exertion of

' We note the 2023 Act contains exceptions designed to protect the life and health
of the mother, and in this facial challenge, we are not confronted with any plausible
argument or concrete situation that suggests compliance with the Act poses
significant or unconstitutional threats to a mother's life or health care, or that it will
result in medical providers delaying necessary or life-saving health care to the
mother or unconstitutionally infringe upon their independent medical judgment.

12 Again, we accept this expansive premise for purposes of our decision today only.
See supra note 9.
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power bears a reasonable relation to a legitimate purpose sought to be accomplished,
the courts may not interfere. With the wisdom and policy of legislative enactments|, ]
they have no concern. Being forbidden by the Constitution to invade the legislative
domain, they cannot substitute their judgment and discretion for that of the
lawmakers."); cf. United States v. Comstock, 560 U.S.126, 143 (2010) (noting
Congress was faced with two equally reasonable policy choices, and in selecting one
of the choices over the other, Congress's decision necessarily satisfied "'review for
means-end rationality,' i.e., . . . satisfie[d] the Constitution's insistence that a federal
statute represent a rational means for implementing a constitutional grant of
legislative authority" (citation omitted)); City of New Orleans v. Dukes, 427 U.S.
297, 303 (1976) ("States are accorded wide latitude . . . under their police powers,
and rational distinctions may be made with substantially less than mathematical
exactitude."); Blum v. Stenson, 465 U.S. 886, 895-96 (1984) ("The policy arguments
advanced in [opposition to the law passed by the legislature] should be addressed to
Congress rather than to this Court.").

We think it 1s important to reiterate: we are constrained by the express language in
the South Carolina Constitution that prohibits only "unreasonable invasions of
privacy." See S.C. Const. art. I, § 10 (emphasis added). A reasonableness
framework is required. The concept of reasonableness necessarily embraces a range
of permissible policy options, not a narrow line in the sand. Of course, people may
disagree in good faith with the balance struck by the legislature, but that
disagreement in no manner renders unconstitutional the legislatively determined
balance. As judges, our solemn duty is to uphold the rule of law; we must maintain
judicial discipline, refrain from acting as a super-legislature, and respect the plenary
authority of the South Carolina General Assembly. Cf. Hampton, 403 S.C. at 403,
743 S.E.2d at 262 (explaining the legislature may enact any law it desires unless
expressly prohibited by the state constitution); Heslep, 171 S.C. at 193, 171 S.E. at
915 (same); Fripp, 101 S.C. at 317, 85 S.E. at 775 (same). Because the 2023 Act is
within the zone of reasonable policy decisions rationally related to the State's interest
in protecting the unborn, we are constrained to defer to the legislature's policy
prerogative.

VI.

In conclusion, the legislature has found that the State has a compelling interest in
protecting the lives of unborn children. That finding is indisputable and one we must
respect. The legislature has further determined, after vigorous debate and
compromise, that its interest in protecting the unborn becomes actionable upon the
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detection of a fetal heartbeat via ultrasound by qualified medical personnel. It would
be a rogue imposition of will by the judiciary for us to say that the legislature's
determination is unreasonable as a matter of law—particularly on the record before
us and in the specific context of a claim arising under the privacy provision in article
I, section 10 of our state constitution.

As a result, our judicial role in this facial challenge to the 2023 Act has come to an
end. The judiciary's role is to exercise our judgment as to whether the legislative
weighing of competing interests was within the range of possible, reasonable choices
rationally related to promoting the legislature's legitimate interests. Having
concluded that it was, we consequently defer to the legislature's gauging of the
profound, competing interests at stake. Accordingly, we vacate the preliminary
injunction and hold the 2023 Act is constitutional.

PRELIMINARY INJUNCTION VACATED AND THE 2023 ACT
DECLARED CONSTITUTIONAL.

FEW, JAMES and HILL, JJ., concur. FEW, J., concurring in a separate
opinion. BEATTY, C.J., dissenting in a separate opinion.
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JUSTICE FEW: Seven months ago, I voted to strike down the 2021 Fetal Heartbeat
and Protection from Abortion Act because the General Assembly specifically
recognized in the 2021 Act a woman's interest in making "an informed choice about
whether to continue a pregnancy," yet banned essentially all abortions "without the
General Assembly having made any inquiry as to whether a substantial percentage
of women even know they are pregnant" in time to make such a choice. Planned
Parenthood S. Atl. v. State, 438 S.C. 188, 274, 284, 882 S.E.2d 770, 816-17, 822
(2023) (Planned Parenthood I) (Few, J., concurring in result). I referred to this as
the "key question" as to the constitutionality of the 2021 Act. 438 S.C. at 284, 882
S.E.2d at 822 (Few, J., concurring in result). The General Assembly's failure to
address this key question; its failure to balance the very right it codified—"informed
choice"—against the State's interest in regulating abortion rendered the 2021 Act
arbitrary, and thus violated the article I, section 10 prohibition against unreasonable
invasions of privacy. See 438 S.C. at 285, 882 S.E.2d at 822 (Few, J., concurring in
result) (explaining "under article I, section 10, the denial of meaningful choice to
women arising from the arbitrary failure to even consider the extent to which that
choice is denied is unreasonable").

Planned Parenthood argues the 2023 Act is no different from the 2021 Act because
both ban most abortions at same point in time—"cardiac activity, or the steady and
repetitive rthythmic contraction of the fetal heart, within the gestational sac." Thus,
Planned Parenthood argues simplistically, my vote should be the same as it was in
Planned Parenthood I. The State argues, on the other hand, "In passing [the 2023
Act], the General Assembly expressly sought to address some of the concerns raised
by members of this Court in Planned Parenthood [I]," Att'y General Br. 1, and, "The
2023 Act rectifies each of the three specific issues that Justice Few found with the
2021 Act," Governor's Br. 1. See also Att'y General Br. 8 ("In response to Justice
Few's opinion in the Planned Parenthood [I] case, the General Assembly carefully
crafted the 2023 Act to remove any reasonable doubt [the Act is constitutional] by
ensuring that its provisions are not arbitrary by allowing women a meaningful
opportunity to make a decision about terminating a pregnancy prior to the detection
of a fetal heartbeat."). 1 find the 2023 Act is constitutional.

To be clear, I stand firmly by everything I wrote in Planned Parenthood I. While 1
agree wholeheartedly with Justice Kittredge's statement "the General Assembly's
authority to legislate is plenary," that plenary power must be exercised according to
law. When the General Assembly enacts legislation that violates the constitution, it
has exceeded its "plenary" power. In Planned Parenthood I and in this case, the
attorneys representing the State have sounded a constant drumbeat for the
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"separation of powers" mandated by article I, section 8 of the South Carolina
Constitution. In petitions for rehearing from our decision in Planned Parenthood I,
as an extreme example, the attorneys literally argued the mere fact this Court
overturned the 2021 Act is a violation of the separation of powers.

Respectfully, the Justices of this Court understand the separation of powers. Each
Justice on the Court—then and now—embraces the constitutional requirement that
we respect the General Assembly's plenary power to legislate. But the article I,
section 8 separation of powers provision demands mutual respect. To the same
extent this Court is constitutionally bound to respect plenary legislative power, the
General Assembly is bound to respect the limited judicial power set forth in article
V of the South Carolina Constitution. Under article V, this Court has two perfectly-
consistent, solemn duties. We must uphold legislation when it is possible to find the
legislation conforms to the constitution; we must strike down legislation when it
clearly violates the constitution. See Clarke v. S.C. Pub. Serv. Auth., 177 S.C. 427,
435, 181 S.E. 481, 484 (1935) ("A statute will, if possible, be construed so as to
render it valid;" and "a legislative act will not be declared unconstitutional unless its
repugnance to the Constitution is clear and beyond reasonable doubt;" and "every
presumption will be made in favor of the constitutionality of a legislative
enactment"); Thomas v. Macklen, 186 S.C. 290, 305, 195 S.E. 539, 545 (1938)
("[W]e are not unmindful that it is a grave matter to overturn, by judicial
construction, an enactment of the General Assembly. All presumptions are in favor
of the power of that body to enact the law. All considerations involving the wisdom,
the policy, or the expediency of the act are addressed exclusively to that branch of
the state government. . .. But when the unconstitutionality of an act is clear to this
court, beyond a reasonable doubt, then it is its plain duty to say so.").

Ultimately, the General Assembly did not attempt to simply re-enact the same
legislation, as Planned Parenthood argues. Rather, it amended the 2021 Act in what
appears to be a sincere attempt to comply with the narrowest reading of this Court's
ruling in Planned Parenthood I. The question now before the Court, therefore, is
whether the attempt was successful; do the changes the General Assembly made
from the 2021 Act to the 2023 Act make it possible for this Court to find the 2023
Act constitutional under article I, section 10, despite the fact the threshold for
banning most abortions did not change.

Article I, section 10, provides, "The right of the people to be secure in their persons
... against . . . unreasonable invasions of privacy shall not be violated . . .." There
are three steps in the analysis of an unconstitutional invasion of privacy claim under
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article I, section 10. First, the court must identify the State's interests underlying its
action. When the claim is based on legislative action, as here, the court must identify
the interests the General Assembly was pursuing on behalf of the State in enacting
the legislation. Second, the court must identify the countervailing privacy interests
implicated by the State's action. Third, once the competing interests have been
identified, the court must address whether any invasion of privacy is "unreasonable."
See Hooper v. Rockwell, 334 S.C. 281, 293-95, 513 S.E.2d 358, 364-66 (1999)
(explaining article I, section 10 privacy interests are "not absolute" but must be
balanced against the State's interests). An invasion of privacy that is reasonable in
light of the State's interest is not a violation of article I, section 10. See S.C. Dep't
of Soc. Servs. v. Gamble,337 S.C. 428, 434-35, 523 S.E.2d 477, 480 (Ct. App. 1999)
(studying the constitutionality of a statute, reciting the competing interests, and
finding the statute constitutional because, "The statute at issue balances these
rights"). In the case of legislative action, the Court may find the General Assembly's
chosen balance of those interests—as reflected in the legislation—to be a violation
of article I, section 10 only when the Court determines the invasion of privacy is
unreasonable as a matter of law. In other words, if the General Assembly could
fairly have determined the invasion of privacy was reasonable, this Court may not
substitute its judgment on the question of reasonableness.

The 2023 Act recites the State's interest in regulating abortion differently than the
2021 Act, stating, "The State of South Carolina has a compelling interest from the
outset of a woman's pregnancy in protecting the health of the woman and the life of
the unborn child." Act No. 70, 2023 S.C. Acts § 1(3). The State argues this
provision of the 2023 Act "does make explicit the General Assembly's expression of
the State's interest in protecting life from conception." Governor's Br. 15. The State
continues, "The 2023 Act therefore represents a new, stronger expression of the
State's interest since [Planned Parenthood I] was decided that goes directly to this
personhood question . . .." Id.

As each of the Justices explained in Planned Parenthood I, none of us discount the
strength of the State's interest in regulating abortion; the interest is a powerful one.
However, I do not view this revised wording as a significant change in the State's
interest, and I do not believe the newly-worded interest "goes directly to this
personhood question." See 438 S.C. at 272-73, 882 S.E.2d at 815-16 (Few, J.,
concurring in result) (explaining the potential significance of a "personhood" policy
determination by the General Assembly).

38



I do believe, however, the changes in expression of the State's interest bring more
fully into focus the basis for the State's use of "the steady and repetitive rhythmic
contraction of the fetal heart" as the threshold beyond which most abortions may not
be performed. See Act No. 70, 2023 S.C. Acts § 2(6) (defining "fetal heartbeat" as
"cardiac activity, or the steady and repetitive rhythmic contraction of the fetal heart,
within the gestational sac"). Inthe 2021 Act, the General Assembly made extensive
findings as to the correlation between an unborn child reaching this threshold and an
eventual live, healthy birth. Act No. 1, 2021 S.C. Acts 3. Those findings are
essentially summarized in the 2023 Act as, "A fetal heartbeat is a key medical
predictor that an unborn child will reach live birth." Act No. 70, 2023 S.C. Acts §

1(1).

The State argues the General Assembly's recognition of a "strong correlation
between this [fetal heartbeat] and a live birth" supports the constitutionality of the
Act. Governor's Br. 21 n.3. The State's argument is that by choosing this
"biologically identifiable moment in time"—as the 2023 Act calls it—as the
threshold for banning most abortions, the General Assembly chose to prohibit only
those abortions most likely to terminate pregnancies that would otherwise result in
a live birth. This is a sensible argument, not unlike a point the Supreme Court of the
United States made in Roe v. Wade regarding viability. See Roe v. Wade, 410 U.S.
113, 163, 93 S. Ct. 705, 732, 35 L. Ed. 2d 147, 183 (1973) ("With respect to the
State's important and legitimate interest in potential life, the 'compelling' point is at
viability. This is so because the fetus then presumably has the capability of
meaningful life outside the mother's womb. State regulation protective of fetal life
after viability thus has both logical and biological justifications."), overruled on
other grounds by Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Org., 597 U.S.  , 142 S. Ct.
2228, 213 L. Ed. 2d 545 (2022).13

The most obvious change from the 2021 Act to the 2023 Act relates to the second
step in the analysis—identifying any countervailing interests. In particular, the
General Assembly eliminated the statutory right to "informed choice." In the 2021

13 The State's point is not that a fetal heartbeat is a "logical and biological" indication
of current "capability of meaningful life outside the mother's womb"—viability—
but that the fetal heartbeat is a "logical and biological" indication that eventually this
particular pregnancy is likely to result in a live birth.
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Act, the General Assembly included the following in the "legislative findings"
section,

The General Assembly hereby finds, according to contemporary
medical research, . . . :

(8) in order to make an informed choice about whether to
continue a pregnancy, a pregnant woman has a legitimate interest
in knowing the likelihood of the human fetus surviving to full-
term birth based upon the presence of a fetal heartbeat.

2021 S.C. Acts at 3.

When this Court evaluated the constitutionality of the 2021 Act, we balanced the
State's interest in protecting unborn life against the statutory countervailing interest
of "informed choice" and the privacy interests arising from article I, section 10. As
there 1s no "informed choice" provision in the 2023 Act, the State's interest in
protecting unborn life is now balanced against only the constitutional privacy
interests.

The most impactful change from the 2021 Act to the 2023 Act is actually a category
of changes that are designed to approach the idea of choice in terms of promoting
active family planning. First, the 2023 Act encourages couples to avoid unwanted
pregnancies by providing insured access to contraceptives. Section 5 of the Act
requires, "All individual and group health insurance and health maintenance
organization policies in this State shall include coverage for
contraceptives." Similarly, section 11 of the Act requires, "The Public Employee
Benefit Authority and the State Health Plan shall cover prescribed contraceptives for
dependents" and "shall not apply patient cost sharing provisions to covered
contraceptives." In other words, the 2023 Act requires insured contraceptives to
almost all couples in South Carolina.'*

14 Planned Parenthood argues free contraceptives are already required under federal
law. From my research, it appears Planned Parenthood is partially correct. Federal
law requires insured contraceptives for all group medical insurance plans that are
not "grandfathered," meaning, not in place before March 2010. This federal

requirement appears to apply to approximately 85% of working-insured Americans.
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Second—as the Governor makes clear in his brief to this Court—the 2023 Act
specifically permits "'emergency contraception,' such as Plan B,"!>!6 which is a
contraceptive that can be administered after sexual intercourse. As with other forms
of contraceptives, what the Governor is calling "emergency contraceptives" are
guaranteed to be covered under the terms of the 2023 Act to almost all women in
South Carolina who are insured under a group or individual plan.

The Attorney General addresses these two components of "family planning" in his
brief:

The timeline for a meaningful opportunity to make a decision begins
prior to pregnancy. Women and men who engage in sexual intercourse
are aware that pregnancy can result. It is that awareness that allows a
woman to engage in family planning. A woman who does not want to
become pregnant, or a woman who is undecided about pregnancy, has
ample opportunity to make well-informed decisions concerning her
reproductive health. Prior to sexual intercourse, a woman has a
meaningful opportunity to consider contraceptives such as birth control

The 2023 Act, therefore, appears to guarantee insured contraceptives to the
approximately 15% of working South Carolinians who do not already enjoy such a
guarantee under federal law.

15 The Governor states, "All of this is in addition to the fact that women still have
the option of 'emergency contraception,' such as Plan B. Plan B prevents ovulation,
fertilization and implantation; it does not (like mifepristone) terminate a pregnancy
if the implantation has occurred." Governor's Br. 20 n.2 (citations omitted).

16 The 2023 Act permits this in two ways not present in the 2021 Act: (1) Section 2
of the Act, specifically amended subsection 44-41-640(E), provides it is not illegal
to "use, sell, or administer a contraceptive measure." The term "contraceptive" is
defined to include "a drug, device, or chemical that prevents ovulation." (2) The
term "abortion" is defined as a "clinically diagnosable pregnancy." That term is
defined as "the point in time when it is possible to determine that a woman is
pregnant due to the detectable presence of human chorionic gonadotropin (hCG)."
That point in time occurs after the time when a woman would use emergency
contraception, such as Plan B.
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pills or intrauterine devices. After sexual intercourse, she has up to five
days to consider whether she wants to take an over-the-counter
emergency contraceptive to prevent pregnancy.

Att'y General Br. 12 n.4.

The Attorney General then addresses a point this Court specifically introduced
during Planned Parenthood 1. During oral arguments and in my opinion in Planned
Parenthood I, I questioned whether—as a predicate to understanding the percentage
of women are denied choice—the more appropriate question should be "how many
women can know they are pregnant in time to make an informed choice," rather than
"how many women [do] know . ..." See Planned Parenthood I, 438 S.C. at 281,
882 S.E.2d at 820 (Few, J., concurring in result) (describing the questions I put to
counsel during oral argument as seeking information on "what the General Assembly
knew when enacting the [2021 Act], what Planned Parenthood knew when it filed
this lawsuit, and what medical and scientific research shows about the percentage of
women who cannot know of their pregnancy in time to make an 'informed choice"
(emphasis added)); 438 S.C. at 278, 882 S.E.2d at 818 (Few, J., concurring in result)
("Whether a pregnant woman is given an opportunity to make a meaningful choice
and whether the invasion of her privacy by restricting her opportunity for an abortion
1s unreasonable each depend on the answer to one particular factual question: Can a
pregnant woman even know she is pregnant in time to engage in a meaningful
decision-making process and—if her choice is to not continue the pregnancy—make
the necessary arrangements to carry out an abortion?" (emphasis added)). The
Attorney General argues:

Her awareness of the possibility of pregnancy further affords her the
opportunity to control her reproductive health after sexual intercourse
by taking a common, over-the-counter pregnancy test to determine
whether she is pregnant and make a decision concerning an abortion
before a fetal heartbeat can be detected.

Att'y General Br. 12 n.4.

This third component of family planning was specifically taken up by the Senate
during its debate of House amendments to the original Senate bill.

The Senate's debate during consideration of S. 474 very clearly
established that there is nothing arbitrary about banning abortions after
a fetal heartbeat is detected with certain limited exceptions. In fact, we
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very clearly articulated the basis for making that determination and
specifically addressed the fact that a pregnant woman can know within
10 to 14 days after conception whether she is pregnant. According to
the Cleveland Clinic, as early as 10 days after conception (but within
14 days) a home pregnancy test will detect the presence of human
chorionic gonadstropin, a special hormone that developed only upon
implantation. A blood test can confirm the presence of that hormone
as early as 7 to 10 days after conception. According to the American
Pregnancy Association the heartbeat of an unborn child can be detected
between 6’2 to 7 weeks of pregnancy though it is possible, though much
less likely, that a heartbeat can be detected a week earlier -- about 5%
weeks. That means that a woman can find out that she is pregnant two
weeks after conception and has another 4% to 5 weeks!!”! to make her
decision and have an abortion. It is our reasoned judgement that a
month is enough time for a pregnant woman to decide whether to have
an abortion and undertake the procedure to follow through with her
decision.

S. 474, S. Journal, 125th Leg. Sess., at (S.C. Feb. 9, 2023).

While there are no specific written findings in the 2023 Act on this subject, the
General Assembly clearly considered the question. This is, therefore, the type of
finding we typically will imply to the General Assembly. See Richards v. City of
Columbia, 227 S.C. 538, 561, 88 S.E.2d 683, 694 (1955) (stating it is "presumed
from the mere passage of the act that there was a finding of such facts as were
necessary to authorize the enactment"). This Court must presume, therefore, the
General Assembly placed emphasis in enacting the 2023 Act on the responsibility
of sexually-active couples to actively—rather than passively—seek out testing as to
whether a pregnancy has resulted from their sexual activity.

This brings me to the balancing of the State's interests against the countervailing
interest of privacy under article I, section 10. At the outset of this balancing, there
are a couple of points to make clear. The first point is that abortion is different from
any other context in which a person may enjoy privacy rights, because abortion ends
the life of an unborn child. No matter how one may view this reality in their own

17 These numbers are incorrect, presumably because the calculations that led to them
were based on the date of the last menstrual period rather than the date of
fertilization. The correct numbers would be "2 to 3 weeks."
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political terms, the constitutional reality for evaluating whether a particular
restriction on abortion is an "unreasonable" invasion of privacy is that our General
Assembly has clearly and unambiguously set a public policy against abortion in this
State. In Planned Parenthood I, the Justices disagreed sharply over whether
abortion implicates privacy at all. In this case, the Justices in the majority all agree
on this important point: to the extent restrictions on abortion do implicate privacy
interests under article I, section 10, the fact an abortion ends the life of an unborn
child strongly influences the balancing of those privacy interests against the State's
interest in regulating abortion. The relationship of privacy and choice to abortion is
unique among all applications of the right to privacy because—when making the
decision to have an abortion—the exercise of the right of privacy ends the life of an
unborn child. In this respect, all the cases in which this Court has balanced privacy
interests in the past are distinguishable—Singleton v. State, 313 S.C. 75,437 S.E.2d
53 (1993), the most prominent example—because abortion is different.!®

The second point is the balancing of the State's interests against privacy interests
begins in the General Assembly. Gamble, 337 S.C. at 434-35, 523 S.E.2d at 480.
In the 2023 Act, the General Assembly chose to approach privacy and choice in an
active sense, not merely as a choice arising upon the passive learning of an unwanted
pregnancy, but as an active family planning process that begins at the outset of a
sexually-active relationship and continues all the way to the threshold of "the steady
and repetitive rhythmic contraction of the fetal heart" beyond which no abortions
may take place unless an exception applies.

With these points in mind, I cannot say the abortion restrictions included in the 2023
Act are an unreasonable invasion of privacy. First, the State's interest in protecting
the lives of unborn children is clearly articulated in the 2023 Act. The elimination
of the interest of "informed choice" from the 2021 Act leaves this interest in life—
which includes the life and health of the mother—as the sole purpose of the 2023

18 In Singleton, we held "the South Carolina Constitutional right of privacy would
be violated if the State were to sanction forced medication solely to facilitate
execution." 313 S.C. at 89, 437 S.E.2d at 61. I agree with Justice Kittredge when
he stated, "If nothing else, Singleton and the other cases mentioning article I, section
10 are distinguishable because they did not involve an interest in protecting the life
of an unborn child." Planned Parenthood I, 438 S.C. at 316 n.91, 882 S.E.2d at 839
n.91 (Kittredge, J., dissenting).
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Act. With this purpose stated more clearly and without the countervailing statutory
interest of informed choice, the correlation between reaching the threshold of a fetal
heartbeat and the likelihood of a live, healthy birth stands out more clearly as a
reasonable standard by which to regulate most abortion. In addition, I find it quite
significant the State approached the idea of choice in terms of promoting active
family planning. Couples who do not want to bring a pregnancy to term and have a
baby are enabled by the 2023 Act to make that choice before a pregnancy by the
increased availability of contraceptives, and are encouraged through the use of Plan
B and early pregnancy testing to meet the statutory deadline of "fetal heartbeat" in
the event contraceptive measures are not effective.

[ am certain many will find my analysis unsatisfying. Constitutional analysis,
however, is not a team sport. I-—and the other Justices of this Court—must remain
mindful that the regulation of abortion is in the first instance a political question. It
is a legal question only to the extent that any restriction on abortion may clearly
violate a specific constitutional provision. The only constitutional provision at issue
here is the article 1, section 10 right of privacy. Article I, section 10 does not forbid
all invasions of privacy, but only "unreasonable" invasions. My vote in Planned
Parenthood I was based on the fact the General Assembly did not even consider
what I then called the "key question." For that reason, the 2021 Act was arbitrary
and, thus, unreasonable. In the 2023 Act, however, the General Assembly not only
considered the key question, it changed the question—as it is absolutely entitled to
do—to focus the attention of sexually-active couples in South Carolina on active
family planning, thereby expanding the notion of choice to the period of time before
fertilization, certainly before a couple passively learns of a pregnancy. The abortion
restrictions in the 2023 Act are reasonable. I find the 2023 Act constitutional.
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CHIEF JUSTICE BEATTY: Irespectfully dissent. ~ On May 23, 2023,
the South Carolina General Assembly passed Senate Bill 474, the "Fetal Heartbeat
and Protection from Abortion Act," which became effective upon the Governor's
signing on May 25, 2023. See Act No. 70, 2023 S.C. Acts  ("the 2023 Act")
(codified as amended at S.C. Code Ann. §§ 44-41-610 to -690 (West 2023)). The
2023 Act replaces prior legislation with the same name, "Fetal Heartbeat and
Protection from Abortion Act" ("the 2021 Act"), that was deemed unconstitutional
by this Court on January 5, 2023 in Planned Parenthood South Atlantic v. State, 438
S.C. 188, 882 S.E.2d 770 (2023) (Planned Parenthood).

The 2023 Act effectively reinstated the 2021 Act's ban on abortion in South
Carolina upon the detection of a "fetal heartbeat." This term was statutorily defined
then—as it is again now in the 2023 Act—as "cardiac activity, or the steady and
repetitive rhythmic contraction of the fetal heart, within the gestational sac."!”
Although neither act specifies the number of weeks of gestation that is targeted, each
has been informally characterized as a "six-week ban" based on similarly worded
legislation introduced in multiple jurisdictions following the decision of the United
States Supreme Court in Dobbs,?® which overruled nearly fifty years of federal
precedent on abortion.

In Planned Parenthood, several members of the Court noted that medical
professionals have classified six weeks of gestation as the embryonic stage of
development, not fetal, and have stated the only "cardiac activity" that could
potentially exist at this point is the nascent flickering of electrical impulses from a
group of inchoate cells. A "fetal heart" that is capable of "contraction," as provided
in the statutory language, does not exist until later in the pregnancy, when the
chambers of the heart have fully developed. See Planned Parenthood, 438 S.C. at
196 n.2, 882 S.E.2d at 774 n.2 (Hearn, J.); id. at 222, 882 S.E.2d at 788 (Beatty, C.J.,
concurring). Thus, the title and content of the legislation are a misnomer if it is
viewed as a six-week ban because the terminology is medically and scientifically
inaccurate. As such, it is the quintessential example of political gaslighting;

19 Compare S.C. Code Ann. § 44-41-610(6) (West 2023) (2023 version), with S.C.
Code Ann. Ann. § 44-41-610(3) (Supp. 2022) (2021 version).

20 Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Org., 142 S. Ct. 2228 (2022) (overruling Roe
v. Wade, 410 U.S. 113 (1973) and Planned Parenthood of Southeastern
Pennsylvania v. Casey, 505 U.S. 833 (1992)).
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attempting to manipulate public opinion and control the reproductive health
decisions of women by distorting reality.

I say "if" the 2023 Act is viewed as a six-week ban because the majority now
states there is uncertainty about what the language even means. The majority
purports to take this case in the Court's original jurisdiction which, in addition to its
legal role, also makes this Court the designated fact-finder under Rule 245, SCACR.
However, the majority undertook no factual review in this case (or in Planned
Parenthood). Further, it does not resolve the anomaly appearing on the face of the
legislation regarding the timing of the "fetal heartbeat" ban. Instead, it
acknowledges the uncertainty in a footnote and then leaves this question of
fundamental importance—the meaning of the legislation—"for another day." See
Majority Op. at n.4 ("We leave for another day (in an as-applied constitutional
challenge) the meaning of 'fetal heartbeat' and whether the statutory definition—
'cardiac activity, or the steady and repetitive rhythmic contraction of the fetal heart,
within the gestational sac'—refers to one period of time during a pregnancy or two
separate periods of time. (Emphasis added.)").?!

This omission, however, leaves our state with no guidance as to the 2023 Act's
reach. How can anyone know how to comply with the law—particularly where it
carries the threat of criminal penalties—and how can lawyers advise their clients, in
the absence of a determination of this key point? In addition to the right to privacy,
Planned Parenthood has raised issues to this Court regarding, inter alia, the
legislation's vagueness, as well as due process and equal protection violations.
However, the majority has summarily disposed of all of these arguments, including
vagueness, in a single footnote. See Majority Op. at n.8 ("As to Planned
Parenthood's arguments regarding due process, equal protection, vagueness, and

21T question whether this is because it is also a threshold issue on which the majority
could not agree, so "in the interest of unity," the majority postponed a decision on
this problematic issue in order to reach its desired consensus. See Majority Op. at
n.9 (noting "the four members of this Court comprising the majority here have
differing views of the threshold issues leading to the ultimate question regarding the
propriety of the legislature's balancing of the interests of privacy and bodily
autonomy for the pregnant woman and protecting the life developing in the womb,"
but "[w]e elect not to address those threshold differences" because "the majority
agree that while a close question is presented, the 2023 Act must be upheld").
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collateral estoppel, we summarily reject them pursuant to Rule 220, SCACR, and
the following authorities," followed by string citations). This appears to be
inconsistent, however, with its earlier footnote stating the meaning of the statute (in
other words, the statute's vagueness) is an issue "for another day."

Based on the discussions during oral argument, it appears the majority's
reference to the possibility of cardiac activity beginning at two different points in a
pregnancy might stem from the use of a comma after "cardiac activity" in the
statutory language that defines "fetal heartbeat." See S.C. Code Ann. § 44-41-610(6)
(West 2023) ("cardiac activity, or the steady and repetitive rhythmic contraction of
the fetal heart"). I note, however, that the General Assembly has made three findings
accompanying the 2023 Act, and the second finding provides additional clarification
on the meaning of "cardiac activity":

(2) Cardiac activity begins at a biologically identifiable
moment in time, normally when the fetal heart is formed
in the gestational sac.

South Carolina Fetal Heartbeat and Protection from Abortion Act, Act No. 70, 2023
S.C. Acts ,  § 1(2) (emphasis added). In my view, this legislative finding
confirms that "cardiac activity" begins at only one unique "moment in time," so it
cannot begin at two alternative points in a pregnancy, as postulated by the majority.

In addition, because the second finding provides "cardiac activity"
commences "when the fetal heart is formed," it confirms my view that "cardiac
activity" exists when the four chambers of the heart are fully developed and capable
of "rhythmic contraction." This is also consistent with the plain reading of the
statutory language, which refers to "the steady and repetitive rhythmic contraction
of the fetal heart." See S.C. Code Ann. § 44-41-610(6) (West 2023) (emphasis
added). A "fetal heartbeat," therefore, certainly cannot exist at six weeks of
gestation, as only a nascent cluster of cells that will eventually develop into a heart
1s present at that time.

With this understanding of the meaning of when "cardiac activity" begins (i.e.,
when a heartbeat is first detected from the formed chambers of the heart), I would
be inclined to concur in upholding the constitutionality of the 2023 Act. I would
agree to do so if a ban at that point would allow women to make an informed choice
about whether to continue a pregnancy, in accordance with South Carolina's
constitutional right to privacy and our Court's precedent.
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Whether informed choice can exist, however, depends upon a critical factual
determination as to when a fetal heart is actually formed.?> However, the majority
noticeably did not explore this point, despite taking the unusual step of removing
this topic (the validity of an abortion ban) from the circuit court and hearing it in this
Court's original jurisdiction twice in one year. Because the majority has elected to
leave the determination of what the 2023 Act means "for another day," yet has,
paradoxically, upheld its constitutionality, I must dissent. Concluding the 2023 Act
is valid while remaining silent as to its timing—and without clearly rejecting any
implication that it is reinstating what is at least perceived to be, effectively, a six-
week ban—is concerning to me, and the fear of political retribution in this matter is
palpable. Today's result will surely weigh heavily upon the public and our state's
medical professionals, in light of the threat of criminal penalties placed upon
practitioners and the serious harm that could occur to women who could be denied
reproductive health care during this uncertainty.

The remainder of my dissent will focus on responding to the decision of the
majority (including the concurrence) as written, along with my analysis that the 2023
Act and the 2021 Act must have the same meaning, given that their operative terms
are basically identical. Because the 2021 Act was deemed unconstitutional when
viewed as a six-week ban, [ would hold that the 2023 Act, enacted only four months
after this Court's decision in Planned Parenthood with essentially the same terms, is
unconstitutional under any reasonable analysis.

I. Overview

Turning to the issues discussed by the majority, I cannot help but observe at
the start that it has taken the extraordinary step of disregarding this Court's precedent
as it struggles to justify its legally inconsistent result. This not only weakens the
stability and reliance value of the law in this state, but ultimately undermines judicial
independence and the integrity of the Court as an institution.

22 In Planned Parenthood, I noted that some sources, such as the American College
of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, have indicated that the chambers of the heart
and a heartbeat develop when a fetus is at a gestation of seventeen to twenty weeks,
and that at six weeks, a quarter-inch-long embryo has no detectable "heartbeat," as
the "sound" heard is actually manufactured by the ultrasound machine itself. See
Planned Parenthood, 438 S.C. at 222, 882 S.E.2d at 788 (Beatty, C.J., concurring).
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Earlier this year, the Court held the 2021 Act violated the right to privacy under
article I, section 10 of the South Carolina Constitution. In doing so, we noted that
many women do not even know they are pregnant at the earliest stage of potential
"cardiac activity," assuming at that time that it could occur at six weeks of gestation,
as this arguably appeared to be the State's targeted goal. The Court held this early
threshold likely precludes many women from making an informed choice about their
reproductive health and obtaining care within the statutory timeframe. See, e.g.,
Planned Parenthood, 438 S.C. at 195, 882 S.E.2d at 774 (Hearn, J.) ("In 2021, the
General Assembly passed the Act, which prohibits an abortion after around six
weeks gestation. See S.C. Code Ann. § 44-41-680 (Supp. 2022). This is before
many women—excluding those who are trying to become pregnant and are therefore
closely monitoring their menstrual cycles—even know they are pregnant."); id. at
221-23, 882 S.E.2d at 788—-89 (Beatty, C.J., concurring) ("The number of weeks of
gestation is not specified in the law, but the parties indicate it is their understanding
that the law was intended to target gestation of six weeks or more, based on the idea
that nascent 'cardiac activity' emerges from a small cluster of cells at that time. . . .
As medical experts have explained, at this early stage, a substantial number of
women do not even know that they are pregnant, so there is no realistic opportunity
to make a medical decision as to the (unknown) pregnancy at this point.").

Justice Few, the third member of the Court's majority in Planned Parenthood,
found the 2021 Act was unconstitutional because the General Assembly did not even
consider if women could make an informed choice about whether to continue a
pregnancy. See id. at 278, 882 S.E.2d at 819 (Few, J., concurring in result)
("[K]nowledge of a pregnancy is a predicate for informed choice. . .. Thus, if a
substantial percentage of pregnant women cannot know of their pregnancy in time
to have meaningful discussions, engage in sufficient deliberation and prayer, and
then make timely arrangements to carry out an abortion, then / cannot envision a
winning argument that meaningful choice exists or that the denial of that choice is
not an unreasonable invasion of privacy." (emphasis added)). He found this
rendered the law arbitrary because, while informed choice was included in the
General Assembly's findings accompanying the 2021 Act, more importantly,
informed choice exists as an inherent component of the constitutional right to
privacy. See id. at 276, 882 S.E.2d at 818 ("Although the Fetal Heartbeat Act
recognizes the interest of 'informed choice,' a woman's interest in choice is not
dependent on this portion of the Act. . . . The article I, section 10 right of privacy
.. . includes choice." (emphasis added)).
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While Justice Few stated he would refrain from formally reaching this point,
he nevertheless conceded that it was "plainly obvious" that the timeframe allotted
was inadequate, and he emphasized that six weeks of gestation as calculated under
the 2021 Act was actually only four weeks post-conception. See id. (stating "it is
important to understand that under the six-week bill, a pregnant woman's choice
must be made—and carried out—within four weeks of the time she becomes
pregnant"); see also id. at 285-86, 882 S.E.2d at 823 ("[B]ecause the General
Assembly did not consider the question, there is nothing for the Court to consider. I
am nevertheless tempted to address whether there could be any evidence to support
such a 'presumed finding' and find the Fetal Heartbeat Act in violation of article I,
section 10 for the additional reason it is impossible for the General Assembly to
reach any conclusion other than a substantial percentage of pregnant women cannot
learn of their pregnancy, have time for sufficient deliberation and prayer, and if the
choice is made to not continue the pregnancy, then carry out an abortion before the
legality of doing so expires under the Act. I am tempted for the obvious reason that
it is plainly obvious a substantial percentage of women cannot learn of their
pregnancy in time to make and carry out a meaningful choice under the Fetal
Heartbeat Act." (emphasis added)).

In my view, because the material terms of the 2023 Act have not changed
from the 2021 Act, logic and respect for the doctrine of stare decisis dictate that the
2023 Act should likewise be declared unconstitutional. To paraphrase legal
scholars, the decisions of this Court represent the solemn determination of the Court
as an entity, not its members, and this Court remains the same Court, even as its
composition changes. As a result, the Court's decision rendered in January was not
just a decision "for the time being." Rather, it was the considered determination of
this Court after a lengthy deliberative process. This case presents the quintessential
example of why stare decisis must be applied to uphold the integrity of the Judicial
Branch's position as a separate, but co-equal branch of government.

After this Court's pronouncement, the invalidity of a six-week abortion ban
was no longer an uncertainty in light of the state constitutional right to privacy, and
the Court's decision became precedent in South Carolina. If the Court's decisions
were subject to the vagaries of unending individual opinion, numerous points of
"settled law" could be placed in turmoil from constant reexamination. For these
reasons, stare decisis is a guiding principle that courts have used for centuries to
bring stability to the law.
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The majority and I agree about the separate functions of the three co-equal
branches of government and this Court's role in reviewing the matter. Today,
however, the majority has allowed the legislature to infringe upon this separation
of powers by upholding the resurrection of a ban that this Court has already
determined violates our state constitution. It does so by going to great lengths to
reason "[t]he 2023 Act is new legislation" after "the General Assembly went back
to the drawing board." It does so because it must. Otherwise, its rejection of stare
decisis falters. If the acts are the same, our decision in Planned Parenthood must
control.

Our analyses diverge at the outset because we disagree on whether the 2023
Act differs from the 2021 Act. The majority points to changes the General Assembly
made in its supporting findings and purposes, and to the availability of contraception
as a tool for "family planning." As will be explained, in my view, these points do
not alter the material terms of the 2023 Act and their effect. Both the 2021 Act and
the 2023 Act—which bear the same name and ban abortion at exactly the same point
in time—preclude many woman from being able to exercise informed choice over
their reproductive health decisions because the prohibition takes effect before many
women can realistically know that they are pregnant and obtain an abortion. Further,
I strongly disagree with the suggestion by the majority that the availability of
contraception to prevent a pregnancy has any bearing on the amount of time a
pregnant woman has to discover and decide whether to continue a pregnancy, and to
obtain medical care based on that decision. In my view, the notion that the existence
of contraceptives expands the time for a woman to discover that she is pregnant is
absurd. I seriously doubt that the legislature intended contraceptives to be viewed
in that context.

The ban that was declared unconstitutional by this Court just months before
has not changed in its core elements or intended effect. What has changed, however,
is this Court's response. What was once acknowledged in Planned Parenthood to
be "plainly obvious"—that a ban at such an early stage of pregnancy can often leave
women with no choice at all—is now suddenly constitutional. The disregard of
precedent and the reluctance to acknowledge what is still "plainly obvious" is
unfortunate for the rule of law and, ultimately, the citizens of South Carolina, who
must navigate the changing legal landscape that is controlling access to reproductive
health care in this state. It also undermines the separation of powers by failing to
undertake this Court's obligation to evaluate whether the determinations of the
General Assembly, once made, are reasonable. I conclude, consistent with Planned
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Parenthood, that they are not, and the 2023 Act violates the constitutional right to
privacy.

I am convinced of the appropriateness of my conclusion after considering
(1) the doctrine of stare decisis, and (2) the inconsistency of today's result in view of
the lack of change in the material terms of the 2023 Act and state precedent
recognizing the right to privacy and bodily autonomy. I will examine each of these
points in turn.

II. Stare Decisis

"Stare decisis"—translated from Latin in the 18th Century as "to stand by
things decided"—refers to "[t]he doctrine of precedent, under which a court must
follow earlier judicial decisions when the same points arise again in litigation." Stare
Decisis, Black's Law Dictionary (11th ed. 2019). Thus, when a competent court
decides a point, "it will no longer be considered as open to examination or to a new
ruling by the same tribunal, or by those which are bound to follow its adjudications,
unless it be for urgent reasons and in exceptional cases." Id. (quoting William M.
Lile et al., Brief Making and the Use of Law Books 321 (Roger W. Cooley & Charles
Lesley Ames eds., 3d ed. 1914)).

This judicial principle predates the formation of the United States. "The
doctrine of stare decisis in American jurisprudence has its roots in eighteenth-
century English common law." Cong. Rsch. Serv., Artlll.S1.7.2.1 Historical
Background on Stare Decisis Doctrine, Constitution Annotated [hereinafter,
Constitution Annotated], https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/essay/artlII-S1-
5-1/ALDE _00001187/#ALDF 00021141 (last visited Aug. 14, 2023). More than a
century ago, this Court cited an example from English law that recognized the need
for judicial consistency:

Lord Kenyon, in Schumann [v. Weatherhead (1801), 1
East 537, 541 (U.K.)], said, "I should be sorry to see one

decision in 1798, and a different decision on the same facts
in 1801."

Gage v. City of Charleston, 3 S.C. 491, 497 (1872).

A fundamental aspect of stare decisis is that, not only should a court apply the
law consistently in subsequent cases before the same members, but it should also
apply the law consistently even as its own composition changes. In 1912, Henry
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Campbell Black, the author of Black's Law Dictionary and other notable works,
explained that a court's decision is not the view "for the time being," as the authority
of a decision stems from the fact that it is the judgment of the court as an entity, and
this fact does not change, even when its members do:

For, when considered as a precedent, it is not an
expression of the individual views of the judges for the
time being, which their successors may or may not share,
but its authority is derived from the fact that it is the
judgment of the court, which has not changed, though its
members have.

Henry Campbell Black, Handbook on the Law of Judicial Precedents 190 (1912)
(emphasis added); see also id. at 189 ("Although the membership of a court may
change from time to time, by the appointment or election of new judges in place of
those who leave the bench, yet it remains the same court." (emphasis added)).

Once a court has announced its decision, the law on that point is no longer
uncertain. 1 William Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws of England 69 (1765).
Accordingly, the determination—even a close one—should not thereafter "waver
with every new judge's opinion" because a new judge is "sworn to determine, not
according to his own private judgment, but according to the known laws and customs
of the land; not delegated to pronounce a new law, but to maintain and expound the
old one." Id.

A century ago, Judge (later Supreme Court Justice) Cardozo stated "adherence
to precedent should be the rule and not the exception." Benjamin N. Cardozo, The
Nature of the Judicial Process 148 (1921). He observed that "the labor of judges
would be increased almost to the breaking point if every past decision could be
reopened in every case, and one could not lay one's own course of bricks on the
secure foundation of the courses laid by others who had gone before him." Id.

Despite the historical significance of this doctrine, today's majority resists the
application of stare decisis based on its contentions the 2023 Act is completely new
because the General Assembly has made statutory changes to remedy the
constitutional defects present in the 2021 Act, the doctrine of stare decisis has less
force in cases involving constitutional questions than in those involving statutory
interpretation, and stare decisis cannot be applied based on only one case (i.e.,
Planned Parenthood).
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As will be explored more fully in the next section examining the specific terms
of'the 2023 Act, [ have no doubt that the 2023 Act is virtually identical in all material
respects to the 2021 Act. This Court has previously held that it will not reconsider
its precedent when there has been a later statutory change, but the substance of the
statute is essentially the same, as the law should not be a "moving target." See Wehle
v. 8.C. Ret. Sys., 363 S.C. 394, 402, 611 S.E.2d 240, 244 (2005). This reasoning
should apply in the current matter because the 2023 Act has not fundamentally
changed in its essential element—the imposition of a ban on abortion upon the
detection of a "fetal heartbeat," as that term is statutorily defined.

To the extent the majority contends stare decisis has less force in
constitutional cases, I note this position is, relatively speaking, a more recent
expression of stare decisis that was created by the Supreme Court for the federal
courts. It does not support a conclusion that stare decisis has no force in
constitutional matters. It should also be of interest to advocates of originalism that
this apparently was not the view of our nation's founders. The Congressional
Research Service, which for over a hundred years has published a comprehensive,
government-sanctioned record of the interpretations of the United States
Constitution and provided research for Congress and the public, has indicated "the
'notion that the constitutional or statutory nature of a precedent affects its
susceptibility to reversal was largely rejected in the founding era and did not gain
majority support until well into the twentieth century." See Constitution Annotated,
supra, Artlll.S1.7.2.2 Stare Decisis Generally n.8 (emphasis added) (quoting
Thomas R. Lee, Stare Decisis in Historical Perspective: From the Founding Era to
the  Rehnquist Court, 52 Vand. L. Rev. 647, 735 (1999)),
https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/essay/artl1-S1-7-2-
2/ALDE 00013237/#essay-8 (last visited Aug. 14, 2023).

In addition, it is notable that one of the earliest invocations of the sentiment
by this Court (regarding the weaker force of stare decisis in constitutional cases)
involved a departure from constitutional precedent in order to expand upon—not
restrict—a personal liberty interest. For example, in a 1908 case this Court
concluded stare decisis had less force because the challenged law "attempts to
deprive the citizen of one of the personal rights guaranteed by the Constitution of
the state":

We shall not discuss at length the doctrine of stare decisis.

It seems obvious it has less force when the constitutional

rights of the citizen to his personal liberty are involved
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than in those cases involving the fixedness of property
rights and the regularity of procedure. With the
profoundest respect for the judges who delivered and
concurred in these opinions, we cannot avoid the
conclusion that the statute in question provides for
imprisonment for debt without proof of fraud, and
therefore, attempts to deprive the citizen of one of the
personal rights guaranteed by the Constitution of the state.

Ex parte Hollman, 79 S.C. 9, 13—14, 60 S.E. 19, 21 (1908) (emphasis added).

The 2023 Act that is now before the Court involves the statutory restriction
of a pregnant woman's right to make her own reproductive health decisions and have
control over her own bodily integrity at an early stage of pregnancy. Accordingly, |
believe stare decisis should carry great weight because its application would prevent
the deprivation of a personal right guaranteed by the South Carolina Constitution—
the right to privacy.

Stare decisis undoubtedly remains a foundational component of American
jurisprudence to prevent arbitrariness and to ensure the steady and evenhanded
application of the law. Despite the Supreme Court's overruling of federal abortion
precedent in Dobbs, a researcher using data compiled by the Congressional Research
Service has concluded "that the Supreme Court has overturned constitutional
precedent in 0.005% of its decisions—an infinitely small or infrequent amount of
the time." David Schultz, Constitutional Precedent in US Supreme Court Reasoning
22 (Edward Elgar Publishing 2022). This conclusion was based on comparing the
over 26,000 judgments and opinions issued by the Supreme Court during its
existence to the slightly over 140 Supreme Court decisions overruling its own
constitutional precedent, as identified by the Congressional Research Service
through 2018, which was then updated by the author (Schultz) through 2020. /d. at
21-22. Accordingly, it is clear that, for most of the Supreme Court's existence, it
rarely rejected stare decisis in constitutional cases, having done so in less than one-
half of one percent of its cases over more than two centuries.

The strength and value of stare decisis, even in constitutional cases involving
abortion, was expressly reaffirmed by the Supreme Court's Chief Justice as recently
as 2020 in a concurring opinion for June Medical Services, L.L.C. v. Russo, 140 S.
Ct. 2103 (2020). Chief Justice Roberts noted that four years prior, he had dissented
from an opinion, Whole Woman's Health v. Hellerstedt, 579 U.S. 582 (2016), in
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which the majority concluded that a Texas law governing a physician's admitting
privileges resulted in a substantial obstacle to women seeking an abortion and
violated the Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. The Chief Justice
stated the Court was now faced with the same statute in Louisiana and was,
consistent with precedent, likewise concluding the Louisiana statute was
unconstitutional. The Chief Justice stated that, while he still stood by the views in
his prior dissent, he was, nevertheless, voting to concur with the majority's
determination in Russo to strike down the Louisiana statute based on the doctrine of
stare decisis. In explaining his duty to uphold existing precedent, Justice Roberts
stated:

The legal doctrine of stare decisis requires us, absent
special circumstances, to treat like cases alike. The
Louisiana law imposes a burden on access to abortion just
as severe as that imposed by the Texas law, for the same
reasons. Therefore Louisiana's law cannot stand under our
precedents.

Russo, 140 S. Ct. at 2134 (Roberts, C.J., concurring). Russo was ultimately one of
the decisions abrogated by Dobbs. The abandonment of federal precedent by the
Supreme Court in Dobbs, and the responses of some state legislatures and state
courts, have had an enormous adverse impact on the reliance interests people have
placed upon that precedent for nearly half a century. This includes not only pregnant
women, but also their families and their doctors, as well as lawyers and state
institutions.

In addition, federal courts rely upon a state court's determination of the
constitutionality of a state statute, even if they have reached a different conclusion
under federal law regarding similar provisions. See Black's Handbook, supra, at 552
("The construction placed upon any clause or provision of the constitution of a state,
by the highest court of that state, will be accepted as binding and conclusive by the
federal courts, save only in so far as questions of federal law may be involved."). "It
matters not that the federal courts have already reached entirely different conclusions
in construing language of a similar or identical import in the federal constitution or
laws." Id. at 553. "The final decision as to the meaning of the state constitution rests
with the state courts." Id. Accordingly, the meaning of South Carolina's
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constitutional privacy clause rests solely with this Court. It is not controlled by the
Supreme Court's decision in Dobbs or by any federal court.??

Lastly, I am not persuaded by the majority's contention that Planned
Parenthood 1s a singular decision and this justifies the rejection of stare decisis,
based on the Court's comments in the unrelated case of McLeod. See McLeod v.
Starnes, 396 S.C. 647, 654, 723 S.E.2d 198, 203 (2012) (stating "stare decisis is far
more a respect for a body of decisions as opposed to a single case standing alone").
While the majority focuses on the sentence quoted above, it is instructive that the
McLeod Court further explained: "That is not to say that a single case garners no
protection from stare decisis, for even in those circumstances we should hesitate to
revisit and reverse our decisions without good cause to do so." Id. (emphasis added).
Thus, a single decision is certainly precedential, and even one decision can be
afforded respect under the doctrine of stare decisis. In fact, one of the cornerstone
decisions of United States law, Marbury v. Madison, maintained its continuing
influence under stare decisis despite the fact that it was, for many years, a single
decision.?*

2 In overruling Roe, the Supreme Court concluded the authority to regulate or
prohibit abortion was being returned "fo the people and their elected
representatives." Dobbs, 142 U.S. at 2284 (emphasis added). In 2022, six states
added ballot initiatives where "the people" could vote to either uphold or restrict
access to reproductive care, including abortion. In all six states—California, Kansas,
Kentucky, Michigan, Montana, and Vermont—the voters supported abortion access,
either by approving measures that expressly recognized a constitutional right to
abortion, or by rejecting proposals to constitutionally restrict the right to abortion.
Additional states are planning similar ballot measures in 2023 and 2024. See
Ballotpedia, 2023 and 2024  Abortion-Related  Ballot  Measures,
https://ballotpedia.org/2023 and 2024 abortion-related ballot measures (last
visited Aug. 14, 2023). As of the date of this opinion in 2023, however, there are no
plans for South Carolina voters to be given an opportunity to vote directly on the
subject of abortion access, as envisioned in Dobbs.

24 See Marbury v. Madison, 5 U.S. 137 (1803) (holding federal laws that conflict
with the United States Constitution are invalid and establishing the principle of
judicial review); see also Joseph Fawbush, Marbury v. Madison Case Summary:
What You Need to Know, FindLaw, https://supreme.findlaw.com/supreme-court-

insights/marbury-v--madison-case-summary--what-you-need-to-
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In any event, the Court's determination that the state constitutional right to
privacy extends beyond the search and seizure context and includes a person's right
to bodily integrity and control over medical decisions is not a new concept limited
to one decision, 1.e., Planned Parenthood. It has been the law in this state for
decades. For example, thirty years ago, in Singleton v. State, 313 S.C. 75, 89-90,
437 S.E.2d 53, 61-62 (1993), this Court recognized that an inmate has a
constitutional right to privacy to be free from unwarranted medical intrusions, and
we held the forced medication of an inmate to facilitate an execution would violate
an inmate's right to privacy. In doing so, we agreed with the sentiment expressed by
a Louisiana court that interpreted a similarly worded provision and concluded "the
right to decide what is to be done medically with one's brain and body" was
encompassed in that state's constitutional right to privacy. See id. at 88, 437 S.E.2d
at 60 (quoting State v. Perry, 610 So. 2d 746, 755 (La. 1992)).

In Planned Parenthood, this Court reiterated the holding in Singleton
regarding the meaning of the right to privacy. See, e.g., Planned Parenthood, 438
S.C. at 205, 882 S.E.2d at 779 (Hearn, J.) ("Respondents' position to limit the reach
of the constitutional right to privacy to the criminal arena of search and seizure is
also contrary to the jurisprudence of this Court. We have found that the right to
privacy may be implicated in many ways, from requiring a witness to divulge
medical information during a criminal trial to forcing a convicted felon to take
medication so that he may be competent enough to be executed."); id. at 259, 882
S.E.2d at 808 (Few, J., concurring in result) ("The State argues our 'unreasonable
invasions of privacy' provision should be limited to search and seizure cases and to
electronic surveillance, and thus is inapplicable in this case. I disagree. ... [T]he
word 'privacy'—though broad—is clear as to its scope: it includes all forms of
privacy. When a constitutional provision is clear, we must discern the intent behind
the provision only from its text, and should not resort to other evidence of intent.").

Notably, today's majority also concludes the state constitutional right to
privacy is not restricted to only a narrow class of search and seizure issues, so stare
decisis is respected as to that particular point. However, the majority goes to great
pains to search for explicit references to "abortion" in the state constitution and,

know.html#Impact (last visited Aug. 14, 2023) (noting Marbury became a
cornerstone of United States law even though it was not actually cited by the
Supreme Court for the principle of judicial review and used to strike down an
unconstitutional law until many years later, in 1895).
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finding none, declares the right to privacy cannot exist for a medical decision if it
involves abortion. As this Court recognized decades ago, however, it is the general
concept of "privacy" that is expressly guaranteed. The constitution does not list all
subjects for which privacy is afforded, but how would this ever be possible? The
constitution is a short document outlining broad concepts concerning the structure
of state government. It serves as a general roadmap for future guidance and must be
supplemented with other provisions, such as statutory laws and local ordinances. It
does not provide the exhaustive detail of a tax code.

As the Court explained in Planned Parenthood, in reaching the decision in
Singleton, the Court "did not ask whether our constitution specifically prohibited
forced medication of an inmate in order to carry out an execution." Planned
Parenthood, 438 S.C. at 206, 882 S.E.2d at 780 (Hearn, J.). We observed: "Just as
the [privacy] provision does not specifically refer to abortion, neither does it mention
forcing medication on an inmate." Id. In my view, the majority's discussion
regarding its failure to "find" abortion in the constitution is specious. It is more a
function of the majority's desire to avoid the result in Planned Parenthood than a
true analysis of the extent of privacy afforded by our state constitution.

Furthermore, for nearly fifty years, there has actually been two bodies of
precedent that intersected on the issue of abortion, the law of this state and the law
of the United States, both of which protected a woman's right to make an informed
choice as to pregnancy. Significant reliance interests were placed on those bodies
of precedent. Those interests have continued with this Court's decision in Planned
Parenthood upholding, under state law, a woman's right to privacy and to control
her own reproductive health decisions at the early stages of her pregnancy.
Consequently, there is more than just a single decision on this topic, even if there is
only one decision from this Court regarding the interplay of the state constitutional
right to privacy and the 2021 Act. As previously noted, South Carolina's right to
privacy is not affected by the outcome in Dobbs, as federal law 1s not controlling of
our Court's determinations regarding a state constitutional right.

III. The 2023 Act

I turn now to my last point of divergence from the majority—it is also the
most crucial to my conclusion the 2023 Act is unconstitutional—my determination
that the material terms of the 2023 Act are virtually identical to the those in the
unconstitutional 2021 Act. For convenience, the material terms of the 2023 Act and
the 2021 Act are outlined below:
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2023 ACT

2021 ACT

The 2023 Act prohibits an abortion
upon a pregnant woman "if the unborn
child's fetal heartbeat has been
detected," with limited exceptions.
S.C. Code Ann. § 44-41-630(B) (West
2023).

The 2021 Act prohibited an abortion
upon a pregnant woman if a "fetal
heartbeat has been detected" in a
"human fetus," with limited exceptions.
S.C. Code Ann. § 44-41-680(A) (Supp.
2022).

"

"Unborn child" is defined as "an
individual organism of the species
homo sapiens from conception until live
birth." Id. § 44-41-610(14).

"Human fetus'" or "unborn child"
was defined as "each mean[ing] an
individual organism of the species
homo sapiens from fertilization until
live birth." Id. § 44-41-610(6).

"Conception" is defined as the
"fertilization of an ovum by sperm."
Id. § 44-41-610(3).

"Conception" was defined
"fertilization." Id. § 44-41-610(1).

as

"Fetal heartbeat" is defined as
"cardiac activity, or the steady and
repetitive rhythmic contraction of the
fetal heart, within the gestational sac."

Id. § 44-41-610(6).

"Fetal heartbeat" was defined as
"cardiac activity, or the steady and
repetitive rhythmic contraction of the

fetal heart, within the gestational sac."
1d. § 44-41-610(3).

"Gestational sac" is defined as "the
structure that comprises the
extraembryonic =~ membranes  that
envelop the unborn child and that is
typically visible by ultrasound after the
fourth week of pregnancy. Id. § 44-41-
610(8).

"Gestational sac" was defined as "the
structure that comprises the
extraembryonic ~ membranes  that
envelop the human fetus and that is
typically visible by ultrasound after the
fourth week of pregnancy. Id. § 44-41-
610(5).
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"Gestational age" is defined as "the | "Gestational age' was defined as "the
age of an unborn child as calculated | age of an unborn human individual as
from the first day of the last menstrual | calculated from the first day of the last
period [LMP] of a pregnant woman." | menstrual period [LMP] of a pregnant
Id. § 44-41-610(7). woman." Id. § 44-41-610(4).

As can be seen from the foregoing comparison, the material terms of the 2023
Act and the 2021 Act are virtually identical. They both impose an abortion ban upon
the detection of "cardiac activity, or the steady and repetitive rhythmic contraction
of the fetal heart, within the gestational sac." As discussed in this Court's decision
finding the 2021 Act unconstitutional, although the number of weeks gestation is not
specified, this operative provision has been variously described as a "fetal heartbeat"
law (as appears in the title of the legislation) or, more informally, a six-week abortion
ban (which has been the perceived effect). The premise of the legislation, however,
is factually and medically inaccurate. A fetal heart has not yet developed at six
weeks LMP and the organism is not yet a fetus; rather, it is classified as an embryo.
When pregnancy is measured using the LMP date (as provided in the statutory
definition of "gestational age"), it is important to understand that this date is
calculated from a point that is usually approximately two weeks before a woman is
actually pregnant. As a result, six weeks LMP is only about four weeks of actual
embryonic development, as the Court previously recognized in Planned
Parenthood.”

Changes in the wording of other key terms of the 2021 Act are
inconsequential. For example, although the majority emphasizes that the State now
has an interest in an unborn child from conception because the 2023 Act defines an
unborn child "from conception until live birth," whereas the 2021 Act referred to an
unborn child "from fertilization until live birth," this is a distinction without a
difference. Both the 2023 Act and the 2021 Act expressly define "conception" to

25 Planned Parenthood correctly points out that it is standard medical practice to date
pregnancy using "gestational age," which is the number of weeks and days since the
patient's LMP. Both the 2023 Act and the 2021 Act use LMP and "gestational age"
in calculating the date of a pregnancy. Dating a pregnancy from LMP is
distinguishable, however, from using the date of fertilization or conception. The
LMP date is also distinguishable from the date of implantation, which is when a

pregnancy actually begins from a medical point of view.
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mean the same as "fertilization." Compare S.C. Code Ann. § 44-41-610(3) (West

2023) (2023 version) with S.C. Code Ann. § 44-41-610(1) (Supp. 2022) (2021
version). As aresult, any change in this regard is one of phrasing only, not meaning.

Essentially, the majority characterizes the 2023 Act as "new" legislation and
maintains it is cured of any constitutional defect present in the 2021 Act because it
contains different findings and purposes. For example, the 2023 Act does not
include finding eight that accompanied the 2021 Act regarding "informed choice."?°
In Planned Parenthood, the Court observed that a six-week ban can deprive pregnant
women of an opportunity to exercise "informed choice" because there is insufficient
time to discover a pregnancy, assess and weigh the options, consult with a partner
and family, decide whether to continue a pregnancy, schedule an appointment,
comply with the statutory waiting period, and obtain an abortion. As several
members of the Court specifically noted, this window is substantially shortened by
the fact that all of these actions must actually occur within four weeks of conception,
not six. See, e.g., Planned Parenthood, 438 S.C. at 222, 882 S.E.2d at 788 (Beatty,
C.J., concurring) ("A pregnancy that is at six weeks gestational age (counted from
the first date of the LMP) is actually at an embryonic age of only four weeks of
development (counted from the date of conception).").

These circumstances have not changed since the opinion was published in
January 2023. Although the General Assembly has removed finding eight
accompanying the 2021 Act—that women are entitled to make an "informed choice"
about pregnancy—the removal of this collateral finding should not alter this Court's
analysis or its ultimate conclusion.

As an initial matter, I note the majority's reasoning about "informed choice"
is primarily directed at the first step in this judgment process, i.e., when a woman
can discover she is pregnant. As I will explain in the context of another point to
follow, I disagree with its premise in this regard. However, even if I agreed, this
point would not cure the lack of informed choice that makes the timing of the ban
unreasonable and, therefore, unconstitutional because the discovery of a pregnancy

26 See 2021 S.C. Acts 2, 3 § 2(8) (finding that, "in order to make an informed choice
about whether to continue a pregnancy, a pregnant woman has a legitimate interest
in knowing the likelihood of the human fetus surviving to full-term birth based upon

the presence of a fetal heartbeat" (emphasis added)).
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is just one of the many steps that necessarily must occur before six weeks LMP (or
four weeks post-conception) elapses.

In addition, the legislative finding regarding "informed choice" was not
actually codified as part of the 2021 Act, and the majority's result in Planned
Parenthood was not based on this finding. See Planned Parenthood, 438 S.C. at
274 n.56, 882 S.E.2d at 817 n.56 (Few, J., concurring in result) ("The legislative
findings section of the 2021 six-week bill was not codified ...."). ~ As Justice
Few and the rest of the majority recognized, informed choice is not dependent on
the legislative finding because it exists as an inherent factor in the constitutional
right to privacy. Consequently, the removal of the uncodified finding in the 2021
Act is not determinative. See id. at 276, 882 S.E.2d at 8§18 ("Although the Fetal
Heartbeat Act recognizes the interest of 'informed choice,' a woman's interest in
choice is not dependent on this portion of the Act. The choice of whether to continue
a pregnancy or to have an abortion is an inherently private matter that implicates
article I, section 10. The General Assembly's codification [i.e., inclusion] of
'informed choice' as an interest to be valued here simply recognizes this obvious fact
that abortion is a private choice. The article I, section 10 right of privacy, therefore,
in this context, includes choice." (emphasis added)). I agree with Justice Few's
original reasoning in this respect. Bodily autonomy does not depend on the General
Assembly's findings.  That protection is enshrined in the South Carolina
Constitution.

Moreover, legislative findings are not law, and this Court may review them to
determine if they are erroneous. See generally Anderson v. Baehr, 265 S.C. 153,
161,217 S.E.2d 43, 46 (1975) (stating that, while legislative findings on an issue are
entitled to weight, they are not conclusive); Richards v. City of Columbia, 227 S.C.
538, 560-61, 88 S.E.2d 683, 694 (1955) (stating legislative findings of fact are not
binding on a court and are subject to judicial review, and a court may consider
extrinsic evidence for this purpose, but a statute will not be held unconstitutional
unless such legislative findings are clearly erroneous). Cf. Redevelopment Comm'n
of Greensboro v. Sec. Nat'l Bank of Greensboro, 114 S.E.2d 688, 700 (N.C. 1960)
(stating while legislative findings and declarations of policy are entitled to weight,
they "have no magical quality to make valid that which is invalid, and are subject to
judicial review").

The majority next relies on what it describes as the General Assembly's "new"
and improved balancing of the interests of the pregnant woman and the embryo,
along with a "new" focus on contraceptives for "family planning." In doing so, the
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majority asserts at the outset that the General Assembly "had placed weight on the
fact that a woman could learn of her pregnancy within seven to fourteen days of
conception and would have several weeks after that to make her decision and have
an abortion if she so chose," relying not on any specific evidence or findings by the
General Assembly, but on comments contained in the South Carolina Senate Journal
regarding Senate Bill 474. In my view, the majority's acceptance of the General
Assembly's belief that a woman can discover a pregnancy (and secure an abortion)
within the statutory period is unreasonable, particularly where the General Assembly
has made no actual findings in this regard and, to the extent the General Assembly
has made what could be characterized as implied findings, they are inaccurate.

As the concurring opinion by Justice Few acknowledges, these are implied
findings because they form no part of the 2023 Act. Further, although Justice Few
has signed on to the majority's disposition, he also readily acknowledges that the
implied findings relied on by the majority are incorrect. Justice Few quotes the
General Assembly's comments reported in the Senate Journal ("That means that a
woman can find out that she is pregnant two weeks after conception and has another
4 1/2 to 5 weeks to make her decision and have an abortion.") and notes: "These
numbers are incorrect, presumably because the calculations that led to them were
based on the date of the [LMP] rather than the date of fertilization." See Concurring
Op. atn.17.

I agree with his assessment of the inaccuracy of the General Assembly's
timeline, although I disagree with his conclusion that sufficient time nevertheless
exists for informed choice. There is no factual data to support a determination that
most women should learn of a pregnancy within seven to fourteen days of conception
and would then have up to five weeks to decide whether to continue a pregnancy.
The General Assembly's implied finding in this regard is neither accurate nor
reasonable, and it presumes women should be constantly undertaking pregnancy
testing throughout their reproductive years. As discussed in Planned Parenthood,
unless they are constantly testing themselves in an effort to become pregnant, many
women do not even know they are pregnant until their menstrual cycle is late (which
can be five weeks LMP or more). Even women who are constantly monitoring their
status in an effort to become pregnant are not usually keeping up this level of
vigilance throughout the entirety of their reproductive years. Rather, it is a specific
endeavor that is normally undertaken over a much more defined time. Blindly
accepting an assertion that women should know they are pregnant within seven to
fourteen days after conception imposes an inordinate financial and emotional burden
on women to constantly test themselves, theoretically after any act of sexual
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intercourse, even before they have any objective indicia of a pregnancy. It does not
give any true consideration to balancing the interests of women when analyzing
when they should be able to know of a pregnancy.

In addition, I note the State's arguments to this Court in support of the 2023
Act are based, at least in part, on the misapprehension of data from the South
Carolina Department of Health and Environmental Control ("DHEC") regarding
abortion rates. This misapprehension stems from the fact that there are different
methods for dating a pregnancy. The 2023 Act, like the 2021 Act, uses LMP to
calculate "gestational age." As Justice Few explained in his concurrence in Planned
Parenthood, the DHEC data reports the number of abortions beginning at six weeks
post-fertilization, not six weeks LMP. As a result, the DHEC data the State cites
regarding abortion rates at "six weeks" is not at six weeks LMP. Rather, it is the
equivalent of eight weeks LMP—some two weeks later, and "approximately two
weeks after the Fetal Heartbeat Act prevents an abortion." See Planned Parenthood,
438 S.C. at 281, 882 S.E.2d at 820 (Few, J., concurring in result). Thus, the
conflation of gestational age based on LMP with age based on the date of fertilization
leads to an almost impossible window for "informed choice" to occur in South
Carolina.

This is also echoed in the reporting of the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention ("CDC"), which compiles abortion statistics. Recent figures show that,
in South Carolina, only 22.1 percent of abortions occurred by six weeks of gestation.
See Table 10, Abortion Surveillance -- United States, 2020, CDC (Nov. 25, 2022),
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/ss/pdfs/ss7110al-H.pdf. Accordingly,
existing data demonstrates the overwhelming majority of women (nearly eighty
percent) in South Carolina historically have not been able to obtain an abortion
within this very narrow timeframe.

To the extent the majority maintains a woman's access to birth control
(including emergency contraception, i.e., "Plan B" pills) to prevent a pregnancy can
somehow increase the time a woman has to know about a pregnancy and make an
"informed choice" about responding to a pregnancy, I find the majority's adherence
to this explanation to be not only illogical, but disingenuous. = The majority holds
the General Assembly accounted for "family planning" efforts in analyzing whether
the time provided for informed choice in the 2023 Act was reasonable. Along these
lines, Justice Few states in his concurring opinion that "[t]he most impactful change
from the 2021 Act to the 2023 Act . .. [is] the idea of choice in terms of promoting
active family planning." To support this "impactful change," Justice Few quotes
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portions of the Attorney General's brief that argue (1) "The timeline for a meaningful
opportunity to make a decision begins prior to pregnancy," and (2) "Her awareness
of the possibility of pregnancy further affords her the opportunity to control her
reproductive health after sexual intercourse by taking a common, over-the-counter
pregnancy test . . .." Justice Few also opines that the General Assembly (and the
State) have apparently changed the "key" question before the Court to now focus on
family planning efforts to prevent a pregnancy as part of any constitutional analysis,
and he indicates he approves this change in direction of the "key" question.

I disagree with the notion that the discussion surrounding "family planning"
is a change that has any impact on the constitutionality of the 2023 Act. As I recall,
Justice Few specifically acknowledged in Planned Parenthood that the
constitutional right to privacy contains an inherent requirement of informed choice
that 1s not dependent on the findings of the General Assembly, and the fundamental
question before the Court was whether a woman has the ability to make an informed
choice about "whether to continue a pregnancy." See Planned Parenthood, 438 S.C.
at 276, 882 S.E.2d at 818 (Few, J., concurring in result) ("Although the Fetal
Heartbeat Act recognizes the interest of 'informed choice,' a woman's interest in
choice is not dependent on this portion of the Act. The choice of whether to continue
a pregnancy or to have an abortion is an inherently private matter that implicates
article I, section 10.").

That is still the question before this Court. While the General Assembly and
the State are unquestionably entitled to change their arguments in support of the
current legislation, that does not change this Court's focus on the issues that do
impact whether the General Assembly's determinations are reasonable, as well as
ultimately whether the 2023 Act constitutes an unreasonable invasion of privacy.
That being the case, how does the use of birth control have any bearing on when
someone discovers an actual pregnancy and the time for deciding whether to
continue a pregnancy? Any suggestion that the General Assembly can somehow
alter the constitutional analysis of this Court simply by changing its assertions as to
what it believes is reasonable is baseless.

The consideration of contraception illustrates how far afield the majority has
gone in attempting to justify the impossible timeline that it advocates here. This
Court has no factual information or record to justify the determination that the use
of contraceptives increases the time to respond to a pregnancy. When we accepted
original jurisdiction, we removed the case from the usual litigation process, and this
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Court has entertained no factual development of the record and instead relies on an
unfounded and illogical premise.

Moreover, the implication is that women are solely responsible for a couple's
unexpected pregnancy, possibly due to the lack of birth control. But what about
situations where birth control fails? Or situations where someone does not have
regular access to birth control due to circumstances beyond their control, such as a
lack of insurance, low income, or an absence of nearby medical facilities? The
financial and emotional burdens of repetitive pregnancy testing before a woman
even has any reason to suspect a pregnancy, and the adverse effects from the use of
hormonal contraceptives, such as Plan B, that are used before a woman can even
know that she is pregnant (because it prevents implantation of the fertilized egg) are
burdens that a woman will be forced to endure throughout her reproductive years. I
believe the 2023 Act, by imposing its extreme deadline for compliance, fails to
afford due consideration to these points when balancing the interests of women in
this analysis.

In my view, the General Assembly's consideration of contraception and
"family planning" clearly does not expand the time a woman has to decide whether
to continue a pregnancy.?’ Further, the presence of birth control, as a general factor,
existed at the time the 2021 Act was deemed unconstitutional, so it does not present
a new or material change that would impact this Court's analysis regarding the right
to privacy.

The majority rightly considers both the State's interests in regulating abortion
and a pregnant woman's right to bodily autonomy. I agree that, "at a certain point in
the pregnancy, a woman's interest in autonomy and privacy does not outweigh the
interest of the [fetus] to live." Yet, because the material aspects of the two acts are
the same, the line is drawn at exactly the same place—ostensibly, six weeks, or

271 believe it is arguable that the use of contraceptives could in some cases shorten
the time available for a woman to discover a pregnancy. The use of contraceptives
could falsely lull a woman into thinking there is a lessened likelihood of pregnancy,
so she might not be as diligent with testing before she has any physical symptoms of
a pregnancy. In addition, the use of some hormonal contraceptives can make women
have variations in their menstrual cycles or in their fertility, which can interfere with
both how quickly a woman can become pregnant and how quickly she may realize
that she is pregnant compared to women whose cycles are regular.
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whenever a "fetal heartbeat" is detected. For this reason, the 2023 Act constitutes
an unreasonable invasion of privacy. Our Court's role under Article V of the South
Carolina Constitution does not require this Court to accept the findings or reasoning
of the General Assembly as conclusive. In this case, the implied findings and policy
choices of the General Assembly do not absolve the 2023 Act of its constitutional
defects. Neither should the majority.

For all of the foregoing reasons, I firmly believe the State has shown no
material differences in the key terms and the core application of the 2023 Act, and it
suffers from the same infirmities that rendered the 2021 Act unconstitutional.

IV. Conclusion

I agree with the majority that, "[a]s judges, our solemn duty is to uphold the
rule of law." Today, however, the majority has abandoned the precedent established
just months earlier by this Court and, despite its insistence otherwise, has turned a
blind eye to the obvious fact that the 2021 Act and the 2023 Act are the same. The
result will essentially force an untold number of affected women to give birth
without their consent. I am hard-pressed to think of a greater governmental intrusion
by a political body. This outcome is not an affirmation of the separation of powers,
as the majority declares, but an abdication of this Court's duty to ascertain the
constitutionality of the challenged legislation. Although today's decision has
impaired our role as an independent and co-equal branch of government, I am
confident that we will quickly return to the question again. The majority itself
predicts this by noting it is leaving "for another day . . . the meaning of 'fetal
heartbeat' and whether the statutory definition . . . refers to one period of time during
a pregnancy or two separate periods of time." In the absence of this critical
determination, I fail to see how the majority's result today is legally justifiable.
While the majority makes much of the General Assembly's "plenary" power, I agree
with the observation in the concurrence that, "[w]hen the General Assembly enacts
legislation that violates the constitution, it has exceeded its 'plenary' power," and it
is this Court's duty to say so. Unfortunately, this is such an instance.?®

28 Our system of government is not limited to elected officials. All South Carolinians
have a continued role to play in these political and constitutional questions. That
has not changed, and will not change, despite the Court's opinion today.
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As previously noted, the fear of legislative reprisal is palpable. The lack of
judicial independence renders a court powerless and places it on the edge of a
slippery slope to irrelevance.

70



THE STATE OF SOUTH CAROLINA
In The Court of Appeals

Noel Owens, Appellant,

V.

Mountain Air Heating & Cooling, South Market Real
Estate, Demetra Caldera, and Ronald E. Gilmer,
Defendants,

Of which South Market Real Estate and Demetra Caldera
are the Respondents.

Appellate Case No. 2020-000054

Appeal From Richland County
Thomas A. Russo, Circuit Court Judge

Opinion No. 6017
Heard March 6, 2023 — Filed August 23, 2023

AFFIRMED

Andrew Sims Radeker, of Harrison, Radeker & Smith,
P.A., of Columbia, for Appellant.

Margaret A. Collins and Elizabeth Dyanne Moore, both
of Palmetto State Law Group, LLC, of Columbia, for
Respondent South Market Real Estate.

Kelley Reed Leddy, of Salley Law Firm, P.A., of
Lexington, and William R. Padget, of HHP Law Group,

71



LLC, of Columbia, both for Respondent Demetra
Caldera.

LOCKEMY, A.J.: Noel Owens appeals the circuit court's ordering granting
summary judgment to Demetra Caldera and South Market Real Estate (South
Market) (collectively, Respondents). On appeal, Owens argues the grant of
summary judgment was improper because (1) the release signed on April 3, 2015,
could not have released a claim that did not arise until April 13, 2015; (2) her claim
is beyond the scope of the release; (3) the record contained evidence from which a
factfinder could reasonably conclude Caldera was an agent of South Market; and
(4) regardless of the outcome of this appeal, she is entitled to a jury trial on the
liability issues. We affirm.

FACTS/PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Owens engaged Caldera, a real estate agent, to purchase a home from Ronald E.
Gilmer. On April 3, 2015, Owens and Caldera signed a single-page form on the
respective lines for "Seller or Buyer" and "Licensee." The top of the form contains
a "South Market Realty" letterhead; the form provides provisions regarding a due
diligence period, disclaimer, and a release of liability and indemnification (the
Release & Indemnification). The entirety of the Release & Indemnification
provision states:

The buyer hereby releases, indemnifies[,] and holds
harmless South Market Real Estate and its licensees from
and of any and all actions, claims, or demands regarding:
(1) the recommendation of and selection of inspectors,
contractors, and service providers (including but not
limited to mortgage lenders and closing attorneys); (2)
the acts, claims, performance, and omissions of selected
inspectors, contractors, and service providers (including
but not limited to mortgage lenders and closing
attorneys); [and] (3) the verification of property
information.

Caldera alleges she provided a list of suggested inspectors to Owens; the list
includes Mountain Air Heating and Cooling (Mountain Air). Mountain Air
provided an invoice and HVAC inspection letter, both dated April 13, 2015. The
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invoice states the Mountain Air HVAC technician "performed a single system
HVAC inspection [and flound everything is working well at this time." The
HVAC inspection letter identifies Caldera in the space provided for
"Realtor/Requested by" and identifies various components of the HVAC system as
"Good." Additionally, on April 13, 2015, Caldera emailed Owens "[t]he heating
and air looks good[. The inspector said it is well taken care of" and included
attachments of inspection documents. Owens claims that after closing on the
home, she discovered issues with the HVAC system that Mountain Air's inspection
did not reveal and asserts a June 2015 inspection showed problems with the HVAC
system.

After the subsequent inspection, email exchanges took place between Owens and
Tonya Graves, the broker in charge and owner of South Market. Graves emailed
Owens and suggested she contact Mountain Air to report the issues the additional
inspections revealed; Graves also stated she spoke with Caldera regarding Owens's
home purchase and she determined "that [Caldera] did everything by the book and
went above and beyond after the closing to try and help with this issue." In the
email, Owens stated her dissatisfaction with Caldera for selecting Mountain Air to
complete the initial inspection and stated her dissatisfaction and referenced
Caldera's April 13th email to Owens.

Owents filed a complaint against Mountain Air, Gilmer, and Respondents. As to
Mountain Air and Respondents, she asserted claims pursuant to the South Carolina
Unfair Trade Practices Act.! Owens also asserted claims of negligence, fraud,
negligent misrepresentation, breach of fiduciary duty, breach of contract, and
breach of contract accompanied by a fraudulent act against Respondents. Owens
alleged (1) Caldera was an employee, agent, and servant of South Market and
South Market had the right to control Caldera; (2) Caldera engaged Mountain Air
to complete the initial inspection; (3) Caldera represented to her the HVAC system
"looked good and that it was well taken care of," although inspections revealed
problems; (4) Owens relied on Caldera's representations prior to purchasing the
home; (5) Caldera should have known about the HVAC problems; and (6) Caldera
knew she was relying on Caldera to adequately represent the condition of the home
and Caldera breached her duties by not doing so. Subsequently, Respondents filed
their separate answers. In addition to the defenses raised, Caldera sought
indemnification from Owens, pursuant to the Release & Indemnification provision,

'S.C. Code Ann. §§ 39-5-10 to -560 (2023).
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for any amounts she was found to be liable to Owens and attorney's fees and raised
a breach of contract counterclaim. Similarly, South Market also sought
indemnification.

Graves filed an affidavit stating that at all relevant times, Caldera was an
independent contractor and not an employee of South Market and it provided
Caldera with a 1099 form to show compensation. Graves stated South Market
"had very little to do with the marketing, sale, and closing" of the property. She
noted Caldera provided Owens a disclaimer and release of liability and Owens
knew Respondents made no "representations as to the condition of the property or
work-product of inspectors." Finally, Graves stated Caldera forwarded all
inspection materials to Owens.

Caldera and South Market filed separate motions and memoranda for summary
judgement. Caldera argued the Release & Indemnification provision barred Owens
from any recovery and reiterated her breach of contract counterclaim and
indemnification claim. Caldera's attorney also provided an affidavit regarding
attorney's fees and stated Caldera had incurred $1,982.48 of cost to defend this
action. South Market argued (1) Caldera was an independent contractor and it was
not liable for her alleged actions or omissions; (2) the Release & Indemnification
provision barred Owens from any recovery; and (3) it was entitled to
indemnification.

In response to Respondents' motions for summary judgment, Owens asserted
summary judgment would be improper because (1) the Release & Indemnification
provision did not cover her prospective claim; (2) there was a factual issue of
agency regarding the relationship between Caldera and South Market; and (3)
indemnification was improper because Caldera and South Market were at fault.

Owens submitted an affidavit, in which she stated she initially spoke to Caldera at
South Market's office to inquire about purchasing a home and during that initial
call, Caldera transferred her call to another South Market employee. She stated
that at all relevant times, she believed Caldera was an agent of South Market.
Owens averred Caldera chose Mountain Air to complete the HVAC inspection and
reiterated Caldera's email to her stating "[t]he heating and air looks good." She
stated further inspections revealed problems not found by Mountain Air and
replacing the HVAC system and ducts costs her $8,400.
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At the hearing on Respondents' motions for summary judgment, Caldera asserted
(1) her April 13th email to Owens communicated the results of the HVAC
inspection and did not represent her affirmative statement on the condition; (2) the
Release & Indemnification provision barred Owens's claim; (3) the Release &
Indemnification provision contemplated releasing Respondents from a prospective
action given the inspection had yet to take place; and (4) the Release &
Indemnification provision required Owens to indemnify Caldera. Caldera further
averred even if the HVAC inspection was conducted negligently, Mountain Air
was responsible for such negligence, not Respondents. South Market argued (1)
Owens chose Mountain Air; (2) the release was valid even though it was
prospective; (3) Caldera did not affirmatively state the condition of the HVAC
system but only relayed the inspection results; (4) the Release & Indemnification
provision required Owens to indemnify Respondents; and (5) Caldera was not an
agent of South Market.

Owens contended (1) Caldera chose Mountain Air to conduct the inspection; (2)
the disclaimer did not release her prospective claim; (3) Caldera affirmatively
represented the condition of the HVAC system and her representation was false;
and (4) she would not be liable to Respondents for indemnification because her
claim stemmed from their negligence. She asserted there were factual issues as to
whether Caldera's email was an affirmative representation on her part and whether
Caldera was an agent of South Market; she argued she presented a scintilla of
evidence to overcome summary judgment.

The circuit court granted Respondents' motions for summary judgment. It found
Caldera was a licensee of South Market and barred Owens's claim against
Respondents. It also found the Release & Indemnification provision applied to the
scope of Owens's claim. The circuit court determined pursuant to the Release &
Indemnification provision, Caldera and South Market "did not provide any
warranty as to the reliability or accuracy of any inspector" and Owens agreed to
hold Caldera and South Market harmless "for any actions or omissions by any
inspectors, contractors, and service providers." The circuit court ordered Owens to
indemnify Respondents for the costs of defending the action. It stated if the parties
disputed the amount of indemnification, the court would hold a damages hearing.

Owents filed a motion to reconsider, which the circuit court denied. This appeal
followed.
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ISSUES ON APPEAL

1. Did the circuit court err in granting summary judgment because the court
concluded Owens released a claim that had not yet come into being at the time the
parties signed the release document?

2. Did the circuit court err in granting summary judgment on the basis that the
Owens's claim was not beyond the scope of the release language at issue?

3. Did the circuit court err in finding that summary judgment was proper on the
question of whether Caldera was an agent of South Market?

4. Did the circuit court err in finding that Owens was not entitled to a jury trial on
the remainder of the Respondents' claims?

STANDARD OF REVIEW

"In reviewing a grant of summary judgment, our appellate court applies the same
standard as the trial court under Rule 56(c), SCRCP." Woodson v. DLI Props.,
LLC, 406 S.C. 517,528, 753 S.E.2d 428, 434 (2014). A trial court may properly
grant a motion for summary judgment when "the pleadings, depositions, answers
to interrogatories, and admissions on file, together with the affidavits, if any, show
that there is no genuine issue as to any material fact and that the moving party is
entitled to a judgment as a matter of law." Rule 56(c), SCRCP. "A grant of
summary judgment is proper when there is no genuine issue as to any material fact
and the moving party is entitled to judgment as a matter of law." Town of
Summerville v. City of North Charleston, 378 S.C. 107, 109-10, 662 S.E.2d 40, 41
(2008). "In determining whether any triable issues of fact exist, the court must
view the evidence and all reasonable inferences that may be drawn from the
evidence in the light most favorable to the non-moving party." Brockbank v. Best
Cap. Corp., 341 S.C. 372, 378-79, 534 S.E.2d 688, 692 (2000).

"Under Rule 56(c), the party seeking summary judgment has the initial burden of
demonstrating the absence of a genuine issue of material fact." Lanham v. Blue
Cross & Blue Shield of S.C., Inc., 349 S.C. 356, 361, 563 S.E.2d 331, 333 (2002).
"Once the party moving for summary judgment meets the initial burden of showing
an absence of evidentiary support for the opponent's case, the opponent cannot
simply rest on mere allegations or denials contained in the pleadings." Regions
Bank v. Schmauch, 354 S.C. 648, 660, 582 S.E.2d 432, 438 (Ct. App. 2003).
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"[T]he nonmoving party must come forward with specific facts showing there is a
genuine issue for trial." Id.

LAW/ANALYSIS
I. Prospective Claim

Owens argues the circuit court erred in granting summary judgment because the
release signed on April 3, 2015, could not have released a claim that did not arise
until April 13, 2015, when Caldera emailed her. She argues that pursuant to
Gardner v. City of Columbia Police Department,” a general release "ordinarily
covers all claims and demands due at the time of its execution, and within
contemplation of the parties." We disagree.

Our appellate courts have "generally upheld limitations of liability and exculpatory
clauses, finding they are commercially reasonable." Maybank v. BB&T Corp., 416
S.C. 541, 573, 787 S.E.2d 498, 515 (2016). However, "the law disfavors such
provisions, and courts must strictly construe the language of the provision against
the drafter." Id. at 574, 787 S.E.2d at 515. "Nevertheless, a court's ultimate duty is
confined to interpreting the contractual provisions agreed to by the parties—
regardless of their wisdom or folly, apparent unreasonableness, or any failure of
the parties to guard their interests carefully." Id.; see also Huckaby v. Confederate
Motor Speedway, Inc., 276 S.C. 629, 630, 281 S.E.2d 223, 224 (1981) ("Although
exculpatory contracts are not favored by the courts, as they usually tend to induce a
want of care, we have upheld them in some instances recognizing people should be
free to contract as they choose.").

In Huckaby, the appellant signed a release of liability waiver before racing at the
respondent's track. 276 S.C. at 630, 281 S.E.2d at 223. Later that evening, the
appellant was injured participating in a race and brought a claim alleging the
respondent's negligence caused his injuries. /d. The trial court granted the
respondent's motion for summary judgment and held "the release operates as a
complete bar to [the appellant's] action." Id. at 630, 281 S.E.2d at 223-24. Our
supreme court affirmed the grant of summary judgment and determined the
"appellant voluntarily entered into the waiver and release agreement with [the]
respondent and his cause of action is barred." Id. at 631, 281 S.E.2d at 224.

2216 S.C. 219,223, 57 S.E.2d 308, 310 (1950).
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In McCune v. Myrtle Beach Indoor Shooting Range, Inc., the appellant brought suit
against the respondent, a shooting range that offered paintball games. 364 S.C.
242,245,612 S.E.2d 462, 463 (Ct. App. 2005). Prior to participating, the
appellant signed a waiver releasing the range from any liability for injuries she
may have sustained. /d. at 248-49, 612 S.E.2d at 465-66. The appellant suffered
an injury during a paintball game and maintained causes of action for negligence
and strict liability against the paintball range. Id. at 245, 612 S.E.2d at 463. The
circuit court granted the respondent's motion for summary judgment. Id. at 246,
612 S.E.2d at 464. Our supreme court affirmed, holding the release agreement was
"sufficient to limit the liability of the [respondent]." Id. at 249, 612 S.E.2d at 465.

We hold the circuit court did not err in determining the Release and
Indemnification provision released Respondents from the liability of Owens's
claim. See Town of Summerville, 378 S.C. at 109-10, 662 S.E.2d at 41 ("A grant of
summary judgment is proper when there is no genuine issue as to any material fact
and the moving party is entitled to judgment as a matter of law."). The release
explicitly provides that Owens "releases, indemnifies[,] and holds harmless South
Market Real Estate and its licensees from and of any and all actions, claims, or
demands regarding" the selection of home inspectors or home inspectors acts and
omissions. The facts here are akin to Huckaby and McCune, in which this court
and our supreme court determined exculpatory clauses barred respective appellants'
prospective claims. By applying basic contract principles and the general rule
upholding limitations of liability and exculpatory clauses, the release
unambiguously released Respondents from Owens's claim. See Ecclesiastes Prod.
Ministries v. Outparcel Assocs., LLC, 374 S.C. 483, 497, 649 S.E.2d 494, 501 (Ct.
App. 2007) ("A release is a contract and contract principles of law should be used
to determine what the parties intended."); Maybank, 416 S.C. at 573, 787 S.E.2d at
515 ("When a contract is entered into freely and voluntarily, contractual limitations
are normally enforced."); id. at 574, 787 S.E.2d at 515 ("[A] court's ultimate duty
is confined to interpreting the contractual provisions agreed to by the parties—
regardless of their wisdom or folly, apparent unreasonableness, or any failure of
the parties to guard their interests carefully.").

Owens argues that pursuant to Gardner, a release cannot be prospective. 216 S.C.
219, 57 S.E.2d 308. We disagree. In Gardner, the general release at issue, and
agreed to by the injured plaintiff and a third-party construction company after an
accident had occurred and in contemplation of compensation, stated the injured
plaintiff agreed "to release [the third-party construction company] of any trouble
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whatsoever." Id. at 223, 57 S.E.2d at 309 (emphasis added). The Gardner court
found: "[A] general release, such as the one now before us, not restricted by its
terms to particular claims or demands, ordinarily covers all claims and demands
due at the time of its execution, and within the contemplation of the parties." Id. at
223,57 S.E.2d at 310. Unlike in Gardner, the Release and Indemnification
provision here is not a "general release," but relates to "particular claims and
demand" regarding acts yet to be performed, the recommendation and acts or
omissions of inspectors, and therefore, applies to prospective claims. We conclude
summary judgment was proper because the Release and Indemnification provision
barred Owens's claim. Accordingly, we affirm as to this issue.

II. Scope of the Release and Indemnification Provision

Owens argues the circuit court erred in granting summary judgment because her
claim was beyond the scope of the Release and Indemnification provision. She
contends Caldera's April 13th email constituted, on Caldera's part, an affirmative
representation of the HVAC system's condition and the Release and
Indemnification provision does not cover this affirmative representation. Owens
asserts the circuit court failed to consider the reasonable inferences in her favor.
We disagree.

We hold the circuit court did not err in granting summary judgment because
Owens's claim was within the scope of the release. See S. Glass & Plastics Co. v.
Duke, 367 S.C. 421,428, 626 S.E.2d 19, 22 (Ct. App. 2005) ("A release is a
contract, and the scope of a release is gathered by its terms."). We find no
evidence in the record establishes Caldera affirmatively represented the condition
of the HVAC system to Owens or she knew the condition of the system. See Rule
56(c) (stating a court may grant summary judgment when "the pleadings,
depositions, answers to interrogatories, and admissions on file, together with the
affidavits, if any, show that there is no genuine issue as to any material fact and
that the moving party is entitled to a judgment as a matter of law"). Owens's
contention that Caldera's email affirmatively represented the condition of the
HVAC system "simply rest[s] on mere allegations or denials contained in the
pleadings." See Schmauch, 354 S.C. at 660, 582 S.E.2d at 438 ("Once the party
moving for summary judgment meets the initial burden of showing an absence of
evidentiary support for the opponent's case, the opponent cannot simply rest on
mere allegations or denials contained in the pleadings."). We conclude Caldera's
email to Owens unambiguously relayed the thoughts of Mountain Air's inspector
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and included attached documents related to the inspection. Therefore, there was no
genuine issue of material fact. Accordingly, we affirm as to this issue.

III. Agency

Owens argues the circuit court erred in granting summary judgment because the
record contains evidence from which a factfinder could determine established that
Caldera was an agent, actual or apparent, of South Market. We disagree.

We hold the circuit court did not err in finding Caldera was a licensee or
independent contractor of South Market. We find Caldera and South Market
established there was no evidence in the record demonstrating that an actual
agency relationship existed between Caldera and South Market. See Lanham, 349
S.C. at 361, 563 S.E.2d at 333 ("Under Rule 56(c), the party seeking summary
judgment has the initial burden of demonstrating the absence of a genuine issue of
material fact."). In her affidavit, Graves stated South Market had little control over
Caldera and it had very little to do with the "marketing, sale, and closing" of the
property. Additionally, Owens failed to "come forward with specific facts showing
there [was] a genuine issue" as to the control South Market had over Caldera in the
purported principal-agent relationship. See Schmauch, 354 S.C. at 660, 582 S.E.2d
at 438 ("[T]he nonmoving party must come forward with specific facts showing
there is a genuine issue for trial."); see also Froneberger v. Smith, 406 S.C. 37, 49,
748 S.E.2d 625, 631 (Ct. App. 2013) ("Agency is the fiduciary relationship that
arises when one person (a 'principal') manifests assent to another person (an
'agent') that the agent shall act on the principal's behalf and subject to the
principal's control.") (quoting Restatement (Third) of Agency § 1.01 (2006)).
Rather, Owens "rest[ed] on mere allegations or denials contained in the pleadings."
See Schmauch, 354 S.C. at 660, 582 S.E.2d at 438 ("Once the party moving for
summary judgment meets the initial burden of showing an absence of evidentiary
support for the opponent's case, the opponent cannot simply rest on mere
allegations or denials contained in the pleadings.").

Additionally, we hold Respondents established there was no dispute as to whether
an apparent agency relationship existed and Owens failed to come forward with
specific facts showing the existence of such a relationship. See Lanham, 349 S.C.
at 361, 563 S.E.2d at 333 ("Under Rule 56(c), the party seeking summary
judgment has the initial burden of demonstrating the absence of a genuine issue of
material fact."); Schmauch, 354 S.C. at 660, 582 S.E.2d at 438 ("[T]he nonmoving
party must come forward with specific facts showing there is a genuine issue for
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trial."). Rather, we find Owens relies on the allegations in her pleadings to argue
South Market's utilization of its logo on the release document's letterhead and
Graves's failure to disavow Caldera as South Market's agent established apparent
agency. See Schmauch, 354 S.C. at 660, 582 S.E.2d at 438 ("Once the party
moving for summary judgment meets the initial burden of showing an absence of
evidentiary support for the opponent's case, the opponent cannot simply rest on
mere allegations or denials contained in the pleadings."); Frasier v. Palmetto
Homes of Florence, Inc., 323 S.C. 240, 245, 473 S.E.2d 865, 868 (Ct. App. 1996)
("To establish apparent agency, it is not enough simply to prove that the purported
principal by either affirmative conduct or conscious and voluntary inaction has
represented another to be his agent or servant."). Furthermore, Owens failed to
show any reliance and change in position she had on South Market's alleged
representation of apparent authority. See Frasier, 323 S.C. at 245, 473 S.E.2d at
868 ("In order for a third party to recover against the principal based upon this
theory, it must be shown that [s]he reasonably relied on the indicia of authority
originated by the principal and such reliance must have effected a change of
position by the third party."). Rather, Owens acknowledges in her appellate brief
that she initially reached out to Caldera.

Because Caldera was a licensee and released from liability by the Release and
Indemnification provision, the provision barred Owens from recovering against
Caldera and South Market. Therefore, the circuit court did not err in granting
summary judgment and we affirm as to this issue.

IV. Indemnification Claims

Owens contends she is not required to indemnify Respondents because they were
negligent. Additionally, she argues the circuit court erred in determining a
damages hearing would be the proper avenue if the parties disagreed on the amount
she was to indemnify Respondents. Rather, Owens asserts she is entitled to a jury
trial, not a damages hearing, on Respondents' indemnification claims against her,
regardless of the outcome of this appeal. We disagree.

Given that (1) the Release and Indemnification provision allows for
indemnification; (2) this court reviews the reasonableness of awarded attorney's
fees under an abuse of discretion standard; and (3) the only amount of
indemnification would be attorneys' fees and costs, we hold the circuit court did
not err in ordering a damages hearing if the parties dispute the indemnification
amount. See Ecclesiastes Prod. Ministries, 374 S.C. at 497, 649 S.E.2d at 501
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(determining "[a] release is a contract"); Blumberg v. Nealco, Inc., 310 S.C. 492,
493, 427 S.E.2d 659, 660 (1993) ("The general rule is that attorney's fees are not
recoverable unless authorized by contract or statute."); id. ("When there is a
contract, the award of attorney's fees is left to the discretion of the trial judge and
will not be disturbed unless an abuse of discretion is shown."). Accordingly, we
affirm as to this issue.

CONCLUSION

Based on the foregoing, the circuit court's order granting summary judgment is
AFFIRMED.

KONDUROS and VINSON, JJ., concur.

82



THE STATE OF SOUTH CAROLINA
In The Court of Appeals

Caroline Rebecca Moore, Appellant,
V.
Darren Scott Smith, Respondent.

Appellate Case No. 2019-002073

Appeal From Orangeburg County
Angela W. Abstance, Family Court Judge

Opinion No. 6018
Submitted March 1, 2023 — Filed August 23, 2023

REVERSED AND REMANDED

Amy E. Willbanks, of Strom Law Firm, LLC; Susan
Rawls Strom and Michelle B. Matthews, both of Law
Office of Susan Rawls Strom; and Whitney Boykin
Harrison, of McGowan Hood Felder & Phillips, all of
Columbia, for Appellant.

Darren Scott Smith, of Branchville, pro se.

VINSON, J.: Caroline Rebecca Moore (Wife) appeals the family court's order
denying her contempt action against Darren Scott Smith (Husband). Wife argues
the family court erred in (1) finding a rule to show cause was not the proper avenue
to seek redress for Husband's alleged contempt and (2) excluding evidence
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establishing the factual basis for Husband's alleged contempt. In addition, Wife
asks this court to award her attorney's fees and costs. We reverse and remand.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

This appeal arose out of an action for separate maintenance and support between
Husband and Wife (collectively, the parties). Wife filed a motion for temporary
relief. The family court entered a temporary order (the Temporary Order), filed
March 25, 2018, on issues related to custody, visitation, and sale of the marital
residence. The parties entered into a final custody, support, and property
settlement agreement (the final settlement agreement) on September 20, 2018, and
the family court entered the final settlement agreement as the final order (the Final
Order) the following day. Wife subsequently filed a rule to show cause alleging
Husband violated the terms of the Temporary Order and the Final Order.!
Following a hearing, the family court denied Wife's contempt action. Wife filed a
motion to reconsider, which the family court denied without a hearing.

FACTS
The Temporary Order provided in relevant part,

Both parties shall be restrained from alienating, disposing
of or borrowing money, or from injuring, damaging,
destroying, trading, or otherwise liquidating or
decreasing in value any assets of the parties' except as in
the ordinary course of business and with the exception of
the marital residence as outlined below.

It further restrained the parties "from incurring any debt for which the other party
would be held responsible, including, but not limited to debt connected with any
joint credit cards."

The Final Order provided that "[t]he parties shall strictly comply with the terms of
the [final settlement a]greement or risk the contempt powers of the court."
Paragraph 12 of the Final Order required:

! Husband filed a Rule 60(b), SCRCP motion for relief from judgment, which the
family court denied. Husband did not appeal the denial of this motion.
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The parties warrant and represent that they have made a
full and complete disclosure of any and all existing
indebtedness or liabilities of any nature or description,
whether contingent or otherwise, which they have
incurred at any time during the parties' marriage which
has not been paid or satisfied in full prior to the date of
th[e final settlement a]greement and that all such
indebtedness and liabilities have been expressly
addressed and allocated in the terms of [the final
settlement a]greement. In the event any undisclosed
indebtedness or liability of any nature or description
exists, it shall be the sole and exclusive responsibility of
the party who incurred that liability or indebtedness to
pay the same and to hold the other party harmless and
indemnify the other party from any liability thereon,
including attorneys' fees and costs.

Under the terms of the Final Order, Wife was "entitled to all net equity from the
[marital residence], following payment of the mortgage balance, pro-rata taxes, and
agreed upon repair costs."

In her contempt petition, Wife alleged Husband violated the Temporary Order by
obtaining a commercial promissory note related to his business (the 2018 Note) in
April 2018 that was secured by a mortgage on the marital residence and Husband's
business. She further alleged Husband violated the Final Order by failing to
disclose this debt on his financial declaration. Wife believed the family court
should have held Husband in contempt and ordered him to immediately pay her
$21,813.49 to reimburse her for and indemnify her from the debt. In addition, she
sought an award of attorney's fees and costs incurred in bringing the contempt
action. Wife filed an affidavit of attorney's fees evidencing the charges incurred
for time spent in preparing for the prosecution of Wife's rule to show cause for
contempt and defending Husband's Rule 60(b), SCRCP motion totaled $9,590.55.

At the rule to show cause hearing, Matt Stokes, a former loan officer at Farmers &
Merchants Bank, testified he assisted the parties in their purchase of the marital
residence as an investment property in October 2012. Stokes explained the
promissory note Husband executed to purchase the marital residence was secured
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by a mortgage on Husband's business and the marital residence. Stokes stated
Husband executed three additional promissory notes on the marital residence for
improvements and repairs in February 2013, June 2015, and November 2015. He
explained these notes were renewed several times. He confirmed Wife's name was
not on any of the notes. His testimony was supported by the admission of the
promissory notes into evidence. Stokes clarified that he was not involved in
issuing the 2018 Note because he left employment with the bank in December
2017. However, he stated the 2018 Note represented a "workout" loan of two of
the prior notes. On cross-examination, Stokes confirmed he did not speak for the
bank and he admitted he was married to Husband's niece.

Wife testified she was unaware of the 2018 Note prior to the sale of the marital
residence. When asked whether Husband produced the promissory notes during
discovery, Wife testified she subpoenaed information from Farmers & Merchants
Bank and the bank produced the promissory notes in response. She also gave
contradictory testimony that she knew nothing about the promissory notes or
whether she had received them from Husband in discovery. Wife stated the 2018
Note had an outstanding balance of $21,813.49 at the time of the sale of the marital
residence. Wife paid the outstanding balance of the 2018 Note under the terms of
the sale of the marital residence. Wife moved to enter a payoff letter from the
closing on the marital residence into evidence and Husband objected to its
admission. The family court sustained Husband's objection.

Husband testified the parties purchased the marital residence in October 2012 as an
investment property; he later clarified Wife was not a signatory on the promissory
note executed to purchase the residence. He stated the 2018 Note comprised two
prior promissory notes for improvements on the marital residence that had been
renewed. Husband acknowledged he did not disclose the 2018 Note during
discovery or on his financial declaration. Husband's financial declaration was
made an exhibit and confirmed he did not disclose the 2018 Note. During his
testimony, Husband used the payoff letter from the closing to refresh his
recollection, over Wife's objection. He testified Wife knew about the promissory
notes taken out on the marital residence and stated that the loans were intended to
repair and make improvements to the marital residence. Husband denied investing
the loan proceeds into his business.

In its order on Wife's rule to show cause, the family court held it could not hold
Husband in contempt of the Temporary Order after the Final Order had been
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issued. The family court further held Husband was not in contempt of the Final
Order when no evidence supported a finding Husband violated the provision
holding him responsible for the debt associated with the marital residence he
retained under the terms of the final settlement agreement. It found that if Wife
was attempting to allege Husband violated the warranty provision of paragraph 12
of the Final Order relating to the disclosure of indebtedness, Wife could

request, by proper motion, [that] the [family] court
enforce the portion of the [final settlement] agreement
requiring one party to be responsible for any
non-disclosed debt under Paragraph 12, or [Wife] may
seek to set aside the [final settlement agreement] for
failure to disclose the indebtedness, but those remedies
[were] not properly before the court in a contempt
proceeding.

The family court further found Husband had neither failed to do something he was
ordered to do nor done something he was ordered not to do.

Wife filed a Rule 59(e), SCRCP motion to alter or amend, arguing evidence
supported a finding that Husband violated the Temporary Order and the Final
Order and that the family court erred in excluding the payoff letter from evidence.
Wife also moved under Rule 60(b), SCRCP, for relief from the Final Order, in
accordance with the family court's instructions. The family court denied Wife's
motions, finding Wife misunderstood its ruling concerning the Rule 60(b) motion.
It determined Wife's argument that Husband committed fraud upon the parties or
the court in obtaining the Final Order was not proper during the contempt hearing
and should have been made by filing a Rule 60(b) motion to set aside the Final
Order. The family court stated Wife could file a Rule 60(b) motion to set aside the
final settlement agreement or a motion to enforce the warranty provision in
paragraph 12 of the final settlement agreement if she so chose. This appeal
followed.

ISSUES ON APPEAL
1. Did the family court err in finding Wife's rule to show cause was not the proper
manner to seek a remedy for contempt when there was clear and convincing

evidence in the record showing Husband violated a court order?
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2. Did the family court err in excluding and failing to consider Wife's evidence
establishing the factual basis for Husband's contempt?

3. Should Husband be required to pay Wife's attorney's fees and costs if this court
finds the family court erred in denying Wife's rule to show cause?

STANDARD OF REVIEW

"The family court is a court of equity." Lewis v. Lewis, 392 S.C. 381, 386, 709
S.E.2d 650, 652 (2011). "Appellate courts review family court matters de novo,
with the exceptions of evidentiary and procedural rulings." Stone v. Thompson,
428 S.C. 79,91, 833 S.E.2d 266, 272 (2019). "[T]his court may find facts in
accordance with its own view of the preponderance of the evidence." Weller v.
Weller, 434 S.C. 530, 537, 863 S.E.2d 835, 838 (Ct. App. 2021). "Civil contempt
must be proven by clear and convincing evidence." Poston v. Poston, 331 S.C.
106, 113, 502 S.E.2d 86, 89 (1998). "The appellant maintains the burden of
convincing the appellate court that the family court's findings were made in error
or were unsubstantiated by the evidence." Weller, 434 S.C. at 538, 863 S.E.2d at
838.

LAW AND ANALYSIS?

I. Contempt Remedy for Husband's Noncompliance with the Temporary
Order and Final Order and Award of Attorney's Fees and Costs

Wife argues the family court erred in finding her rule to show cause was the
incorrect procedural avenue to obtain the relief sought when Husband violated the
Temporary Order and the Final Order. Wife avers the family court's holding that a

2 Husband did not file a respondent's brief. See Turner v. Santee Cement Carriers,
Inc., 277 S.C. 91, 96, 282 S.E.2d 858, 860 (1981) (holding "failure to [file a
respondent's brief] allows [an appellate court] to take such action upon the appeal
as it deems proper"); see also Rule 208(a)(4), SCACR ("Upon the failure of
respondent to timely file a brief, the appellate court may take such action as it
deems proper.").
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Rule 60(b), SCRCP motion to set aside the final settlement agreement was the
proper avenue for relief was unwarranted when the Final Order provided the
requested relief. She asserts that by filing a motion to set aside the final settlement
agreement, the Final Order would be abrogated in its entirety. Wife further argues
she is entitled to attorney's fees under the terms of the Final Order. We agree.

We find a rule to show cause was the proper procedural avenue for Wife to obtain
the relief she sought for Husband's failure to disclose the 2018 Note pursuant to the
terms of the Final Order. Initially, we agree with the family court that Husband
was not in contempt of the Final Order. Cf. Moseley v. Mosier, 279 S.C. 348, 351,
306 S.E.2d 624, 626 (1983) ("Contempt results from the willful disobedience of a
court's order."). Although Husband failed to disclose the 2018 Note on his
financial declaration as required under paragraph 12 of the Final Order, Wife failed
to demonstrate by clear and convincing evidence Husband willfully and
intentionally refused to pay Wife the amount of the loan or indemnify her from any
liability, including the payment of attorney's fees and costs prior to the filing of the
contempt action. However, we conclude Wife demonstrated Husband failed to
meet his obligation under the Final Order to hold harmless and indemnify Wife for
the outstanding balance on the 2018 Note, which was disclosed at the closing of
the sale of the marital residence.

We find Wife's rule to show cause gave the family court the ability to enforce the
terms of the Final Order and provide Wife's requested relief. See Rule 14(a),
SCRFC, note ("The rule to show cause provided [in Rule 14(a), SCRFC,] is for
contempt of court arising from failure to comply with the Court's orders, decrees or
judgments and for enforcement thereof." (emphasis added)); Moseley, 279 S.C. at
353,306 S.E.2d at 627 ("With the court's approval, the terms [of an agreement]
become a part of the decree and are binding on the parties and the court."). "Once
approved, an agreement may be enforced by the family court through its contempt
powers, unless the agreement unambiguously denies the court continuing
jurisdiction over the matter." Swentor v. Swentor, 336 S.C. 472,479, 520 S.E.2d
330, 334 (Ct. App. 1999); see also Moseley, 279 S.C. at 353, 306 S.E.2d at 627
("[U]nless the agreement unambiguously denies the court jurisdiction, the terms
will be modifiable by the court and enforceable by contempt."). Here, the Final
Order did not deny the family court jurisdiction to enforce the terms of the final
settlement agreement; rather, it provided that "[t]he parties shall strictly comply
with the terms of the [final settlement a]greement or risk the contempt powers of
the court." Accordingly, we find Wife's rule to show cause gave the family court
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leave to enforce the unambiguous payment and indemnification terms of the Final
Order by ordering Husband to pay Wife $21,813.49 to indemnify her for the
outstanding balance of the 2018 Note and $9,590.55 in attorney's fees and costs
incurred in bringing her contempt action. See Davis v. Davis, 372 S.C. 64, 75, 641
S.E.2d 446, 451 (Ct. App. 2006) ("Where an agreement is clear and capable of
legal construction the court's only function is to interpret its lawful meaning and
the intention of the parties as found within the agreement and give effect to them."
(quoting Bogan v. Bogan, 298 S.C. 139, 142, 378 S.E.2d 606, 608 (Ct. App.
1989))). Based on the foregoing, we reverse and remand to the family court to
issue an order enforcing the Final Order and requiring Husband to promptly pay
Wife $21,813.49 and pay Wife's attorney's fees and costs in the amount of
$9,590.55.

Because the reversal of the family court's denial of Wife's contempt action for
Husband's violation of the Final Order allows Wife to obtain the relief sought, we
decline to address the issue of Husband's alleged violation of the Temporary Order.
See Futch v. McAllister Towing of Georgetown, Inc., 335 S.C. 598, 613, 518
S.E.2d 591, 598 (1999) (holding an appellate court need not address remaining
issues on appeal when its determination of a prior issue is dispositive).

I1I. Exclusion of Evidence

Wife argues the family court improperly excluded relevant evidence—the affidavit
of authenticity from the closing on the marital residence—when the court allowed
Husband's counsel to question Husband about the document at the hearing over
Wife's objection. We find this issue is moot because the family court accepted
Wife's testimony regarding the $21,813.49 balance on the 2018 Note in its order.
See Cheap-O's Truck Stop, Inc. v. Cloyd, 350 S.C. 596, 602, 567 S.E.2d 514, 517
(Ct. App. 2002) ("An appellate court will not pass on moot and academic questions
or make an adjudication where there remains no actual controversy." (quoting
Curtis v. State, 345 S.C. 557, 567, 549 S.E.2d 591, 596 (2001))); Sloan v. Friends
of Hunley, Inc., 369 S.C. 20, 26, 630 S.E.2d 474, 477 (2006) ("A moot case exists
where a judgment rendered by the court will have no practical legal effect upon an
existing controversy because an intervening event renders any grant of effectual
relief impossible for the reviewing court."). Accordingly, we decline to address
this issue as moot.
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CONCLUSION

Based on the foregoing, we reverse and remand to the family court to issue an
order enforcing the Final Order and requiring Husband to promptly pay Wife
$21,813.49 and pay Wife's attorney's fees and costs in the amount of $9,590.55.
REVERSED AND REMANDED.?

THOMAS, J., and LOCKEMY, A.J., concur.

3 We decide this case without oral argument pursuant to Rule 215, SCACR.
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LOCKEMY, A.J.: Jennifer Campney appeals an order from the trial court
granting judgment in favor of Portfolio Recovery Associates, LLC (PRA) and
Cooling & Winter, LLC (Cooling & Winter). On appeal, Campney argues the trial
court erred by (1) ruling she was liable to PRA in the amount of $4,236.78, plus
costs, under an account stated cause of action; (2) ruling that PRA and was not
liable to her on her counterclaims; and (3) denying her motion pursuant to Rules 52
and 59(e), SCRCP. We affirm in part, reverse in part, and remand.

FACTS/PROCEDURAL HISTORY

In January 2017, PRA filed a complaint against Campney. PRA asserted it was an
assignee of "Synchrony Bank/HH Gregg," which extended credit to Campney, and
she failed to make the required payments on the credit account. It alleged
Campney owed $4,236.78 and she and PRA "either expressly or impliedly agreed
that the statement or statements were true and was due to be paid then or at some
other specified time." The complaint included an affidavit and itemization of
accounts stating Campney owed a principal amount of $4,236.78 and $80 in costs.
It also included a credit statement from Synchrony Bank, a charge-off' statement,
and evidence of assignment. Campney filed a pro se answer, denying the
allegations of the complaint and stating she never agreed she owed any amount to
PRA. In August 2017, the magistrate court granted PRA's motion for summary
judgment. Campney appealed to the circuit court, which reversed the magistrate
court's grant of summary judgment and remanded.

' To "charge off" a loan means "[t]o treat (an account receivable) as a loss or
expense because payment is unlikely." Charge Off, Black's Law Dictionary (11th
ed. 2019).
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After remand, Campney filed her first amended answer and counterclaims. In
addition to admissions, denials, and various defenses, she alleged the consumer
credit card transaction at issue was a consumer loan and PRA failed to send her the
required notice of right to cure. Campney raised four counterclaims against PRA
and Cooling & Winter. The case was transferred to the Dorchester County Court
of Common Pleas due to the amount in controversy and relief requested in the
counterclaim.

On October 23, 2019, a one-day bench trial was held. Larry Andrews, the
custodian of records for PRA, testified he had been employed with PRA for
seventeen years, having been the custodian of records for eight years, and had
previously worked for Synchrony Bank as a collector for four years.? He stated
that while at Synchrony Bank, he received interdepartmental training and his duties
included processing and updating information pertaining to accounts with
outstanding credit balances. According to Andrews, his duties as custodian of
records at PRA included reviewing complaints, affidavits, and documents in PRA's
system to verify information. When PRA inquired if Andrews was familiar with
the process PRA implemented to purchase charged-off consumer accounts,
Campney objected, stating Andrews lacked the personal knowledge of the sales
process. The trial court overruled the objection, allowed PRA to lay an additional
foundation, and noted Andrews had been trained in various departments. Andrews
testified he received annual training at PRA regarding acquisitions and the Fair
Debt Collection Practices Act (FDCPA). Campney again objected, arguing the
training Andrew received only provided information as to the functions of various
PRA departments and he had no personal knowledge in regards to her alleged
consumer account; the trial court overruled the objection.

Andrews testified his job duties required him to become familiar with certain
accounts and he was familiar with Campney's account. He stated plaintiff's exhibit
one was a bill of sale between PRA and Synchrony Bank and plaintiff's exhibit two
was a load data of account in the pool PRA purchased from Synchrony Bank.
Andrews testified that Synchrony Bank produced the bill of sale and provided it to
PRA and the load data of account was information regarding Campney's specific
charged-off account. When asked if the bill of sale and the load data of account
were documents kept in the regular course of business and prepared near the time

> Andrews testified that prior to 2014, Synchrony Bank was known as GE Capital.

94



of the recorded event, by someone with knowledge or information transmitted,
Andrews answered affirmatively. The court admitted the bill of sale and the load
data of account into evidence over Campney's relevance, hearsay, authentication,
incompleteness, and summary requirement objections. Andrews testified plaintiff's
exhibit three was credit statements produced by Synchrony Bank, in the regular
course of business, and sent to Campney. The trial court admitted the credit card
statements over Campney's objections. In regards to the credit statements,
Andrews stated they were addressed to "Jennifer M. Campney" and mailed to the
address listed, in Summerville, and detailed purchases and payments made and
amounts due. According to Andrews, the amount due, based on the billing
statement dated April 23, 2015, was $4,236.78.

On cross-examination, Andrews stated the delinquent account with Synchrony
Bank was opened sometime in 2012. He acknowledged that at the time the
account was opened and subsequently charged off, he was not employed with
Synchrony Bank and he would not have had knowledge of Synchrony Bank
policies and procedures regarding Campney's account prior to PRA's purchase of
accounts. Andrews further admitted that he had no experience in creating (1) bills
of sale at PRA or Synchrony Bank; (2) credit statements during his time at
Synchrony Bank; or (3) load data of account. When asked if he was familiar as to
how Synchrony Bank would have stored the bill of sale or the load data of account
in its system, Andrews stated he was not familiar. Andrews testified Synchrony
Bank created the codes on the load data of account before PRA acquired the
account and he was unable to testify to what the codes represented. According to
Andrews, his knowledge regarding the load data of account came from the
document being in PRA's system. When asked if he was aware of any additional
credit statements after the statement dated April 25, 2015, Andrews testified he
could not recall because he did not have the account files "in front of [him]."
Additionally, when Campney inquired as to whether he had personal knowledge or
was aware if Synchrony Bank mailed the April 25, 2015 credit statement to her,
Andrews initially responded that federal regulations required credit statement be
mailed to accountholders but subsequently acknowledged he did not have personal
knowledge and was not aware if the statement was mailed.

At the close of PRA's evidence, Campney made a motion for an involuntary
nonsuit pursuant to Rule 41(b) of the South Carolina Rules of Civil Procedure.
First, she asserted the evidence provided by PRA did not establish Synchrony Bank
properly assigned any debt to PRA because the bill of sale was void of any
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information regarding her account. Second, she argued that under PRA's account
stated theory, it was required to present the delinquent account to her, and Andrews
could not testify if it was mailed. Third, Campney contended PRA failed to
produce any agreement to which she agreed to repay $4,236.78. Fourth, in regards
to whether any voluntary payments on the account amounted to acknowledging the
amount owed, Campney argued PRA failed to establish she was the individual who
made payments on the account prior to the account being charged off.

PRA argued Andrews testified federal regulations required Synchrony Bank to
mail account statements to accountholders and he further stated it was Synchrony
Bank's standard practice to mail account statements. It contended these provided
enough support to show Synchrony Bank mailed the statements to Campney and
further noted Campney did not dispute the amounts due when Synchrony Bank had
mailed the statements. Next, PRA asserted there was an agreement between
Synchrony Bank and Campney and PRA was Synchrony Bank's assignee. The
trial court denied Campney's motion for an involuntary nonsuit because it found
the evidence supported each element required for an account stated cause of action.

On direct examination, Campney testified (1) she experienced emotional distress as
a result of the lawsuit, (2) she had to take time off from work and had to travel for
this case, and (3) she hired counsel. On cross-examination, Campney testified she
believed she received the credit statements at the address listed on the statements.
On redirect, she stated she could not recall if she received the statements that were
admitted into evidence.

After the close of evidence, PRA moved for a directed verdict. First, PRA argued
it met its burden because (1) Andrews testified that pursuant to Synchrony Bank's
procedure, credit statements were mailed to Campney and she could not state she
did not receive the statements and (2) Andrews testified the amount owed on the
account was $4,236.78. Second, PRA maintained it had no obligation to notify
Campney regarding the right to cure because that obligation was only required of
the original creditor, Synchrony Bank. Third, in regards to Campney's
counterclaims that the differing amounts on the affidavit and itemization of
accounts versus the evidence PRA presented amounted to misleading and false
statements, PRA contended there were adjustments on the account before this
lawsuit was filed, resulting in differing amounts. PRA also asserted that any issues
arising from letters sent to Campney, requiring differing amounts of debt, were
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outside of the South Carolina Consumer Protection Code's (the SCCPC's)? three-
year and the Fair Debt Collection Practices Act's (the FDCPA's)* one-year
respective statutes of limitations.

In response, Campney argued letters PRA sent to her claimed she owed $4,274.78
as of October 7, 2015, but the complaint alleged she owed $4,236.78. She
asserted, given the differing amounts, the letters were false and misleading under
the SCCPC and the FDCPA. Further, Campney asserted PRA admitted in the
requests for admissions that the credit transactions at issue were consumer credit
transactions within section 37-1-201 of the SCCPC. She contended, given PRA's
admission, it was required to send a notice of right to cure before accelerating the
debt.

PRA noted that Campney's counterclaims related to false and misleading amounts,
referenced differing amounts on the affidavit and itemization and the
counterclaims did not reference any letters PRA sent her. Therefore, it asserted the
argument she presented was not properly before the court. Additionally, PRA
contended the amounts in the letters and the amount in the complaint were
different because each was under a different theory of recovery; however, PRA
only sought to recover under an account stated claim, not a breach of contract
claim.

After considering the evidence presented, the circuit court found in favor of PRA
and ordered Campney to pay $4,236.78 plus costs to PRA. It found Andrews
testified to the admission of the bill of sale, the load data of account, and credit
statements from Synchrony Bank and found he was familiar with Synchrony
Bank's billing practices and procedures. The court determined Campney's account
was charged off with an outstanding balance of $4,274.48 and PRA brought the
current suit, under an account stated theory of recovery, for $4,236.78. Further, it
stated Andrews testified Campney never disputed the credit statements with
Synchrony Bank.

The trial court concluded PRA established the elements of its account stated
theory, in that it showed a delinquent account and Campney's implied agreement to
the account by making payments and subsequent failure to dispute any charges.

3S.C. Code Ann. §§ 37-1-101 to 37-30-175 (2015 & Supp. 2022).
415 U.8.C. § 1692k(d).
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As to Campney's counterclaims, first, the court found Cooling & Winter properly
signed the affidavit and verified itemization of account. Second, as to PRA's
failure to send Campney a right to cure notice, the court determined (1) the
FDCPA's one-year statute of limitations barred her related counterclaim; (2) her
counterclaim under the SCCPC failed on the merits because this was not a
"consumer credit transaction" as defined in the SCCPC and therefore the SCCPC
was inapplicable; and (3) the right to cure notice provisions of the code did not
apply to PRA as an assignee of Synchrony Bank or to Cooling & Winter. Third,
the court found Campney's counterclaim that PRA and Cooling & Winter violated
the SCCPC and the FDCPA by misrepresenting the amount owed failed because
both amounts were correct under different theories of liability and PRA only
pursued the amount under the account stated theory. Finally, the court also
determined Campney's counterclaims related to the South Carolina Unfair Trade
Practices Act (SCUTPA) and negligence per se failed. The court ordered
Campney to pay PRA $4,236.78 plus court costs.

Campney filed a motion to alter or amend pursuant to Rules 52 and 59(e) of the
South Carolina Rules of Civil Procedure; the court summarily denied Campney's
motion. This appeal followed.>

ISSUES ON APPEAL

1. Did the trial court err when ruling Campney was liable to PRA in the amount of
$4,236.78, plus costs, under an account stated cause of action?
a. Is the account stated cause of action applicable to the collection of a
consumer credit card debt?
b. Even if the account stated cause of action applies to this case, did PRA
prove all the elements of the cause of action?

2. Did the trial court err when ruling that PRA was not liable to Campney on her
counterclaims?
a. Did the trial court err when ruling the SCCPC did not apply to consumer
credit card accounts?
b. Did the trial court err when ruling Campney's claim that PRA
misrepresented the amount owed on the account?

> Cooling & Winter is not a party to this appeal.
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3. Did the trial court err in denying Campney's Rule 52 and 59(e), SCRCP,
motion?

STANDARD OF REVIEW

Whether our courts recognize a certain cause of action is a question of law.
Moriarty v. Garden Sanctuary Church of God, 341 S.C. 320, 327, 534 S.E.2d 672,
675 (2000). When appeals present a novel question of law, appellate courts decide
the case de novo. Burke v. S.C. Dep't of Transp., 429 S.C. 319, 321, 838 S.E.2d
534, 535 (Ct. App. 2020). Appellate courts are "free to decide [novel] question of
law with no particular deference to the lower court." I'On, L.L.C. v. Town of Mt.
Pleasant, 338 S.C. 406, 411, 526 S.E.2d 716, 718-19 (2000). Further, "[q]uestions
of statutory interpretation are questions of law, which [this court is] free to decide
without any deference to the court below." CFRE, LLC v. Greenville Cnty.
Assessor, 395 S.C. 67, 74,716 S.E.2d 877, 881 (2011).

LAW/ANALYSIS
1. Campney's Liability to PRA
a. Account Stated Cause of Action

Campney argues the trial court erred in recognizing an account stated cause of
action in a consumer debt collection matter. We disagree.

"[The account stated doctrine] was the rule that accounts stated existed only
between merchants. Gradually, the doctrine was extended in many jurisdictions to
all classes of business men." Huggins v. Com. & Sav. Bank, 141 S.C. 480, 494,
140 S.E. 177, 181 (1927). "This broadening of the doctrine seems to have been
recognized in the federal courts and in the courts of the greater number of states in
the Union." Id. "[An account stated cause of action] was at first confined to
accounts between merchants. The trend of modern decisions is to open the doors
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to persons other than merchants."® Gwathmey v. Burgiss, 104 S.C. 280, 282, 88
S.E. 816, 817 (1916).

We hold an account stated cause of action is a recognized cause of action in South
Carolina against a consumer in a credit card transaction. As our supreme court
found in Gwathmey, though the account stated cause of action was limited to
actions between merchants, the trend of applying the account stated cause of action
"is to open the doors to persons other than merchants." /d. at 282, 88 S.E. at §17.

Additionally, absent clear language to the contrary and any policy reason to limit
the cause of action, we hold the account stated cause of action applies in consumer
credit card transactions. Therefore, we conclude the trial court did not err in
recognizing that an account stated cause of action is a valid cause of action in a
consumer debt collection matter. Accordingly, we affirm as to this issue.

b. Elements of an Account Stated Cause of Action

Campney argues the trial court erred by finding PRA established the elements of
an account stated cause of action. She avers PRA failed to properly present the
existence of the delinquent account and failed to show an agreement between her
and PRA. We disagree.

"The essential elements of an account stated are (1) that the account is actually
stated; and (2) that the parties either expressly or impliedly agreed that it is a true

% Other jurisdictions recognize an account stated cause as a proper cause of action
to recover an outstanding debt on a consumer credit card account and this
jurisprudence is persuasive. See Leslie Cook v. Midland Funding, LLC, 208 So. 3d
1153 (Ala. Civ. App. 2016); Bushnell v. Portfolio Recovery Assocs., LLC, 255 So.
3d 473 (Fla. Dist. Ct. App. 2018); CACH, LLC v. Moore, 133 N.E.3d 661 (Ill. App.
Ct. 2019); Colorado Nat'l. Bank of Denver v. Story, 862 P.2d 1120 (Mont. 1993);
Citibank (S. Dakota) N.A. v. Poynton, 723 N.Y.S.2d 327 (App. Term 2000);
Aymett v. Citibank S.D. N.A., 397 S.W.3d 876 (Tex. App. 2013). Specifically, the
Supreme Court of Oregon recognized that the account stated doctrine, though
having "its historical origins in accountings between merchants," "'extended to
embrace every kind of transaction in which the relation of debtor or creditor is
involved."" Portfolio Recovery Assocs., LLC v. Sanders, 462 P.3d 263, 275 (Or.
2020) (en banc) (quoting Crawford v. Hutchinson, 65 P. 84 (Or. 1901)).
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statement and is due to be paid then or at some other specified time." S. Welding
Works, Inc. v. K & S Constr. Co., 286 S.C. 158, 164, 332 S.E.2d 102, 106 (Ct.

App. 1985). "Evidence of the retention by a depositor of statements or passbook of
his bank, after a reasonable time for examination, without notice to the bank of
objection thereto, may be given to show an implied admission of an acquiescence
in the correctness of the account." Huggins, 141 S.C. at 497, 140 S.E. at 182.

We hold the trial court did not err in determining PRA proved the elements of an
account stated cause of action. See S. Welding Works, 286 S.C. at 164, 332 S.E.2d
at 106 ("The essential elements of an account stated are (1) that the account is
actually stated; and (2) that the parties either expressly or impliedly agreed that it is
a true statement and is due to be paid then or at some other specified time.").

First, the account was presented to Campney because (1) Andrews testified that
according to Synchrony Bank's standard procedures, it would have mailed out
credit statements to the address on the statement; (2) Campney testified she
believed she had received the billing statements from Synchrony Bank; and (3) she
admitted she had made prior payments on the account. She also confirmed her
address was the same address that was printed on the credit statements admitted
into evidence. See Gwathmey, 104 S.C. at 282, 88 S.E. at 817 ("Where a creditor
sends to his debtor a statement of the account between them and the debtor assents
to the balance stated, then the account between them ceases to be an open account
and becomes an account stated."). Additionally, Campney did not provide any
evidence she objected to the account balance before charge off and sale to PRA.

Second, an agreement existed between PRA and Campney. Though no express
agreement was introduced between PRA and Campney, or Synchrony Bank and
Campney, an implied agreement existed as to Synchrony Bank and Campney.
Campney testified she believed she received the credit statements from Synchrony
Bank and previously made payments on the account prior to charge off. Therefore,
an implied agreement existed between her and Synchrony Bank. See id. at 282, 88
S.E. at 817 ("Assent might be expressed or implied from the circumstances. The
circumstances were such as a promise to pay the stated balance; long retention of
the account without question of the balance and the like."). As assignee of
Synchrony Bank, PRA stood "in the shoes" Synchrony Bank for this purpose and
received the benefit of this implied agreement. See Bank of Am., N.A. v. Draper,
405 S.C. 214, 220, 746 S.E.2d 478, 481 (Ct. App. 2013) ("An assignee stands in
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the shoes of its assignor."). Accordingly, we hold PRA established all the elements
of the account stated cause of action and affirm this issue.

2. PRA and Cooling & Winter's Liability on Campney's Counterclaims
a. Applicability of SCCPC

Campney argues the trial court erred by ruling PRA was not liable on her
counterclaims related to the SCCPC, the FDCPA, and the SCUTPA and for
negligence per se. First, she asserts the trial court erred by determining the
respective statute of limitations barred her counterclaims pursuant to the SCCPC
and the FDCPA. She asserts that even if these counterclaims are time barred, any
recovery she was entitled to can be used to set off any debt obligations. Second,
Campney contends the SCCPC and its right to cure notice requirement is
applicable in situations regarding consumer credit card accounts. Finally, she
avers the trial court erred in finding PRA did not mispresent the amount owed on
the account. We disagree with two of Campney's contentions: (1) that her FDCPA
counterclaim can be used to set off any obligation towards the PRA debt and (2)
that the trial court erred in finding PRA did not mispresent the amount owed.
However, we agree that consumer credit card accounts are subject to the SCCPC
and PRA was required to send her a right to cure notice before requiring
repayment.

The South Carolina Department of Consumer Affairs (the Department) argues in
support of Campney. First, it asserts consumer credit card debt is subject to the
SCCPC. Second, the Department avers PRA was required to provide Campney a
right to cure notice before suing for the debt.

The SCCPC defines "creditor" as "the person who grants credit in a credit
transaction or, except as otherwise provided, an assignee of a creditor's right to
payment, but use of the term does not in itself impose on an assignee any
obligation of his assignor." § 37-1-301(13). A "consumer credit transaction" is
defined as a "consumer credit sale," "consumer loan," "consumer lease," or
"consumer rental-purchase agreement." S.C. Code Ann. § 37-1-301(11) (2015). A
"consumer loan" is defined as

[A] loan made by a person regularly engaged in the
business of making loans in which:
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(a) the debtor is a person other than an
organization;

(b) the debt is incurred primarily for a
personal, family, or household purpose;

(c) either the debt is payable in installments
or a loan finance charge is made; and

(d) either the principal does not exceed
twenty-five thousand dollars or the debt is
secured by an interest in land.

S.C. Code Ann. § 37-3-104 (2015).
A "lender credit card" 1s defined as:

[A]n open-end credit arrangement or loan agreement,
other than a seller credit card, pursuant to which a lender
gives a debtor the privilege of using a credit card, letter
of credit, or other credit confirmation or identification in
transactions out of which debt arises:

(a) by the lender's honoring a draft or similar
order for payment of money drawn or
accepted by the debtor;

(b) by the lender's payment or agreement to
pay the debtor's obligations; or

(c) by the lender's purchase from the obligee
of the debtor's obligations.

S.C. Code Ann. § 37-1-301(16) (2015).

Pursuant to the SCCPC, in "a consumer credit transaction payable in two or more
installments," a creditor must first provide the consumer a right to cure notice
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before accelerating the debt after the consumer's default. See S.C. Code Ann.
§ 37-5-110(1) (2015). Section 37-5-110(2) of the South Carolina Code (2015)
states that a right to cure notice must

be in writing and conspicuously state: the name, address
and telephone number of the creditor to whom payment
1s to be made, a brief identification of the credit
transaction, the consumer's right to cure the default, and
the amount of payment and date by which payment must
be made to cure the default.

We hold the trial court erred by determining the SCCPC did not apply to the credit
transactions in this case. We find PRA was required to send Campney a right to
cure notice before accelerating the amount due and filing a lawsuit.

We hold consumer credit cards are "lender credit cards" and "consumer loans"
pursuant to the SCCPC. See S.C. Code Ann. § 37-1-301 (2015) (defining "lender
credit card" under the SCCPC); § 37-3-104 (defining "consumer loans" under the
SCCPC). Here, Campney is a "person other than an organization"; no party
disputed that the debt was incurred "primarily for a personal, family, or household
purpose"; the credit statements state the "loan finance charge" annual percentage
rate was 29.99%; and the total principal amount owed on Campney's account did
not exceed the maximum dollar amount for a consumer loan.” See § 37-3-104.
Because we hold the credit transactions are consumer loans and therefore,
consumer credit transactions under the SCCPC, we find the trial court erred in

determining PRA was not required to send a right to cure notice before suing for
the debt.

We find PRA's argument that the requirement to issue a notice of right to cure
before suing Campney disappeared when PRA bought the debt from Synchrony

7 As the Department notes in its amicus brief, while section 37-3-104(d) states

the principal amount in a consumer loan "does not exceed twenty-five thousand
dollars," this amount is adjusted based upon changes in the Consumer Price Index.
See S.C. Code Ann. § 37-1-109 (2015). The Department provides the relevant
maximum amount was $105,000. See South Carolina Department of Consumer
Affairs, Dollar Amount Adjustment, https://consumer.sc.gov/business-
resourceslaws/dollar-amount-adjustment (last accessed June 2, 2023).
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Bank is without merit. We determine PRA's argument that it is not a creditor as
defined in section 37-1-301(13) is an improper reading of the statute. See

§ 37-1-301(13) (defining creditor as "the person who grants credit in a credit
transaction or, except as otherwise provided, an assignee of a creditor's right to
payment, but use of the term does not in itself impose on an assignee any
obligation of his assignor"); Duke Energy Corp. v. S.C. Dep't of Revenue, 415 S.C.
351, 355, 782 S.E.2d 590, 592 (2016) ("[R]egardless of how plain the ordinary
meaning of the words in a statute, courts will reject that meaning when to accept it
would lead to a result so plainly absurd that it could not have been intended by the
General Assembly."); id. ("If possible, the [c]ourt will construe a statute so as to
escape the absurdity and carry the intention into effect."). Particularly, no creditor,
initial or assignee, would be held liable for violation of the SCCPC's right to cure
notice requirement whenever a charged off debt was assigned because an initial
creditor would argue it would have no obligation once all their claims to a debtor's
account were assigned and an assignee would raise the argument PRA raises.
Additionally, such a scenario would frustrate the General Assembly's intent and
purpose in enacting the SCCPC. See § 37-1-102(1) to (2) (setting forth the policies
of the SCCPC); § 37-1-102(1) (stating the SCCPC must be "liberally construed and
applied to promote its underlying purposes and policies"). Therefore, we conclude
the trial court erred in finding PRA was not required to send a right to cure notice
prior to accelerating the debt and reverse the trial court's determination for PRA on
Campney's counterclaim regarding the SCCPC's right to cure notice.®

Though the statute of limitations for Campney's SCCPC counterclaim is two years,
the SCCPC allows for an aggrieved individual's debt obligations to be set off by
any "refunds or penalties" she may be entitled, regardless of "time limitations."
See S.C. Code Ann. § 37-5-202(1) (2015) ("With respect to violations arising from
sales or loans made pursuant to a revolving charge or a revolving loan account no
action pursuant to this subsection may be brought more than two years after the
violation occurred."); see also S.C. Code Ann. § 37-5-205 (2015) ("Refunds or
penalties to which the debtor is entitled pursuant to this part may be set off against
the debtor's obligation, and may be raised as a defense to a suit on the obligation
without regard to the time limitations prescribed by this subdivision."). Therefore,
pursuant to her SCCPC counterclaim, Campney may be entitled to a set off of
amounts she owed PRA and we remand this counterclaim to the trial court.

8 Additionally, we note PRA admitted in its response to Campney's first requests
that the transaction at issue was a "consumer credit transaction."
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However, we find the trial court properly found for PRA on Campney's FDCPA
claims because they were time-barred and not subject to any set off provision. See
15 U.S.C. § 1692k(d) (2021) (requiring that any action seeking to enforce a claim
pursuant to the FDCPA must be brought "within one year from the date on which
the violation occurs"). Accordingly, we reverse the trial court's determination in
favor of PRA on the dismissal of Campney's counterclaim related to the SCCPC's
right to cure notification and remand to allow the trial court to determine the
amount of set-off and attorney's fees, if any, Campney is entitled. We affirm the
trial court's determination in favor of PRA on the dismissal of her counterclaims
related to the FDCPA, the SCUTPA, and negligence per se.

b. Amount Owed

We hold the trial court did not err in finding PRA did not misrepresent the amount
owed. As to this issue, we find Campney's claims are without merit. We conclude
the trial court properly determined that both amounts were correct on different
theories of recovery and PRA only sought to recover under the account stated
theory. Accordingly, the trial court did not err in finding PRA did not misrepresent
the amount owed, and we affirm this issue.

3. Rule 52 and 59(e), SCRCP Motion
Given our disposition of the prior issues, we do not address this issue. See Futch v.
McAllister Towing of Georgetown, Inc., 335 S.C. 598, 613, 518 S.E.2d 591, 598
(1999) (observing an appellate court need not address remaining issues when the
determination of a prior issue is dispositive).
CONCLUSION
Based on the foregoing, the trial court's order is

AFFIRMED IN PART, REVERSED IN PART, AND REMANDED.

KONDUROS and VINSON, JJ., concur.
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