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INTRODUCTION 

Richard Walker sexually assaulted two very small children, and he asks this Court 

to create a circuit split in order to hold that he need no longer register as a sex offender. 

This Court should decline to do so. Two circuits have taken up the precise SORNA 

provision at issue here; both found that it requires an extremely narrow, circumstance-

specific exception to the strict categorical approach in order to determine the age of a sex 

offender’s victim. Those courts, and the district court below, got it right. Accordingly, 

given the ages of his victims, Walker is a Tier III sex offender whose motion to dismiss 

was properly denied. Further, even under a strict categorical approach, Walker was still 

required to register as a sex offender at the times alleged in the indictment. Walker’s 

conviction and sentence should be affirmed. 
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JURISDICTIONAL STATEMENT 

Walker’s jurisdictional statement is complete and correct.  
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STATEMENT OF THE ISSUES 

I. Is Walker a Tier III Sex Offender Because The District Court Properly Used A 

Circumstance-Specific Exception to the Strict Categorical Approach to 

Determine That His Victims Were Four and Six Years Old? 

II. Is Walker at Least A Tier II Sex Offender Because His State Conviction for 

Sexually Assaulting A Child Under Fifteen Is Categorically Comparable to A 

Federal Statute Prohibiting Sexual Acts With People, Like Young Children, 

Who Cannot Understand Sexual Acts? 
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STATEMENT OF THE CASE 
 

In 1997, Richard Walker repeatedly sexually assaulted his four- and six-year-old 

nephews. PSR ¶ 10.1 In 1998, Walker pled guilty to violating a Colorado law, C.R.S.A. 

§ 18-3-405(1) (1990), that prohibited sexual contact with a child under fifteen by anyone 

who was at least four years older than the child. Upon his release, he was told he must 

register as a sex offender under the Sex Offender Registration and Notification Act 

(“SORNA”). PSR ¶ 12. Walker then moved to Illinois and committed a variety of new 

crimes, including residing within 500 feet of a school (2005), aggravated battery (2006), 

and failing to register as a sex offender (2012). PSR ¶¶ 40, 41, 43. He later moved to 

Wisconsin and informed the Milwaukee Police Department that he intended to engage 

in “healthy pacifism” by refusing to register as a sex offender. PSR ¶ 14. 

On October 24, 2017, Walker was indicted for failing to register as a sex offender 

in the Eastern District of Wisconsin from June 16, 2016 to July 31, 2017. Walker moved to 

dismiss his indictment. SORNA’s registration-term requirements depend on an 

offender’s underlying crimes and resulting “Tier” level (Tier I: 15 years; Tier II: 25 years; 

Tier III: life). 34 U.S.C. § 20915(a). Walker claimed that his sex offenses should be 

categorized as the least serious contemplated by SORNA, “Tier 1,” and that, accordingly, 

he was no longer required to register from June 16, 2016 to July 31, 2017. The Magistrate 

                                                 
1 The Revised Presentence Investigation Report is cited as “PSR ¶ __”; the Appellant’s 
brief is cited as “App. Br. __”; the Appellant’s “Separate Appendix” is cited as “Sep. App. 
__”; the Appellee’s Short Appendix is cited as “Gov’t App. __”. 
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Judge disagreed and recommended that the motion to dismiss be denied, finding that 

Walker is in SORNA’s most serious category, “Tier III.” Gov’t App. 6 (Recommendation).  

The Magistrate Judge explained that, “under SORNA, a defendant’s tier 

classification is determined by comparing the defendant’s prior sex offense with the 

offenses listed in SORNA’s tier definitions.” Id. at 2 (citing 42 U.S.C. § 16911(2)-(4)). That 

comparison is necessitated by the text of the statute. For example, as relevant here, the 

statute defines “the term ‘tier III sex offender’” as “a sex offender whose offense is 

punishable by imprisonment for more than 1 year and is comparable to or more severe 

than . . . [the offense of] abusive sexual contact (as described in section 2244 of title 18) 

against a minor who has not attained the age of 13 years.” 34 U.S.C. § 20911(4)(A)(ii). 

Typically, “courts use what is referred to as the categorical approach for 

determining a defendant’s tier status.” Gov’t App. 2 (Recommendation) (citing United 

States v. Taylor, 644 F.3d 573, 576 (7th Cir. 2011)). This method compares the elements of 

a federal offense to the elements of a prior state offense without reference to the facts 

underlying the state case. If the elements of the prior offense “are the same as, or narrower 

than” the offense listed in the federal statute, there is a categorical match. See Descamps v. 

United States, 570 U.S. 254, 257 (2013) (requiring the categorical approach in an Armed 

Career Criminal Act case). 

Unlike the Armed Career Criminal Act, however, SORNA often requires an 

inquiry into a prior victim’s age. And the Magistrate Judge found it persuasive that both 
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federal courts of appeal to consider the issue had concluded that SORNA called for a 

narrow exception to the strict categorical approach when it came to determining victim 

age. For example, the Tenth Circuit concluded, “Congress intended courts to use a 

categorical approach to determine the sex offender tier, with the exception that the court 

should consider the specific circumstances to determine the victim’s age.” United States v. White, 

782 F.3d 1118, 1133, 1134-35 (10th Cir. 2015) (emphasis added). So too the Fourth Circuit. 

See United States v. Berry, 814 F.3d 192, 197 (4th Cir. 2016); cf. United States v. Mi Kyung 

Byun, 539 F.3d 982, 992-94 (9th Cir. 2008) (holding that the court may consider facts of the 

underlying conviction to determine whether the offense was committed “against a 

minor”); see also United States v. Gonzalez-Medina, 757 F.3d 425, 431 (5th Cir. 2014) (holding 

that the court may consider the facts of the underlying conviction to determine whether 

the 34 U.S.C. § 20911(5)(c) age-differential exception for offenses involving consensual 

sexual conduct applies). Gov’t App. 4-5 (Recommendation).  

The Magistrate Judge, therefore, employed a circumstance-specific approach to 

determine Walker’s victims’ ages, referred to the affidavit supporting Walker’s Colorado 

arrest warrant, and concluded that “the government has reliably established that the 

victims of Walker’s offense were four and six years old.” Gov’t App. 5 (Recommendation) 

(citations omitted). “Consequently, Walker is a Tier III sex offender, having been 

convicted of an offense that is comparable to or more severe than the Tier III federal 

offense of ‘abusive sexual contact’ (as described in section 2244 of title 18, United States 
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Code) against a minor who has not attained the age of 13 years.” Id. (citing 34 U.S.C. § 

20911(4)(A)(ii)).  

The District Court adopted the Recommendation. Gov’t App. 39 (Dist. Ct. Order). 

It quoted White and Berry in support of the circumstance-specific approach to 

determining victim age. It stated, further, that this Court’s decision in United States v. 

Rogers, 804 F.3d 1233 (7th Cir. 2015), indicates that “arguably, the Seventh Circuit might 

view the under-thirteen requirement for Tier III offenders as one of those ‘qualifiers’ that 

implies a need to look at the actual age of a defendant’s victim.” Id. at 32-34.  

The District Court emphasized, though, that Walker’s motion to dismiss failed 

under the categorical approach in any event because his Colorado offense was also a 

categorical match for a federal Tier II offense. Thus, under that approach, Walker was “at 

least a Tier II offender” and, therefore, required to register at the times indicated in the 

indictment. Id. at 29.  

“The term ‘tier II sex offender’ means a sex offender other than a tier III sex 

offender whose offense is punishable by imprisonment for more than 1 year and is 

comparable to or more severe than [the offense of] abusive sexual contact (as described 

in section 2244 of title 18)” “when committed against a minor.” 34 U.S.C. 

§ 20911(3)(A)(iv). The District Court explained that Section 2244 cross-references Section 

2242, and Section 2242(2)(A) prohibits a person from engaging in a sexual act with a 

person who is “incapable of appraising the nature of the conduct.” Thus, the District 
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Court asked, inter alia: Was Walker’s Colorado offense sufficiently comparable to a 

violation of 18 U.S.C. § 2242(2)(A) to render him a Tier II offender? It answered: yes.  

The District Court found several cases “implying what seems logical—that a child 

so young [i.e., under fifteen] is incapable of understanding the nature of the sexual act.” 

Gov’t App. 25 (Dist. Ct. Order) (citing United States v. Britt, 576 F. App’x 959 (11th Cir. 

2014); United States v. Burke, 80 F.3d 314 (8th Cir. 1996); United States v. Medicine Horse, 

Case No. CR-11-35, 2012 WL 1999525 (D. Mont. June 4, 2012)). The District Court 

concluded that “if one assumes that children under the age of fifteen are ‘incapable of 

appraising the nature’ of sexual contact/assault, then . . . the Colorado statute is a 

categorical match with §2242(2)(A).” Gov’t App. 25-36 (Dist. Ct. Order). The court so 

concluded. Id.  

The District Court indicated that Walker could challenge his status as a Tier III 

offender at sentencing, and Walker did – claiming his base offense level should be 12 (for 

Tier 1 offenders) not 14 (for Tier II) or 16 (for Tier III). U.S.S.G. § 2A3.5(a). The District 

Court nonetheless determined that a circumstances-specific approach to determining 

victim age was appropriate. Sep. App. 24-26 (Sentencing). It then found that the 

government’s age determination was reliable and sentenced Walker as Tier III offender 

to a below-Guidelines sentence of 26 months’ imprisonment. Id. at 26, 50. 
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SUMMARY OF THE ARGUMENT 
 

SORNA’s text and purpose require a narrow inquiry into the age of Richard 

Walker’s prior victims in order to determine whether Walker is a “Tier III” offender 

under 34 U.S.C. § 20911(4)(A)(ii). A circumstance-specific query of his victims’ ages 

establishes that Walker is a Tier III sex offender. He sexually assaulted his four- and six-

year-old nephews and pled guilty to violating a state law that prohibited sexual contact 

with a child under fifteen by anyone who was at least four years older than the child. 

Walker, therefore, committed an “offense [that] is punishable by imprisonment for more 

than 1 year and is comparable to or more severe than . . . [the offense of] abusive sexual 

contact (as described in section 2244 of title 18) against a minor who has not attained the 

age of 13 years.” 34 U.S.C. § 20911(4)(A)(ii). 

 Walker claims that this Court must employ a strict categorical approach to 

comparing his prior offense of conviction and the SORNA provision at 34 U.S.C. 

§ 20911(4)(A)(ii). He then claims his state crime is not a categorical match for any Tier III 

comparator offense. Those claims fail. First, the relevant SORNA provision calls for an 

inquiry into the age of Walker’s victims in addition to a categorical comparison of the 

elements of the state and federal offenses. Both federal courts of appeal to consider this 

question have so held. As the Tenth Circuit put it in White, “to give subsection (4)(A)(ii) 

meaning . . . the court must consider the specific circumstances to determine the victim’s 

age.” United States v. White, 782 F.3d 1118, 1133, 1134-35 (10th Cir. 2015). Thus, “Congress 
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intended courts to use a categorical approach to determine the sex offender tier, with the 

exception that the court should consider the specific circumstances to determine the 

victim’s age.” Id. at 1133, 1134-35.  

 This is consistent with the holdings in this Court and a number of other federal 

courts of appeal that various SORNA provisions call for exceptions to the categorical 

approach. See, e.g., United States v. Rogers, 804 F.3d 1233, 1234 (7th Cir. 2015). 

 Second, even under a categorical approach, Walker is “at least a tier II offender” 

and, therefore, required to register as a sex offender. A “tier II sex offender” is a “sex 

offender other than a tier III sex offender whose offense is punishable by imprisonment 

for more than 1 year and is comparable to or more severe than [the offense of] abusive 

sexual contact (as described in section 2244 of title 18)” “when committed against a 

minor.” 34 U.S.C. § 20911(3)(A)(iv). Section 2244 cross-references Section 2242, and 

Section 2242(2)(A) prohibits sexual acts with a person who is “incapable of appraising the 

nature of the conduct.” The District Court was correct in its finding that children fourteen 

and under cannot understand sexual contact or assault. Gov’t App. 25-26 (Dist. Ct. 

Order). Accordingly, Section 2242(2)(A) is a categorical match for Walker’s Colorado 

statute of conviction.  

Finally, as to sentencing, even if Walker is categorized as a Tier II offender via a 

categorical approach to deciding his motion to dismiss, his sentence should be affirmed, 

because remand would be overwhelmingly likely to result in precisely the same sentence. 
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ARGUMENT 
 

I. The Text and Purpose of SORNA Require a Circumstance-Specific Approach to 
Determining Victim Age. 

 
A. Different SORNA Provisions Call for Different Methods of Comparing Statutes.  

Certain statutes require courts to compare a person’s prior offense with a list of 

enumerated offenses in order to classify that prior offense. These include the Armed 

Career Criminal Act of 1984 (“ACCA”), the Immigration and Nationality Act (“INA”), 

and SORNA. As this Court is aware, courts have developed several methods of statutory 

comparison: the categorical approach (which compares only the elements of offenses), 

the modified categorical approach, and the circumstance-specific approach (which looks 

to the facts underlying prior offenses).  

In United States v. Mi Kyung Byun, the Ninth Circuit summarized how courts 

determine which comparative method to use: The Supreme Court’s decision in “Taylor 

thus instructs that in determining whether a provision of federal law calls for a categorical 

approach or an examination of ‘the facts underlying prior convictions,’ we turn to the 

ordinary tools of statutory construction, relying primarily on the language of the statute 

but making reference to the legislative history and practical effects to the extent necessary 

to illuminate the meaning of the plain language.” 539 F.3d 982. 991 (9th Cir. 2008) (citing 

Taylor v. United States, 495 U.S. 575 (1990); United States v. Belless, 338 F.3d 1063, 1066–67 

(9th Cir. 2003) (determining whether a statute called for a categorical or non-categorical 

approach by relying primarily on the language of the statute, but also considering the 
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practical concern that very few state statutes include as an element the conduct that 

Congress hoped to address)). 

Generally speaking, if a statute refers to generic “offenses” or “elements,” the 

categorical approach is required. United States v. Taylor, 644 F.3d 573, 576 (7th Cir. 2011). 

If a statute refers to generic “offenses” but an underlying statute is divisible, then courts 

use the modified categorical approach. Id. at 576-77. And if a statute refers to “conduct” 

or specifically-ascertainable facts beyond a generic offense, then courts are to use a 

“circumstance-specific approach.” Different statutory language calls for different 

approaches. 

The Armed Career Criminal Act, for example, universally requires courts to use 

the categorical approach, and only the categorical approach, when comparing state and 

federal statutes. Descamps, 570 U.S. at 269–70. By contrast, some SORNA subsections call 

for a categorical approach, but some do not.  

For example, “SORNA includes an exception to its definition of ‘sex offense’ for 

‘an offense involving consensual sexual conduct . . . if the victim was at least 13 years old 

and the offender was not more than 4 years older than the victim.” United States v. 

Gonzalez-Medina, 757 F.3d 425 (5th Cir. 2014) (citing 42 U.S.C. § 16911(5)(C)). In United 

States v. Rogers, the Seventh Circuit “conclude[d] that the threshold definition of ‘sex 

offense’ found in § 16911(5)(A)(i) requires a categorical approach—an inquiry limited to 

the elements of the offense—but the exception in subsection (5)(C) calls for an 
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examination of the specific facts of the offense conduct.” 804 F.3d 1233, 1234 (7th Cir. 

2015). As this Court explained, on one hand, “it’s clear that a categorical approach applies 

to the threshold definition of the term ‘sex offense’ in § 16911(5)(A)(i)” because that 

subsection makes specific reference to elements. Id. at 1237. On the other, the 

victim/offender age-differential “exception in § 16911(5)(C) is phrased much differently. 

The exception uses fact-specific language, strongly suggesting that a conduct-based 

inquiry applies.” Id.  

In Rogers, this Court noted that “the Fifth Circuit reads § 16911(5)(C) the same way 

we do” and found that because the statutory language points to offense conduct, a 

circumstance-specific inquiry is appropriate. 804 F.3d at 1237 (citing Gonzalez–Medina, 757 

F.3d 425). See also United States v. Morciglio, 280 F. Supp. 3d 412, 416 (S.D.N.Y. 2017) 

(stating that “every court to address the matter, including the Fifth and Seventh Circuits, 

has found that Congress contemplated a facts-based approach to the Exception’s age-

differential determination”). Absent a compelling reason to diverge from the approach 

adopted by other courts, the circumstance-specific approach similarly applies here. 

Courts of appeal across the country have also found that the SORNA’s Section 

16911(7)(I) definition of “sex offense” does not require a categorical approach. The 

Fourth, Sixth, Eighth, Ninth and Eleventh Circuits have all held that Section 16911(7)(I) 

requires a circumstance-specific approach with regard to the age of the victim when 

determining whether an underlying offense is a “sex offense” under that SORNA 
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subsection. See United States v. Price, 777 F.3d 700, 708 (4th Cir. 2015); Privett v. Sec’y, Dep’t 

of Homeland Sec., 865 F.3d 375, 382 (6th Cir. 2017); United States v. Hill, 820 F.3d 1003, 1005 

(8th Cir. 2016); Mi Kyung Byun, 539 F.3d at 991–92 (9th Cir. 2008); and United States v. 

Dodge, 597 F.3d 1347, 1354–55 (11th Cir. 2010).  

In Price, the Fourth Circuit held that “the text, structure, and purpose of the 

relevant SORNA provisions show that Congress intended for the circumstance-specific 

approach to apply to an analysis of subsection (7)(I).” 777 F.3d at 708. The court explained 

that different subsections of SORNA required different methods of analysis. While 

subsection (5)(A)(i), for example, requires categorical analysis, subsection (7)(I) does not: 

Congress expressly referenced the “elements” of the offense in subsection 
(5)(A)(i), providing that one such element must involve “a sexual act or 
sexual contact with another.” But neither subsection (5)(A)(ii) nor its 
extension at subsection (7) refers to “elements.” That contrasting 
terminology indicates that Congress drafted [SORNA’s] subsections 
(5)(A)(ii) and (7) to cover a broader range of prior offenses than those 
reached by subsection (5)(A)(i). . . . Similarly, subsection (7)(I)’s explicit 
reference to the “conduct” underlying a prior offense, as well as the 
“nature” of that conduct, refers to how an offense was committed—not a 
generic offense. Nijhawan v. Holder, 557 U.S. 29, 37 (2009). The text of 
SORNA thus indicates that Congress intended that the broader 
circumstance-specific analysis be applicable with respect to subsection 
(7)(I).  
 

Id.  
 
 Walker claims that cases like Rogers, Price, Privett, Hill, Mi Kyung Byun, and Dodge 

are irrelevant here. He asserts that those cases interpreted SORNA’s civil registration 

provisions and did not address which SORNA tier an individual fell into: “this is not a 
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question of whether Walker’s prior conviction was a sex offense and therefore covered 

by SORNA (it has been), the question here is: for how long?” App. Br. 25. But it is unclear 

what work the civil/criminal distinction does with regard to determining Congress’s 

mandated method of comparing statutes: the issue is simply whether a defendant was 

required to be registered as a sex offender on the dates alleged in the indictment.2  

It makes little difference whether an offender did not have to register under 

SORNA at the time alleged in the indictment because he never had to register under 

SORNA in the first place or instead because does not have to register any longer. This 

distinction is particularly irrelevant here, where standard-of-proof issues cannot matter 

because Walker has never claimed his victims were over thirteen years old.  

B. Both Courts of Appeal to Consider SORNA’s Section 20911(4)(A)(ii) Have Found It 
Calls For A Circumstance-Specific Approach. 

 
From the above, then, we know that different SORNA provisions require different 

methods of statutory comparison. The primary question before this Court is how to 

interpret the following statutory language: “the term ‘tier III sex offender’ means [a] sex 

offender whose [prior] offense is punishable by imprisonment for more than 1 year and 

is comparable to or more severe than . . . [the offense of] abusive sexual contact (as 

                                                 
2 This distinction seemed important to a District of New Mexico court in an unpublished 
opinion that Walker quotes heavily. See App. Br. at 19, 24, 26 (citing United States v. 
Roebuck, 2015 WL 13667427 (D.N.M. Jan. 26, 2015)). But that opinion is not persuasive and 
no other court in that district, that circuit, or any other district or circuit has ever cited it. 
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described in section 2244 of title 18) against a minor who has not attained the age of 13 years.” 

34 U.S.C. § 20911(4)(A)(ii) (emphasis added).  

That was precisely the question before the courts in White and Berry. And in both 

cases, the courts determined that the text and purpose of the statute required a 

circumstance-specific exception to the categorical approach. Those courts found that the 

statute’s age qualifier is independent of the cross reference to Section 2244. In other 

words, it is distinct from the “find a comparable statute” portion of the Tier III definition. 

In White, the appellant claimed that the language at Section 20911(4)(A)(ii) was not 

a categorical match for the language of the state statute he violated. But the Tenth Circuit 

found that Congress had not called for use of the strict categorical approach and had 

instead required a circumstance-specific exception to determine age:  

Subsection (4)(A)(ii) . . . targets abusive sexual contact, as defined by 18 
U.S.C. § 2244, only if committed “against a minor who has not attained the 
age of 13 years.” Although, the express reference to a specific code section 
strongly suggests a generic [categorical] approach, § 2244 does not include 
an element that specifies the age of the victim. To give subsection (4)(A)(ii) 
meaning then, the court must consider the specific circumstances to 
determine the victim’s age. Otherwise, a comparison based on the 
categorical approach will never reveal the age of the victim and therefore 
never constitute this tier III offense. Thus, the language of this subsection 
suggests Congress intended courts to look to the actual age of the 
defendant’s victim, but to otherwise employ a generic approach to the 
section of the criminal code listed. 

 
782 F.3d at 1133. 
 

Similarly, in Berry, the appellant pled guilty to endangering the welfare of a child 

in violation of New Jersey Stat. Ann. § 2C:24–4(a) (2002). 814 F.3d at 194. The Berry court 
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fully adopted the reasoning in White and found that the relevant portion of SORNA 

required a circumstance-specific approach because the definition of abusive sexual 

contact included an element not present in Section 2244. Id. at 196-97. Thus, the reference 

to “a minor who has not attained the age of 13 years” must necessarily call upon courts 

to perform a very limited inquiry into the age of the defendant’s prior victims. Id. 

This, according to the Fourth Circuit, struck the right balance. “Applying the 

categorical approach to the generic crimes listed in SORNA’s tier III definition will avoid” 

the “practical difficulties” of a deep fact-finding dive into the documents underlying a 

state conviction. Berry, 814 F.3d at 198. “Looking to the circumstances of prior convictions 

for the limited purpose of identifying the age of the victim raises less concern. 

Determining age is a ‘straightforward and objective” inquiry that “involves the 

inspection of a single threshold fact.’” Id. (citing Hernandez–Zavala v. Lynch, 806 F.3d 259, 

267 (4th Cir. 2015)).  

This textualist reading also comports with statutory purpose and common sense. 

The White court explained that “it is apparent Congress intended to punish defendants 

who committed sex offenses against children more severely than other sex offenders. This 

supports our conclusion that even when the tier classifications refer to generic crimes that 

invoke a categorical approach, Congress intended the courts to also consider the actual 

age of the victim by looking to the specific circumstances of the defendant’s crime.” 782 

F.3d at 1134-35 (citing Mi Kyung Byun, 539 F.3d at 992–93 (SORNA’s legislative history 
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“shows that Congress intended to include all individuals who commit sex crimes against 

minors, not only those who were convicted under a statute having the age of the victim 

as an element”)).  

It is no coincidence, then, that the above is consistent with the manifest purpose of 

SORNA. The SORNA scheme makes clear that sex offenders who commit sex crimes 

against very young children are required to register for life. See, e.g., 34 U.S.C. § 20901 

(noting that the purpose of SORNA is to “protect the public from sex offenses against 

children”). As the Fourth Circuit put it in Price, 

In light of SORNA’s focus on children, Congress’s use of broader language 
in defining a “sex offense” for victims who are minors makes clear its 
intention that the circumstance-specific approach should apply. The 
Supreme Court reached a similar conclusion in United States v. Hayes, 555 
U.S. 415, 426–27 (2009) . . . We thus agree with the Eleventh Circuit’s well-
reasoned conclusion in Dodge that the text and purpose of SORNA 
demonstrate Congress’s intention that the circumstance-specific approach 
should be utilized in an analysis of the applicability of subsection (7)(I).  

 
777 F.3d at 708 (emphasis added) (citing Dodge, 597 F.3d at 1352–53). 
 

Walker sexually assaulted a four-year-old and a six-year-old. SORNA’s Tier III 

was meant for him. 

C. Descamps and Moncrieffe Do Not Require Otherwise.  

The ACCA and SORNA have very different statutory language. So, contrary to the 

Appellant’s claim, Descamps does not require a purely categorical approach in SORNA 

cases. As discussed above, courts routinely forgo the categorical approach in SORNA 

cases. See, e.g., Rogers, 804 F.3d 1233 (7th Cir. 2015). And that makes sense. In Descamps, 
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the Supreme Court declined to apply the full circumstance-specific approach in Armed 

Career Criminal Act cases. But the Supreme Court did not address SORNA in Descamps, 

and Descamps’s logic does not apply here. The district court below followed White (2015) 

and Berry (2016), which both post-dated Descamps (2013). Those cases did not disregard 

binding Supreme Court precedent, because those cases merely applied a limited 

exception to the categorical approach for the victim’s age in SORNA cases. That is a 

crucial distinction. A circumstance-specific approach in an Armed Career Criminal Act 

inquiry into the nature of criminal offenses has the potential to be extremely complicated 

and subtle. The SORNA question: “how old was the victim?” is simple, discrete, and 

required by the statute.  

In Nijhawan, the Supreme Court concluded that the INA required courts to use a 

circumstance-specific inquiry in order to determine whether an offense was an 

“aggravated felony” under 8 U.S.C. § 1101(a)(43)(M)(i). 557 U.S. at 40. As the district court 

observed, there is a key similarity between this case and Nijhawan that distinguishes this 

case from Moncrieffe v. Holder, 569 U.S. 184 (2013). “Moncrieffe did not, contrary to the 

defendant’s assertions, confine or limit Nijhawan’s use of the circumstance-specific 

approach to offenses involving monetary loss. Rather, it considered the role of the 

monetary loss requirement in the structure of the INA’s ‘aggravated felony’ 

requirement.” Gov’t App. 37-38 (Dist. Ct. Order). SORNA is analogous to the INA in 

precisely the way relevant here: “one must know the age of the victims in order to make 
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that determination—just as one must know the amount of loss in the fraud in order to 

determine whether someone has committed an aggravated felony for purposes of the 

INA.” Id.  

Further distinguishing this case from the concerns raised in Descamps, there is no 

Sixth Amendment issue in this case. As the District Court pointed out at sentencing, there 

was never any dispute that Walker’s victims were under 13. Sep. App. 21 (Sentencing). 

Thus, under any standard of proof, Walker’s victims were under thirteen.  

II. Under A Strict Categorical Approach, Walker is a Tier III or Tier II Offender. 

A. Walker Is A Tier III Offender Under A Strict Categorical Approach. 
 

Walker contends that the analysis in White and Berry is wrong because some states 

criminalize conduct when a victim is less than 13 years old. That means, in Walker’s view, 

that the specific age-reference in Section 20911(4)(A)(ii) does not require an inquiry into 

victim-age. But this argument misses the point emphasized in those cases: “[t]he 

definition of abusive sexual contact [within § 2244, as cross-referenced in § 

20911(4)(A)(ii))] encompasses a number of alternative elements . . . [but] it does not 

include an element specifying a victim ‘who has not attained the age of 13 years.’” Berry, 

814 F.3d at 197. By including an age qualifier directly in the text of § 20911(4)(A)(ii), 

Congress instructed courts to consider the specific circumstances of the victim’s age 

before placing a defendant in Tier III based on a finding that a state statute forbids 

conduct comparable to “abusive sexual contact.” Id. 
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 This must be correct, because the statute-to-statute comparability analysis makes 

little sense when applied to the specific age qualifier. A party could argue, and Walker 

seems to, that for there to be a categorical match, the ages identified in the state and 

federal statutes must be identical. But if Walker is correct that the comparability analysis 

does apply to age, then the state and federal statutes need not be identical. United States 

v. Coleman, 681 F. App’x 413, 417 (5th Cir. 2017) (“Although we are limiting our analysis 

to a comparison of the elements of the two crimes, it is not necessary that the two crimes 

be identical. See 42 U.S.C. § 16911(4). The plain language of SORNA requires only that the 

offenses be “comparable.”).  

For example, two statutes forbidding sexual contact with children under fifteen 

and with children under thirteen overlap with respect to nearly every child covered – i.e., 

every child twelve or younger. Further, twelve-year olds and fourteen-year olds may not 

be identical, but they are at least comparable with regard to their ability to understand 

sexual acts. Thus, it would be perfectly reasonable to conclude, under even a strict 

categorical approach, that a statute that forbids abusive sexual contact with a twelve-

year-old is comparable to a federal statute that forbids abusive sexual contact with a 

fourteen-year-old. See United States v. Forster, 549 F. App’x 757, 769 (10th Cir. 2013) 

(finding that federal offense proscribing sexual contact with victim under twelve years 

old and state offense proscribing sexual contact with victim under thirteen years old were 
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“comparable” under SORNA because they protect the same age group). If that is correct, 

then Walker is a Tier III sex offender in any event.  

B. Children Fourteen And Younger Are Incapable of Understanding Sexual Contact, So 
Walker Is At Least A Tier II Offender. 

 
Further, as the District Court found, even if Walker is not a Tier III offender, he is 

a Tier II offender and was required to be registered at the times alleged in the indictment. 

A state statute forbidding sexual contact with children fourteen and younger is 

comparable to a federal statute forbidding sexual conduct with people “incapable of 

appraising the nature of the conduct.”  

The Colorado felony statute underlying Walker’s conviction had the following 

elements: (1) knowingly subjecting another to any sexual contact, if (2) the victim is under 

fifteen years old and the defendant was at least four years older than the victim. Even 

under a strict categorical approach, Walker is a Tier II offender if that statute is 

categorically “comparable to” 18 U.S.C. § 2242(2)(A), which forbids engaging in a sexual 

act with someone who is “incapable of appraising the nature of the conduct.” 

The district court correctly concluded that, even under a strict categorical 

approach, “Walker committed a felony sex offense that is comparable to or more severe 

than “abusive sexual contact (as described in section 2244 of Title 18).” 34 U.S.C. 

§ 20911(3)(A)(iv). He is, therefore, at least a Tier II offender who was required to register 

for 25 years, including at the times alleged in the indictment.  
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Walker argues he is not in Tier II because his conviction is not categorically 

comparable to the federal crime requiring a victim who is incapable of appraising the 

nature of sexual conduct, regardless of age. App. Br. at 11 (arguing “it is not unreasonable 

or far-fetched to presume that there are minors under 15 who are capable of appreciating 

the nature of sexual conduct”).  

Nonetheless, as discussed above, the relevant statutes need not be perfectly 

identical. Sections 20911(3)(A) and (4)(A) both refer to merely “comparable” offenses. The 

district court stated that “it found several instances in which a defendant had been 

charged both with sexual abuse of a child under 18 U.S.C. § 2241(c) and sexual abuse of 

a victim under § 2242(2)(A), implying what seems logical—that a child so young is 

incapable of understanding the nature of the sexual act.” Gov’t App. 25 (Dist. Ct. Order) 

(citing United States v. Britt, 576 F. App’x 959 (11th Cir. 2014); United States v. Burke, 80 

F.3d 314 (8th Cir. 1996); United States v. Medicine Horse, Case No. CR-11-35, 2012 WL 

1999525 (D. Mont. June 4, 2012)). Those cases confirm what is common sense: children 

fourteen and under are comparable to people who cannot understand the nature of sexual 

conduct.  

So, the Colorado statute is a categorical match with § 2242(2)(A). That reasonable 

alternative holding should not be disturbed, and it means that, at the very least, Walker 

is a Tier II offender. 
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C. Even if Walker is a Tier II Offender, Remand Would Be Futile. 
 

If Walker is categorized as a Tier II offender via a strict categorical approach, his 

sentence should not be disturbed. It is nearly impossible to imagine that a remand would 

result in a different sentence.  

The District Court calculated Walker’s guidelines range (as a Tier III offender) as 

33 to 41 months’ imprisonment. He received a below-guidelines sentence of 26 months of 

imprisonment. The facts of Walker’s case and prior crimes are not disputed, and there is 

“no limitation . . . on the information concerning the background, character, and conduct 

of a person convicted of an offense” that a court may consider at sentencing. 18 U.S.C. § 

3661. As the Supreme Court has explained, “highly relevant—if not essential—to [the] 

selection of an appropriate sentence is the possession of the fullest information possible 

concerning the defendant’s life and characteristics.” Williams v. People of State of N.Y., 337 

U.S. 241, 247 (1949). In particular, as the District Court pointed out at sentencing, there 

was never any dispute that Walker’s prior victims were under fourteen years old. Sep. 

App. 21 (Sentencing).  

If Walker should have been categorized as a Tier II offender at sentencing, then his 

base offense level would have been 14 rather than 16, and his Guidelines range would 

have been 27-33 months instead of the 33-41 months calculated by the District Court. 

U.S.S.G. § 2A3.5(a); Sep. App. 26-27 (Sentencing). It is true that Guidelines errors often 

require vacatur. See generally Molina-Martinez v. United States, 136 S. Ct. 1338, 1349 (2016). 
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For the reasons stated above, though, remand would be entirely futile here. As a practical 

matter, the district court made the precise factual finding (regarding the age of Walker’s 

victims) that the strict categorical approach, if necessary, ignores in determining the 

offender’s tier. And he received a below-Guidelines sentence in any event.  

It is overwhelmingly likely that remanding for resentencing would likely lead to 

precisely the same sentence. Cf. United States v. Martin, 739 F. App’x 851, 854 (7th Cir. 

2018) (refusing to remand for resentencing because the appellant “has failed to convince 

us that remanding the case will be anything but an exercise in futility”); United States v. 

LaFaive, 618 F.3d 613, 619 (7th Cir. 2010) (“Under these circumstances, we think it would 

be futile to remand to the district court simply so that the court could impose the same 

sentence.”); United States v. Abbas, 560 F.3d 660, 667 (7th Cir. 2009) (calling it a “pointless 

step” to remand “to the district court when we are convinced that the sentence the judge 

imposes will be identical to the one we remanded”); United States v. Avila, 557 F.3d 809, 

819 (7th Cir. 2009) (declining to remand for resentencing in part because “[n]othing in the 

sentencing hearing suggests that had the judge refused to admit the improper evidence, 

he would have imposed a different sentence”). 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 For the reasons stated above, this Court should affirm the judgment of the District 

Court. 

Dated at Milwaukee, Wisconsin, this 12th day of April, 2019. 

Respectfully submitted, 
 

MATTHEW D. KRUEGER    
      United States Attorney 
 

By: /s/Benjamin Taibleson 
 

BENJAMIN TAIBLESON 
Assistant United States Attorney 

 
 
 
530 United States Courthouse 
517 E. Wisconsin Ave 
Milwaukee, WI 53202 
(414) 297-1700 
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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT 
EASTERN DISTRICT OF WISCONSIN 

 
UNITED STATES OF AMERICA, 
    Plaintiff,   
 
  v.      Case No. 17-CR-184 
 
RICHARD WALKER,  
    Defendant. 
 
 

RECOMMENDATION 
 
 
 The grand jury returned an indictment charging Richard Walker with failing to 

register as a sex offender. (ECF No. 1.) Walker filed a motion to dismiss the indictment, 

arguing that, due to the nature of his underlying conviction, his obligation to register as 

a sex offender expired long before the offense date alleged in the indictment. (ECF No. 

11.) Walker asserts he is a Tier I sex offender for purposes of the Sex Offender 

Registration and Notification Act (SORNA). See 34 U.S.C. § 20911. As a result, he was 

required to register for 15 years. 34 U.S.C. § 20915(a)(1). Thus, his obligation to register 

as a result of the 1998 Colorado conviction referenced in the indictment expired long 

before the June 19, 2016 offense date alleged in the indictment. Consequently, as a 

matter of law, Walker’s failure to register was not a violation of 18 U.S.C. § 2250(a). 
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 The government responds1 that Walker “is at least a Tier II offender.” (ECF No. 

14 at 6.) Tier II offenders are required to register for 25 years, 42 U.S.C. § 16195(a)(2), 

and Tier III offenders are required to register for life, 42 U.S.C. § 16195(a)(3). Thus, 

Walker was still required to register as of the offense date alleged in the indictment. His 

failure to do so was a violation of 18 U.S.C. § 2250(a) and his motion to dismiss must be 

denied.  

Under SORNA, a defendant’s tier classification is determined by comparing the 

defendants prior sex offense with the offenses listed in SORNA’s tier definitions. See 42 

U.S.C. § 16911(2)-(4). Courts use what is referred to as the categorical approach for 

determining a defendant’s tier status. United States v. Taylor, 644 F. 3d 573, 576 (7th Cir. 

2011). Under the categorical approach, the court  compares the elements of the prior 

offense of conviction with the elements of the relevant federal offense, without regard to 

the actual facts underlying the defendant’s conviction. United States v. Woods, 576 F.3d 

400, 404 (7th Cir. 2009). If the elements of the prior offense “are the same as, or narrower 

than” the offense listed in the federal statute, there is a categorical match. See Descamps 

v. United States, ____U.S.____133 S. Ct. 2276, 2281 (2013). But if the elements of the prior 

conviction “sweep[] more broadly,” id. at 2283, such that there is a “realistic 

probability” that the statute of the offense of prior conviction encompasses conduct 

                                                 
1 The court previously recommended that Walker’s motion to dismiss be granted as unopposed when the 
government failed to respond to the motion. (ECF No. 13.) The government subsequently responded 
(ECF No. 14) and the court accepted this untimely response (ECF No. 17). Therefore, the court now 
vacates its prior recommendation (ECF No. 13).   
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outside of the offense articulated in the federal statute, then the prior offense is not a 

match, Gonzales v. Duenas-Alvarez, 549 U.S. 183, 193 (2007).  

   A person is a Tier III sex offender if he was convicted of an offense that “is 

comparable to or more severe than … abusive sexual contact (as described in section 

2244 of title 18, United States Code) against a minor who has not attained the age of 13 

years.” 34 U.S.C. § 20911(4), (ii). Section 2244(a)(5) describes abusive sexual contact as 

including “knowingly engag[ing] in [sexual contact] with another person who has not 

attained the age of 12 years.” 18 U.S.C. §§ 2241(c),  2244(a)(5).   

Walker was convicted of violating a Colorado statute that provided: “Any actor 

who knowingly subjects another not his or her spouse to any sexual contact commits 

sexual assault on a child if the victim is less than fifteen years of age and the actor is at 

least four years older than the victim.” Colo. Rev. Stat. § 18-3-405(1). Obviously, the 

statute Walker was convicted of violating differs from 18 U.S.C. §§ 2241(c) and  

2244(a)(5) with respect to the age of the victim. Sexual contact with a person who is at 

least 12 years old is not prohibited under 18 U.S.C. § 2244(a)(5) but a person could be 

convicted under the Colorado law for sexual contact with a person who is 12, 13, or 14. 

Thus, because the Colorado statute proscribes sexual contact with children older than 

those protected under 18 U.S.C. § 2244(a)(5), the offenses are not categorically identical.  

 But the government argues that, when it comes to determining a defendant’s tier 

under SORNA, even though otherwise applying the categorical approach the court may 
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look to the facts underlying the defendant’s conviction to determine the victim’s age. 

The government’s sole basis for its position are guidelines propounded by the Attorney 

General to “provide guidance and assistance to the states and other jurisdictions in 

incorporating the SORNA requirements into their sex offender registration and 

notification programs.” 73 Fed. Reg. 38030, 38031. But the government does not develop 

any argument as to why the court should regard guidelines issued by the Attorney 

General to assist states in complying with SORNA as controlling with respect to the 

question presented. Nor does the government cite any case where a court concluded 

that, while applying the categorical approach, it may look beyond the statutory 

elements of the offense of conviction and consider the victim’s age.  

Notwithstanding the government’s failure to identify any such controlling 

authority or develop its argument, the court has identified decisions from around the 

country accepting the government’s ultimate conclusion (albeit relying on different 

authority). Upon analyzing the relevant statutes, the Court of Appeals for the Tenth 

Circuit concluded, “Congress intended courts to use a categorical approach to 

determine the sex offender tier, with the exception that the court should consider the 

specific circumstances to determine the victim’s age.” United States v. White, 782 F.3d 

1118, 1133, 1134-35 (10th Cir. 2015). The Court of Appeals for the Fourth Circuit has 

agreed. United States v. Berry, 814 F.3d 192, 197 (4th Cir. 2016); cf. United States v. Byun, 

539 F.3d 982, 992-94 (9th Cir. 2008) (holding that the court may consider facts of the 
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underlying conviction to determine whether the offense was committed “against a 

minor”); see also United States v. Gonzalez-Medina, 757 F.3d 425, 431 (5th Cir. 2014) 

(holding that the court may consider facts of the underlying conviction to determine 

whether the 34 U.S.C. § 20911(5)(c) age-differential exception for offenses involving 

consensual sexual conduct applies). 

 The rationale for this limited exception to the categorical approach is explained 

in Berry. The advantage that the categorical approach has over the circumstance-specific 

approach, see, e.g., Nijhawan v. Holder, 557 U.S. 29, 34 (2009), is that it avoids the 

“daunting difficulties” associated with examining evidence to understand the specific 

circumstances of past convictions. 814 F.3d at 198 (citing Descamps, 133 S.Ct. at 2289). 

But determining age is a “straightforward and objective” inquiry that “involves the 

inspection of a single threshold fact.” Id. (quoting Hernandez-Zavala v. Lynch, 806 F.3d 

259, 267 (4th Cir. 2015)).    

Based on the reasoning set forth in White and Berry, the court concludes that it 

may consider the age of the victim in determining the defendant’s tier under SORNA. 

The government has provided the court with the affidavit and application for an arrest 

warrant filed in the underlying Colorado prosecution of Walker. (ECF No. 14-1 at 2-5.) 

Based on these documents, the government has reliably established that the victims of 

Walker’s offense were four and six years old. (ECF No. 14-1 at 2; see also ECF No. 14-1 at 

8 (stating victims were “under the age of ten”).)  
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Consequently, Walker is a Tier III sex offender, having been convicted of an 

offense that is comparable to or more severe than “abusive sexual contact (as described 

in section 2244 of title 18, United States Code) against a minor who has not attained the 

age of 13 years.” 34 U.S.C. § 20911(4)(A)(ii). A Tier III sex offender is required to register 

for the remainder of his life. 34 U.S.C. § 20915(a)(3).  

IT IS THEREFORE ORDERED that the court’s prior recommendation (ECF No. 

13) is vacated.  

IT IS FURTHER RECOMMENDED that Richard Walker’s Motion to Dismiss 

(ECF No. 11) be denied.   

Your attention is directed to 28 U.S.C. § 636(b)(1)(B) and (C) and Fed. R. Crim. P. 

59(b)(2), whereby written objections to any recommendation herein or part thereof may 

be filed within fourteen days of service of this recommendation or prior to the Final 

Pretrial Conference, whichever is earlier. Objections are to be filed in accordance with 

the Eastern District of Wisconsin’s electronic case filing procedures. Failure to file a 

timely objection with the district court shall result in a waiver of your right to appeal.   

Dated at Milwaukee, Wisconsin this 29th day of January, 2018. 
 
       _________________________ 
       WILLIAM E. DUFFIN 

      U.S. Magistrate Judge 
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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT 
EASTERN DISTRICT OF WISCONSIN 

 
 
UNITED STATES OF AMERICA, 
 
   Plaintiff, 
 
 v.       Case No. 17-CR-184-pp 
 
RICHARD WALKER, 
 
   Defendant. 
 
 
ORDER ADOPTING RECOMMENDATION (DKT. NO. 19) AND DENYING THE 

DEFENDANT’S MOTION TO DISMISS THE INDICTMENT (DKT. NO. 11) 
 

 
 On December 22, 2017, the defendant filed a motion to dismiss the 

indictment on the ground it fails to state a crime. Dkt. No. 11. The grand jury 

charged the defendant with failing to register under 18 U.S.C. §2250(a) of the 

Sex Offender Registration and Notification Act (SORNA) from June 2016 

through July 2017; the defendant argues that he was not required to register 

during this time. Id. Judge Duffin recommended that this court deny the 

motion to dismiss. Dkt. No. 19. The defendant objected, dkt. no. 24; the court 

reviews the motion de novo.  

I. Background 

 In 1997, the state of Colorado charged the defendant with aggravated 

incest of a person under ten years old; sexual assault on a child—pattern of 

abuse; sexual assault on a child by a person in a position of trust; and sexual 

assault onf a child. Dkt. No. 14-1 at 7-12. On November 10, 1998, the 
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defendant pled guilty to sexual assault of a child under Colorado Statute §18-

3-405(1). Dkt. Nos. 14 at 3; 14-1 at 1. The state court sentenced him to serve 

four years’ probation; the court revoked his probation in January of 2000, and 

the defendant served four years in prison. Dkt. No. 14-1 at 1. 

 Between 2006 and 2013, after moving to Illinois, the defendant was 

convicted of being a sex offender residing within 500 feet of a school; of 

aggravated battery; of obstruction; and of failure to register as a sex offender. 

Dkt. No. 3.  

 On October 24, 2017, the federal grand jury in this district returned a 

single-count indictment, alleging that beginning on or about June 19, 2016 

and continuing to July 31, 2017, the defendant failed to register as a sex 

offender under §2250(a). Dkt. No. 1. The defendant made his initial 

appearance in the District of Minnesota, dkt. no. 2, and appeared before 

Judge Duffin on November 27, 2017 for arraignment and plea hearing, dkt. 

no. 4.   

 The defendant filed a motion to dismiss, arguing that he could not have 

violated §2250(a), because during the period alleged in the indictment, he was 

not required to register as a sex offender. Dkt. No. 11. Specifically, the 

defendant noted that for a person to know how long he must continue to 

register as a sex offender, he needs to know whether he is classified as a Tier I, 

Tier II or Tier III offender under SORNA; to answer that question, a court in 

this circuit must use what is known as the “categorical approach”—comparing 

the elements of the defendant’s original offense of conviction with the elements 
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of a “generic” federal statute governing similar behavior. Id. at 2. The 

defendant argued that if the court were to apply the categorical approach in 

his case, it would conclude that he was a Tier I offender, subject to only a 

fifteen-year registration period. Id. at 5. The defendant argued that because 

the failure to register that gave rise to his federal indictment occurred some 

twenty years after his conviction, he no longer was required to register. Id. 

On January 5, 2018, Magistrate Judge Duffin issued a report, 

recommending that this court grant the defendant’s motion because the 

government had not opposed it. Dkt. No. 13. That same day, the government 

filed a response (with no explanation as to why the response was a day late). 

Dkt. No. 14. This court referred the motion back to Judge Duffin so that he 

could consider whether to accept the government’s late response. Dkt. No. 15.  

 Judge Duffin accepted the response, and on January 29, 2018, issued a 

recommendation on the merits. Dkt. No. 19. Relying on authority from the 

Fourth and Tenth Circuits, Judge Duffin concluded that there is a limited 

exception to the categorical approach that allows courts to look at a particular 

fact outside of the elements of the offenses—specifically, the age of the 

victim—to determine the defendant’s tier classification under SORNA. Id. at 4-

5. Based on the affidavit and application for an arrest warrant filed in the 

Colorado prosecution, Judge Duffin concluded the government had 

established that the victims of the state offense were four and six years old. Id. 

at 5. Consequently, Judge Duffin concluded that the defendant is a Tier III 

offender, required to register for life. Id. at 6. 
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II. Federal Procedural Background 

A. Standard of Review for Magistrate Judge’s Recommendation 

Federal Rule of Criminal Procedure 59(b) governs dispositive motion 

practice initiated before magistrate judgments. Parties have fourteen days to 

file “specific written objections” to a magistrate judge’s report and 

recommendation on a dispositive motion. Fed. R. Crim. P. 59(b)(2). When 

reviewing a magistrate’s recommendation, the district judge reviews de novo  

the recommendations of the magistrate judge to which a party timely objects. 

28 U.S.C. §636(b)(1); Fed. R. Crim. P. 59(b)(2), (3). The court can “accept, 

reject, or modify, in whole or in part, the findings or recommendations made 

by the magistrate.” 28 U.S.C. §636(b)(1). 

B. Defendant’s Motion to Dismiss 

 The defendant moved to dismiss the indictment on the ground that, as a 

Tier I offender, his registry requirement expired in March 2013—three years 

before the alleged failure to register began. Dkt. No. 24 at 1. He argued that 

the court must classify him as a Tier I offender, because his prior Colorado 

conviction was neither comparable to, nor more serious than, the “generic” 

offenses listed in Tiers II and III. Dkt. No. 11 at 2. The government responded 
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that the defendant is “at least” a Tier II offender,1 required to register for 

twenty-five years after the date of his conviction. Dkt. No. 14 at 6.  

 C. Recommendation 

 Judge Duffin began by agreeing that courts typically use a categorical 

approach for determining a defendant’s SORNA tier status. Dkt. No. 19 at 2 

(citing United States v. Taylor, 644 F.3d 573, 576 (7th Cir. 2011)). Following 

that approach, Judge Duffin compared the Colorado statute under which the 

defendant had been convicted (Colo. Rev. Stat. §18-3-405(1)) to the federal 

statute referenced in Tier III—18 U.S.C. §2244. Id. at 3. Judge Duffin found 

that the two offenses were not categorically identical: 

Walker was convicted of violating a Colorado statute that provided: 
“Any actor who knowingly subjects another not his or her spouse 
to any sexual contact commits sexual assault on a child if the 
victim is less than fifteen years of age and the actor is at least four 
years older than the victim.” Colo. Rev. Stat. § 18-3-405(1). 
Obviously, the statute Walker was convicted of violating differs 
from 18 U.S.C. §§ 2241(c) and 2244(a)(5) with respect to the age of 
the victim. Sexual contact with a person who is at least 12 years 
old is not prohibited under 18 U.S.C. § 2244(a)(5) but a person 
could be convicted under the Colorado law for sexual contact with 
a person who is 12, 13, or 14. Thus, because the Colorado statute 
proscribes sexual contact with children older than those protected 
under 18 U.S.C. § 2244(a)(5), the offenses are not categorically 
identical. 

 
Id.  
 
 Although noting that the government had not explained why the court 

should look to guidelines promulgated by the Attorney General (as it had 

                                         
1 In its response to the defendant’s objection to Judge Duffin’s report and 
recommendation, the government asserted that the defendant is a Tier III 
offender. Dkt. No. 25 at 9-10.  
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urged him to do), nor cited any cases supporting its position that the court 

should look beyond the statutory elements to consider the victim’s age, he 

nevertheless did so. In taking this approach, Judge Duffin followed the lead of 

the Fourth and Tenth Circuits. Id. at 4. Each of these circuits applied the 

categorical approach, but allowed the lower court to consider the specific 

circumstances of the underlying conviction for the limited purpose of 

determining the victim’s age. Id. at 4 (citing United States v. White, 782 F.3d 

1118, 1133, 1134-35 (10th Cir. 2015) and United States v. Berry, 814 F.3d 

192, 197 (4th Cir. 2016)). Judge Duffin discussed the rationale of this limited 

exception to the categorical approach over the circumstance-specific 

approach—the fact that determining age (unlike comparing the evidence 

underlying past convictions) is a “‘straightforward and objective’ inquiry that 

‘involves the inspection of a single threshold fact.’” Id. at 5.  

 In recommending that this court deny the motion to dismiss, Judge 

Duffin looked to the age of the defendant’s victims, found in the underlying 

affidavit and application for arrest warrant supporting the Colorado 

conviction. Id. Because the victims were four and six years old, Judge Duffin 

determined that the defendant is a Tier III sex offender who committed abusive 

sexual contact against a minor who has not attained the age of thirteen years, 

34 U.S.C. §20911(4)(A)(ii), and who thus was required to register for life, 34 

U.S.C. §20915(a)(3). Id. at 6. He vacated his prior recommendation, and 

recommended to this court that it deny the motion to dismiss. Id. 
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D.  Defendant’s Objection 

 In his objection, the defendant argued that Judge Duffin had 

“supplement[ed]” the categorical approach by making a factual inquiry into the 

victims’ ages. Dkt. No. 24 at 1-2. He argued that in doing so, Judge Duffin had 

violated Supreme Court and Seventh Circuit precedent, both of which require 

lower courts to conduct a purely categorical analysis. Id. (citing Taylor, 644 

F.3d at 576; Descamps v. United States, 570 U.S. 254 (2013)). The defendant 

also argued that the recommendation’s factual findings were based on nothing 

more than the arrest warrant affidavit submitted by the government. Id. at 5. 

III. Analysis 

Section 2250 makes it a federal crime for any “sex offender” who is 

required to register under SORNA, and who travels in interstate or foreign 

commerce, to knowingly fail to register or update his registration. 18 U.S.C. 

§2250(a). Sex offenders must register in the jurisdictions in which they live, 

work and go to school no later than three days after changing their name, 

residence, employment or student status. 34 U.S.C. §§20913(a), (c). 

Throughout the registration period, registrants must keep their registrations 

current. 34 U.S.C. §20915(a).2 

To prove that a defendant is guilty of violating §2250(a), the government 

must prove three elements. First, it must prove that “[t]he defendant was 

                                         
2 Effective September 1, 2017, the SORNA provisions located at 42 U.S.C. 
§16911 were relocated to 34 U.S.C. §20911. The language remains the same. 
The parties have cited both to the former and current statutes in their briefs. 
The court uses the current version. 
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required to register under the Sex Offender Registration and Notification Act.” 

Seventh Circuit Pattern Federal Jury Instructions—Criminal (2012 ed.) 

(revised Feb. 2013), 18 U.S.C. § 2250(a) Failure to Register/Update as Sex 

Offender—Elements. Second, it must prove that the defendant knowingly 

failed either to register or to update his registration. Id. Finally, it must prove 

that the defendant traveled in interstate or foreign commerce after failing to 

register, or update his registration. Id.  

The defendant does not argue that he is not a “sex offender,” as that 

phrase is defined for the purposes of SORNA. He does not dispute that at one 

point in time, the law did require him to register. He does not dispute that he 

traveled in interstate commerce. The defendant argues that the government 

cannot prove the first element of the offense—that he was required to 

register—because on the dates alleged in the indictment, his registration 

period had expired.  

A. Threshold Issue—Is This a Question for the Court, or for a Jury? 

Fed. R. Crim. P. 12(b)(3)(B) allows a party to challenge a defect in the 

indictment—including “failure to state an offense”—“if the basis for the motion 

is then reasonably available and the motion can be determined without a trial 

on the merits.” Fed. R. Crim. P. 7(c)(1) requires that an indictment contain a 

“plain, concise, and definite written statement of the essential facts 

constituting the offense charged . . . .” “The true test of the sufficiency of an 

indictment is . . . whether it contains the elements of the offense intended to 
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be charged.” United States v. Senak, 477 F.2d 304, 306 (7th Cir. 1973) 

(quoting Hagner v. United States, 285 U.S. 427, 431 (1932)).   

The Seventh Circuit has noted that determining the “[f]acial sufficiency” 

of an indictment “is not a high hurdle.” United States v. Bates, 96 F.3d 964, 

970 (7th Cir. 1996). Here, the indictment against the defendant states all three 

of the elements of §2250(a). It states that the defendant was convicted of a sex 

offense in 1988. Dkt. No. 1 at §2. It states that he traveled in interstate 

commerce in 2016, after  he had been convicted of that sex offense. Id. at §3. 

And it states—admittedly without additional detail—that he was required to 

register as a sex offender. Id. at §4. On its face, then, the indictment is valid, 

because it states the elements of the crime alleged, and provides dates 

sufficient to advise the defendant of the acts that the government asserts 

violated the law. 

Given that, it would appear to be up to the finder of fact—the jury—to 

determine whether the government could prove the first element of the 

charged offense beyond a reasonable doubt. A criminal defendant has a right 

to “a jury determination that [he] is guilty of every element of the crime with 

which he is charged, beyond a reasonable doubt.” Apprendi v. N.J., 530 U.S. 

466, 477 (2000) (quoting United States v. Gaudin, 515 U.S. 506, 510 (1995)). 

For a jury to make this determination, however, it would have to determine 

whether the defendant was required to register as a sex offender any time 

between June 2006 and July 31, 2017. How would a jury make that 
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determination? It would have to determine the defendant’s tier classification 

under SORNA.  

 The length of time that a sex offender is required to register is 

determined by the offender’s tier status. 34 U.S.C. §20915(a). Tier I offenders 

must register for fifteen years, Tier II offenders for twenty-five years, and Tier 

III offenders for life. Id. To determine an offender’s tier classification, one must 

compare the statute under which the offender accrued the “sex offense” with 

certain offenses listed in 34 U.S.C. §20911, and must determine whether the 

sex offense “is comparable to or more severe than” the offenses listed in that 

statute.  

 Conducting a statutory comparison to determine whether one crime is 

“comparable to or more severe than” another crime seems more like deciding a 

question of law than deciding a question of fact. Without specifically saying as 

much, other courts have treated it as a matter of law in the context of deciding 

a defendant’s tier categorization for purposes of applying the Sentencing 

Guidelines. See, e.g., United States v. Cabrera-Gutierrez, 756 F.3d 1125 (9th 

Cir. 2014), cert. den., ___ U.S. ___, 135 S. Ct. 124 (2014); Taylor; White; 

United States v. Berry, 814 F.3d 192 (4th Cir. 2016).  

 The court found two cases in which a defendant had filed a motion to 

dismiss the indictment because he no longer was required to register as a sex 

offender on the date alleged. In United States v. Black, 963 F.Supp. 2d 790 

(E.D. Tenn. 2013), the district did not question whether the defendant’s tier 

classification was a question of law for the court to decide; it simply decided it. 
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Id. at 793-796 (concluding that the defendant was a Tier II sex offender, 

subject to a twenty-five year registration period, and denying the defendant’s 

motion to dismiss the indictment). In contrast, the district court for the 

District of South Dakota asked the parties to brief the question. United States 

v. Marrowbone, 102 F.Supp. 3d 1101 (D. S.D. 2015). The parties agreed “that 

the tier determination of a sex offender is for the court, not a jury, to decide.” 

Id. at 1107. The district court agreed.   

 The Marrowbone court described the tier classification process as one of 

statutory interpretation, and noted that the “general rule” was that “statutory 

interpretation is the court’s duty.” Id. The court also observed that the 

underlying facts of the sex offense that gave rise to a failure to register charge 

were not relevant to the question of guilt, but that if a jury were to decide the 

defendant’s tier classification, it would be exposed to those underlying facts 

(and possibly unfairly prejudiced). Id. Finally, the Marrowbone court expressed 

concern that allowing juries to determine a defendant’s tier classification could 

“result in inconsistent tier classifications for similarly situated defendants.” Id. 

The court opined that this would be unfair, because “[d]efendants accused of 

the federal crime of failing to register under 18 U.S.C. § 2250 are entitled to a 

bright line, consistently drawn by the courts through reasoned opinions, . . . 

so that they may have clear notice of the duration of their registration 

obligations.” Id.  

 This court agrees, and concludes that while the question of whether the 

defendant was required to register under SORNA normally would be a 
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question for a jury to determine, the court must make the legal determination 

of whether the defendant’s tier classification required him to register on the 

dates in the indictment. 

B. Main Question—What is the Defendant’s Tier Classification? 

  An offender is a Tier I offender if he or she is not a Tier II or Tier III 

offender. 34 U.S.C. §20911. Tier II sex offenders include all sex offenders 

(other than Tier III) who committed an offense (1) punishable by imprisonment 

for more than one year and (2) “comparable to or more severe than” one of the 

federal enumerated offenses, including abusive sexual contact as described in 

18 U.S.C. §2244. 34 U.S.C. §20911(3)(A)(iv). Tier III offenders include those 

who committed an offense (1) punishable by imprisonment for more than one 

year, (2) comparable to or more severe than aggravated sexual abuse or sexual 

abuse as described in 18 U.S.C. §§2241 and 2242 or abusive sexual contact as 

described in section 18 U.S.C. §2244, and (3) against a minor who has not 

attained the age of thirteen years. 34 U.S.C. §20911(4)(A)(ii). Section 2241(c) 

describes the offense of crossing state lines to engage in a sexual act with a 

person who has not attained the age of twelve years. Section 2244 cross-

references with §§2241, 2242, 2243 and 2244.    

1. Colorado Statute: Sexual Assault on a Child 

 In 1998, the defendant pled guilty to sexual assault on a child under 

Colorado statute §18-3-405(1): 

Any actor who knowingly subjects another not his or her spouse to 
any sexual contact commits sexual assault on a child if the victim 
is less than fifteen years of aget and the actor is at least four years 
older than the victim.  
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Colo. Rev. Stat. §18-3-405(1) (1990 Main Volume). Such a violation 

constituted a felony under Colorado law. Id. at 405(2). Under the 

Colorado statute, the defendant could not argue lack of knowledge of the 

victim’s age as a defense: 

If the criminality of conduct depends on a child’s being below the 
age of fifteen, it shall be no defense that the defendant did not 
know the child’s age or that he reasonably believed the child to be 
fifteen years of age or older. 
  

Colo. Rev. Stat. §18-3-406(2) (1990 Main Volume). 
 
 The government argued that the statute under which the defendant was 

convicted was categorically comparable to the Tier II sex offenses listed in 

SORNA. Dkt. No. 14 at 5. For the defendant to qualify as a Tier II sex offender, 

his underlying offense of conviction had to be a felony (it was), and it had to be 

“comparable” to certain enumerated federal sex offenses, the most similar 

being abusive sexual contact in violation of 18 U.S.C. §2244. 34 U.S.C. 

§20911(3). 

2. Comparable statutes  

 One next must look to whether the Colorado statute under which the 

defendant was convicted is “comparable” to 18 U.S.C. §2244. Section 2244(a) 

says that anyone who knowingly engages in sexual contact with another 

person is guilty of abusive sexual contact if the defendant’s actions would 

violate any of several aggravated sexual abuse statues had those actions 

constituted sex acts, instead of sexual contact. The statutes listed in §2244(a) 
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are 18 U.S.C. §2241, aggravated sexual abuse; 18 U.S.C. §2242, sexual abuse; 

and 18 U.S.C. §2243, sexual abuse of a minor or ward. 

a. §2241 

Section 2241—specifically, subsection (c), which is the portion of the 

statute that addresses aggravated sexual abuse of children—prohibits a 

person from knowingly engaging in a sexual act with someone who has not 

attained the age of twelve years. To prove a violation of §2241(c), the 

government is not required to prove that the defendant knew that the victim 

was under the age of twelve. 18 U.S.C. §2241(d).  

b. §2242 

Section 2242(2)(A) prohibits a person from engaging in a sexual act with 

a person who is “incapable of appraising the nature of the conduct.”  The 

statute does not allow lack of knowledge as a defense. 

c. §2243 

Section 2243(a) prohibits a person from knowingly engaging in a sexual 

act with someone who has reached the age of twelve, but has not yet reached 

the age of sixteen, and is at least four years younger than the defendant. In 

contrast to §2241, however, it is a valid defense to a §2243 charge “that the 

defendant reasonably believed that the other person had attained the age of 16 

years.” 18 U.S.C. §2243(c)(1).      

SO: the Colorado statute prohibits sexual contact with children less 

than fifteen years old; §2241(c) prohibits sexual contact with victims under 

twelve; §2242(2)(A) prohibits sexual contact with someone who is incapable of 
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appraising the nature of the conduct; and §2243(a) prohibits sexual contact 

with victims between the ages of twelve and sixteen, if the defendant is at least 

four years older than the victim. Additionally, it is no defense to a violation of 

the Colorado statute that the defendant may have believed the victim was over 

the age of fifteen. It is no defense to a violation of §2241(c) that the defendant 

may have believed that the victim was over the age of twelve. It is a defense to 

§2243 that the defendant believed the victim to be over the age of sixteen. The 

parties agree that the statutes are not identical. But SORNA does not require 

that they be “identical.” It requires that they be “comparable.” The next 

question, then, is how the court goes about determining whether the Colorado 

statute is “comparable” with any of the above statutes. 

  3.  Approaches  

 Courts use one of three approaches to compare statutes. The categorical 

approach requires the comparing court to focus only the elements of the 

crime, without considering or looking at the facts underlying the original 

conviction. See Taylor v. United States, 495 U.S. 575, 588-89 (1990). Where 

the statute under which the defendant was convicted “sweeps more broadly 

than the generic crime,” the underlying conviction does not categorically 

match the generic crime. Descamps, 570 U.S. at 261 (addressing the 

categorical approach in the context of the Armed Career Criminal Act).  

The modified categorical approach allows a court to use the categorical 

approach when a defendant’s prior conviction involved a divisible statute—

that is, a statute that “sets out one or more elements of the offense in the 
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alternative.” Id. at 257. In cases involving divisible statutes, courts can look to 

certain documents, such as the indictment, plea or jury instructions, to 

determine which alternative formed the basis of conviction. Id. 

Finally, under the circumstance-specific approach, the court focuses on 

the facts, rather than the elements, of the prior conviction. See Nijhawan v. 

Holder, 557 U.S. 29, 34 (2009). 

 4. Application of the Categorical Approach 

 The defendant asserts, and the government does not dispute, that the 

Seventh Circuit has used the categorical approach to compare statutes in this 

context. In Taylor, the Seventh Circuit said that district courts “usually” 

determine an offender’s tier classification for the purposes of SORNA by using 

the categorial approach. Taylor, 644 F.3d at 576 (citing United States v. 

Smith, 544 F.3d 781, 786 (7th Cir. 2008); Begay v. United States, 553 U.S. 

137, 141 (2008)).   

 In his motion to dismiss the indictment, the defendant argued that the 

court should compare the elements of the Colorado statute to the elements of 

§2243(c). Dkt. No. 11 at 4. He asserted that the Colorado statute was not a 

“categorical” match with §2243(c), because the Colorado statute criminalized 

sexual conduct with someone under the age of fifteen regardless of whether 

that person believed the victim to be fifteen or older, while the federal statute 

did not criminalize the conduct if the defendant believed the victim was “of 

age.” Id. at 4-5. 
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 In its response, the government did not directly address this argument. 

Instead, it compared the Colorado statute with §2241(c)—which prohibits 

sexual contact with a person who has not attained the age of twelve—and 

quoted subsection (d), which states that the government is not required to 

show that the defendant did not know that the victim had not attained the age 

of twelve to prove a violation. Dkt. No. 14 at 5-6. 

 The defendant replied that by asking the court to compare the Colorado 

statute to §2241(c), the government was asking the court to use “the victim’s 

age, not the statute of conviction,” to determine the defendant’s tier level. Dkt. 

No. 18 at 2. 

 Before Judge Duffin, neither party undertook a direct comparison of the 

Colorado statute with all three of the offenses listed in §2244. Before wading 

into the weeds of the issues the parties have raised in response to Judge 

Duffin’s recommendation, the court will undertake that comparison. 

a. §2241(c) 

 The Colorado statute prohibits sexual contact with a victim “less than 

fifteen years of age,” if the actor is at least four years older than the victim. 

There is no defense for believing that the victim was fifteen or older. So the 

Colorado statute captures anyone who has sexual contact with a person under 

the age of fifteen, as long as that person is at least four years older than the 

victim. 

 Section 2241(c) prohibits sexual contact with a victim who has not 

attained the age of twelve. Like the Colorado statute, there is no defense for 
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believing that the victim was fifteen or older. So §2241(c) captures anyone who 

has sexual contact with someone who has not attained the age of twelve.  

 If the Colorado statute “sweeps more broadly”—criminalizes a broader 

category of conduct—than the federal statute, Descamps, 570 U.S. at 261, it 

cannot serve as a predicate offense for Tier II (or Tier III) classification. Does 

the Colorado statute capture more conduct than §2241(c)? The answer would 

be an unqualified “yes” if it stopped at prohibiting sexual contact with anyone 

under the age of fifteen, because it would capture every defendant captured by 

the federal statute plus defendants who had sexual contact with thirteen- and 

fourteen-year-olds. But the requirement that the defendant be at least four 

years older than the victim narrows the reach of the Colorado statute. While 

the federal statute would capture a fourteen-year-old who had sexual contact 

with an eleven-year-old, the Colorado statute would not. On the other hand, 

the Colorado statute would capture an eighteen-year-old who had sexual 

contact with a thirteen-year-old; the federal statute would not.  

 Simply looking at the elements of the two statutes, then, one cannot tell 

whether the Colorado statute sweeps more broadly then the federal statute. 

b. §2242(2)(A) 

Section 2242(2)(A) prohibits a person from knowingly engaging in sexual 

contact with someone who is incapable of recognizing the nature of the 

conduct.  

Neither party compared the Colorado statute with this one, despite the 

fact that this is one of the offenses listed in §2244. The relevant portion of the 
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statute—18 U.S.C. §2242(2)(A)—forbids engaging in a sexual act with someone 

who is “incapable of appraising the nature of the conduct.” The Seventh 

Circuit has held that this statute provides that “[k]knowingly engaging in a 

sexual act with a person under the age of 18 amounts to a crime . . . when the 

juvenile is incapable of appraising the nature of the act . . . .” United States v. 

Julian, 427 F.3d 471, 479-80 (7th Cir. 2005).  

This statute appears to be very broad. It places no age limitation on the 

victim. It requires no age differential between the offender and the victim. It 

arguably applies to a larger universe of victims than either the Colorado 

statute or the other federal statutes—children who, by virtue of age, are 

incapable of understanding the nature of sexual conduct; adults with cognitive 

disabilities; adults who are incapacitated due to drugs or alcohol; seniors with 

cognitive impairment. While the court could find little case law involving the 

statute, it found several instances in which a defendant had been charged 

both with sexual abuse of a child under 18 U.S.C. §2241(c) and sexual abuse 

of a victim under §2242(2)(A), implying what seems logical—that a child so 

young is incapable of understanding the nature of the sexual act. See, e.g., 

United States v. Britt, 576 Fed. App’x 959 (11th Cir. 2014); United States v. 

Burke, 80 F.3d 314 (8th Cir. 1996); United States v. Medicine Horse, Case No. 

CR-11-35, 2012 WL 1999525 (D. Mont. June 4, 2012).  

The statute does not define what it means to be “incapable of appraising 

the nature” of the conduct. But if one assumes that children under the age of 

fifteen are “incapable of appraising the nature” of sexual contact/assault, then 
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§2242(2)(A) appears to be much broader, and to encompass far more behavior, 

than the Colorado statute. And if that is the case, then the Colorado statute is 

a categorical match with §2242(2)(A). 

  The Seventh Circuit Pattern Jury Instructions provide that the 

government must prove three elements to prove a charge under §2242(2)(A): 

(1) that the defendant knowingly engaged in sexual contact, (b) that the victim 

was incapable of recognizing the nature of the conduct, and (c) that the 

defendant’s actions took place in the United States or its jurisdictions. 

Seventh Circuit Pattern Federal Jury Instructions—Criminal, 18 U.S.C. 

§2244(a)(2)3 Abusive Sexual Contact—Incapacitated Victim—Elements (2012 

ed.) (Revised 2013).  

 Both statutes, then, require the defendant to knowingly have sexual 

contact. The Colorado statute requires that the victim be under age fifteen and 

the defendant be more than four years older than the victim, while the federal 

statute requires only that the victim was incapable of recognizing the nature of 

the conduct. Looking at the requirements of the two statutes, as the 

categorical approach requires, it appears to this court that the Colorado 

statute penalizes a subset of the conduct penalized by §2242(2)(A), and thus 

that it is a categorical match. 

                                         
3 The title of this instruction is puzzling. Section 2244(a)(2) simply punishes 
any “sexual contact” that would violate §2242(2)(A) had it been a sexual act. 
The preceding instruction is captioned “18 U.S.C. § 2244(a), 2242 Abusive 
Sexual Contact – Elements,” but it provides the elements for a violation of 
§2242(1) only. It appears that the jury instruction committee may have left out 
of the caption of this instruction the reference to §2242(2)(A). 
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c. §2243(a) 

 Finally, §2243(a) prohibits sexual contact with a person who has 

attained the age of twelve, but has not yet reached the age of sixteen, if the 

defendant is at least four years older than the victim. The federal statute, 

unlike the Colorado statute, provides a defense if the defendant can establish 

by a preponderance of the evidence that he or she reasonably believed that the 

victim was sixteen or older. 

 It appears that §2243(a) criminalizes less conduct than the Colorado 

statute. It places a minimum age limit on victims—the victim must be at least 

twelve for the federal statute to apply—while the Colorado statute reaches all 

victims who are younger than fifteen. It also provides that, regardless of the 

victim’s age, the defendant has a defense if he or she can demonstrate a 

reasonable belief that the victim had reached the age of sixteen. It does not 

appear that §2243(a) is a categorical match for the Colorado statute. 

5. Further Considerations 

 The court has concluded that the Colorado statute is a categorical 

match for 18 U.S.C. §2242(2)(A). That means that the defendant is at least a 

Tier II offender under SORNA, because his state offense was a felony, and was 

comparable to or more severe than §2242(2)(A). 

 While the parties did not provide Judge Duffin with categorical 

comparisons of the statutes listed in §2244, the defense argued to the judge 

that the government’s suggestion that Judge Duffin look to the age of the 

defendant’s victims (implied at Dkt. No. 14 at p. 5) amounted to an invitation 
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that Judge Duffin go beyond the categorical approach. The defense argued 

that by urging Judge Duffin to look at the underlying facts of the defendant’s 

conviction—the age of his victims, in particular—the government was asking 

the court to ignore Seventh Circuit precedent. Dkt. No. 18 at 2-4 (citing Taylor, 

644 F.3d at 576). 

 Even though the government had not provided any authority for its 

argument, Judge Duffin found two circuit-level cases in which the courts 

concluded, for the purposes of determining the defendant’s tier level to 

calculate his federal sentencing guideline range, that courts may depart from 

the categorical approach for the limited purpose of determining the age of the 

defendant’s victims. Dkt. No. 19 at 4-6 (citing White and Berry). Judge Duffin 

found the reasoning in those decisions persuasive, and in deciding that the 

Colorado conviction was a categorical match, looked at the affidavit in support 

of the search warrant and the application for the warrant to determine the age 

of the defendant’s victims. Dkt. No. 19 at 5. 

 This conclusion formed the basis of the defendant’s objection to Judge 

Duffin’s recommendation. The defendant argued that Judge Duffin should not 

have followed the reasoning of the Tenth and Fourth Circuits, because to do so 

would “undermine the function of a jury, deprive[] defendants of the benefit of 

their plea bargains, and require[] evidentiary findings and further litigation.” 

Dkt. No. 24 at 5. He also argued that the White and Berry decisions were 

contrary to the Supreme Court’s decisions in Taylor and Descamps. Id. 
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 The government responded that it was necessary for courts to look at 

the ages of the defendant’s victims to determine his tier application. Dkt. No. 

25 at 8. It also responded that, contrary to the defendant’s assertion, there 

was Seventh Circuit support for Judge Duffin’s position. Id. at 10-11. While 

the defendant filed a detailed reply, he did not address the government’s 

assertion that there was Seventh Circuit support for looking at the ages of the 

victims of the defendant’s underlying offense. Dkt. No. 30. 

 Because this court has concluded that the Colorado conviction is a 

categorical match, it will deny the defendant’s motion to dismiss the 

indictment. The fact that the defendant is at least a Tier II offender under 

SORNA means that he was required to register for at least twenty-five years 

after the date of the Colorado conviction—that is, until 2023. This means that 

the defendant was under a statutory obligation to register between June 2006 

and July 2017, the dates alleged in the indictment. That decision resolves the 

pending motion. 

 But this does not resolve the question of the defendant’s SORNA tier 

classification. If the defendant either pleads guilty or is convicted after a trial, 

the question of whether he is a Tier II or Tier III offender under SORNA 

becomes relevant. Section 2A3.5 of the sentencing guidelines governs failure to 

register convictions under §2250(a). It requires a person trying to calculate a 

defendant’s base offense level to determine the defendant’s tier classification: 

the base offense level is 16 for a Tier III offender, 14 for a Tier II offender and 
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12 for a Tier I offender. U.S.S.G. §2A3.5(a). The government is correct that the 

Seventh Circuit has spoken on the issue in the sentencing context. 

In Taylor, the court began by noting that in trying to determine a 

defendant’s classification under SORNA, the trial judge “usually accomplishes 

this task by examining the elements of the statute under which the defendant 

was convicted.” Taylor, 644 F.3d at 576. The problem in the Taylor case, 

however, was that Taylor was convicted under a military statute that 

prohibited sodomy “in all its forms”—consensual, forcible or involving a child. 

Id. The trial judge had examined the state court charging document to 

determine the type of sodomy of which Taylor had been convicted; Taylor 

argued that in doing so, the sentencing judge had committed reversible error 

by using a “modified categorical approach.” Id.  

The Seventh Circuit observed that it previously had held “that when a 

statute proscribes multiple types of conduct, some of which would constitute a 

violent felony and some of which would not, a judge may examine a ‘limited 

range of additional material’ in order to determine whether the defendant 

pleaded guilty to the portion of the statute that constitutes a violent felony.” 

Id. (citations omitted). The court applied that same rationale to Taylor’s 

situation. It concluded that, because the statute under which Taylor had been 

convicted prohibited all forms of sodomy, it was “impossible to determine from 

the face of the statute whether Taylor pleaded guilty to forcible sodomy, 

consensual sodomy, or sodomy of a child.” Id. at 576-77. The court observed 

that if one hewed to the pure categorical approach, forcible sodomy 
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convictions under the statute of which Taylor was convicted always would 

qualify as Tier I sex offenses, despite the fact that the statute prohibited 

different degrees of conduct. Id. at 577. Because Taylor was convicted under a 

statute that prohibited multiple kinds of conduct, the court affirmed the 

district court’s decision to look beyond the elements of the military offense, 

and held that “a judge may examine a limited set of additional materials—

such as the charging instrument in this case—to determine” which portion of 

the statute comprised the offense of conviction. Id. at 577. 

Taylor involved an underlying sex offense statute that prohibited 

multiple kinds of conduct; this case does not. But more recently, the Seventh 

Circuit discussed the “elements-centric” categorical approach in United States 

v. Rogers, 804 F.3d 1233 (7th Cir. 2015). In Rogers, the defendant challenged 

the district court’s application of a sentencing enhancement under U.S.S.G. 

§2A3.5(b)(1)(A), which requires the sentencing court to enhance the 

defendant’s base offense level by 6 if he committed a “sex offense” while in 

failure-to-register status. Id. at 1235. The sentencing court found that while 

on failure-to-register status, Rogers had committed incest under Indiana law. 

Id. at 1236. To decide whether to apply the sentencing enhancement, the 

district court had to determine whether incest under Indiana law was a “sex 

offense” under SORNA, and whether that offense fell within a limited exception 

to SORNA’s definition of “sex offenses” which provides that consensual sex 

offenses are not “sex offenses” for SORNA purposes if the victim was at least 

thirteen years old and the offender was not more than four years older than 
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the victim. Id. (citing 34 U.S.C. §20911(5)(c)). The defendant asked the district 

court to apply the categorical approach, and argued that incest under Indiana 

law was not a categorical match because it did not include non-consent as an 

element. Id. 

The Rogers court described what the defendant was requesting as “the 

‘elements-centric’ categorical approach.” Id. The court explained that this 

approach “applies when the statute in question speaks in categorical or 

elements-based terms rather than ‘circumstance specific’ terms.” Id. (quoting 

Nijhawan, 557 U.S. at 36). As an example of this kind of statute, the court 

pointed to the Armed Career Criminal Act, which increases the sentence “of a 

defendant who has three ‘previous convictions’ for a violent felony—not a 

defendant who has thrice committed such a crime.” Id. (citing Descamps, 570 

U.S. at 267). The court held that in such a circumstance, Congress intended 

the court “to look only to the fact that the defendant had been convicted of 

crimes falling within certain categories, and not to the facts underlying the 

prior convictions.” Id. (quoting Descamps, 570 U.S. at 267). 

The Seventh Circuit applied that “elements-centric” categorical approach 

to determine whether Rogers’s incest offense qualified as a “sex offense” under 

SORNA; it pointed out that the very definition of a “sex offense” under SORNA 

required the court to determine whether the underlying offense had “an 

element” involving a sexual act or sexual contact. Id. at 1237 (citing 34 U.S.C. 

§20911(5)(A)(i)). 
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The more difficult question, however, was whether incest under Indiana 

law fell into SORNA’s exception for consensual sex offenses where the victim 

was at least thirteen and the perpetrator was no more than four years older 

than the victim. Id. The court observed that the exception used “fact-specific 

language, strongly suggesting that a conduct-based inquiry applies.” Id. The 

exception, the court pointed out, “contains a string of fact-based qualifiers: ‘if 

the victim was an adult,’ ‘unless the adult was under the custodial authority of 

the offender at the time of the offense,’ ‘if the victim was at least 13 years old 

and the offender was not more than 4 years older than the victim.’” Id. 

(quoting 34 U.S.C. §20911(5)(C) (emphasis in the original). The court found 

that this language did not refer to the elements of the offense, but to the 

specific facts of the offense, and thus, that the categorical approach did not 

apply to determine whether the exception applied. Id. (emphasis added).   

The government made no mention of Rogers in its objection to the 

defendant’s motion to dismiss the indictment. Dkt. No. 14. Judge Duffin did 

not discuss it in his report and recommendation. Dkt. No. 19. The defendant 

has not addressed Rogers anywhere in his pleadings.  

Arguably, the Seventh Circuit’s reasoning in Rogers signals that in a 

case such as this one, the Seventh Circuit might apply the categorical 

approach to the question of whether the defendant is a “sex offender”—one 

who was convicted of a “sex offense”—but would apply a conduct-based 

approach to the question of whether the defendant is a Tier II or Tier III 

offender for sentencing purposes. The major difference between a Tier II and 
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Tier III offender is the age of the victim; to qualify as Tier III offender, the 

victim must have been under the age of thirteen. 

Arguably, the Seventh Circuit might view the under-thirteen 

requirement for Tier III offenders as one of those “qualifiers” that implies a 

need to look at the actual age of a defendant’s victim. While the Tenth Circuit 

in White relied on SORNA’s legislative history and the reasoning in other cases 

to reach its conclusion that a sentencing court could look at a defendant’s age 

to determine tier classification, it hinted at some of the same reasoning used 

by the Rogers court. It noted that, while a categorical approach to whether one 

is a sex offender “gives the defendant most of the benefits of a plea bargain, 

strictly confines the need to consult documents from a prior proceeding, and 

avoids the inequity of relying on allegations of the indictment where the 

defendant may have had no reason to challenge those assertions,” “a victim’s 

age is a single fact that is easy to prove and, in an ordinary case, not easily 

disputed.” White, 782 F.3d at 1135. The Fourth Circuit came to the same 

conclusion in Berry. Berry, 814 F.3d at 197. 

In objecting to this reasoning, the defendant has urged the court to 

focus on the relationship between two Supreme Court cases: Nijhawan and 

Moncrieffe v. Holder, 569 U.S. 184 (2013). Nijhawan involved the question of 

whether the defendant’s conviction for conspiracy to commit various frauds 

that did not require a finding of any particular monetary loss amount qualified 

his conviction as an “aggravated felony” which made him subject to removal. 

Nijhawan, 557 U.S. at 32-33. The definition of an “aggravated felony” included 
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a requirement that the loss amount exceed $10,000. Id. at 32. The Supreme 

Court found that the “aggravated felony” statute “contains some language that 

refers to generic crimes and some language that almost certainly refers to the 

specific circumstances in which a crime was committed.” Id. at 38. The Court 

found that the portion of the statute that required loss of over $10,000 was 

“consistent with a circumstance-specific approach.” Id.  

In Moncrieffe, the Court considered whether the petitioner’s conviction 

for possession of marijuana with intent to distribute under Georgia law 

constituted an “aggravated felony” for the purposes of deportation under the 

Immigration and Nationality Act. Moncrieffe, 569 U.S. at 188-89. The Supreme 

Court began with the categorical approach, noting that it had a “long pedigree 

in our Nation’s immigration law.” Id. at 190-91. The Court compared 

Moncrieffe’s Georgia conviction to a conviction under the generic federal crime 

of 21 U.S.C. §841(a)(1). Id. at 192-93. The Court noted that the federal statute 

certainly made it illegal to possess marijuana with intent to distribute it—the 

crime for which Moncrieffe had been convicted in Georgia. Id. at 192. But, the 

Court observed, the federal statute had another component—one that 

provided that if the defendant violated the statute by distributing only a small 

amount of marijuana for no remuneration, he must be convicted of a 

misdemeanor. Id. at 193-94. Accordingly, the Court found, the only way to 

know whether possession with intent to distribute marijuana constitutes a 

felony under the federal law is to know whether the defendant sold a small 

amount, and whether he got paid. Id. The Court concluded that Moncrieffe’s 
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conviction could correspond to either a felony conviction or a misdemeanor 

offense under §841. For that reason, the Court found that Moncrieffe had not 

been convicted of an aggravated felony under the Immigration and Nationality 

Act (INA). Id. at 194-95. 

The Nijhawan approach is similar to the approach the Seventh Circuit 

used in Rogers. In fact, the Seventh Circuit pointed to the reasoning in 

Nijhawan in support of its distinction between the kinds of statutes requiring 

an “elements-centric” approach and the kinds containing “circumstance 

specific” language. Rogers, 804 F.3d at 1236 (citing Nijhawan, 557 U.S. at 36). 

The defendant, however, argues that in Moncrieffe, the Supreme Court 

“rejected the proposed expansion of the circumstance-specific inquiry beyond 

loss amount.” Dkt. No. 24 at 8. The defendant also argues that Nijhawan 

involved a civil proceeding—deportation—where the government was required 

to meet only a clear and convincing evidence standard, rather than the more 

stringent reasonable doubt standard applicable in criminal cases. Id. at 9. 

Thus, the defendant argues, it would be unfair to use the circumstance-

specific approach articulated in Nijhawan to determine a sex offender’s SORNA 

tier based on facts that have not been proven beyond a reasonable doubt. Id.  

The defendant’s assertion that the Moncrieffe Court limited Nijhawan to 

statutes involving monetary loss amounts reads Moncrieffe too broadly. The 

Moncrieffe Court explained that the $10,000 monetary threshold in the INA 

was a “limitation, written into the INA itself, on the scope of the aggravated 

felony for fraud.” Moncrieffe, 569 U.S. at 202. Congress had set off the 
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$10,000 monetary provision by the words “in which,” “which calls for a 

circumstance-specific examination of ‘the conduct involved “in” the 

commission of the offense of conviction.’” Id. (quoting Nijhawan, 557 U.S. at 

39)). The Moncrieffe Court stated that “[l]ocating this exception in the INA 

proper suggests an intent to have the relevant facts found in immigration 

proceedings.” Id. In contrast, the Court found that the INA contained no such 

limiting factor on aggravated felonies for drug offenses; instead, the INA had 

“incorporate[d] other criminal statutes wholesale,” and that in that 

circumstance, the INA “must refer to generic crimes,” subject to the categorical 

approach. Id.  

Moncrieffe did not, contrary to the defendant’s assertions, confine or 

limit Nijhawan’s use of the circumstance-specific approach to offenses 

involving monetary loss. Rather, it considered the role of the monetary loss 

requirement in the structure of the INA’s “aggravated felony” requirement, 

compared with the role of drug offenses in that “aggravated felony” 

requirement. Being convicted of fraud, by itself, was not enough to constitute 

an “aggravated felony” under the INA; if one had been convicted of fraud, but 

the loss did not exceed $10,000, one had not committed an aggravated felony 

under the INA. The same reasoning applies here. If the defendant was not 

convicted either of abusive sexual contact with a minor who has not yet 

attained the age of twelve years, or of abusive sexual contact with a minor who 

had attained the age of twelve but was not yet sixteen, and was not at least 

four years older than the victim, then he does not qualify as a Tier II offender. 
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One must know the age of the victims in order to make that determination—

just as one must know the amount of loss in the fraud in order to determine 

whether someone has committed an aggravated felony for purposes of the INA. 

The defendant also argues that the Nijhawan Court’s use of the 

circumstance-specific approach is not appropriate in his case, because the 

petitioner in Nijhawan was a civil litigant facing a civil penalty—deportation—

not a criminal defendant facing the loss of liberty in a criminal prosecution. 

The petitioner in Nijhawan had argued that the Supreme Court ought to 

“insist that a jury verdict, or a judge-approved equivalent, embody a 

determination that the loss involved in a prior fraud or deceit conviction 

amounted to at least $10,000.” Nijhawan, 557 U.S. at 41. The Supreme Court 

rejected the “evidentiary limitations” the petitioner proposed. Id. The Court 

first noted that no prior law supported the petitioner’s request, and that it 

could “prove impractical insofar as it requires obtaining from a jury a special 

verdict on a fact that . . . is not an element of the offense.” Id. at 42. The Court 

also pointed out a fact upon which the defendant in this case seizes: that “a 

deportation proceeding is a civil proceeding in which the Government does not 

have to prove its claim ‘beyond a reasonable doubt.’” Id.  

The defendant here argues that if this court were to use the 

circumstance-specific approach to look to the age of the victims, it would be 

“extend[ing] judicial fact finding beyond the recognition of a prior conviction, 

and rely[ing] on its own finding about a non-elemental fact to enhance 

penalties.” Dkt. No. 30 at 3. This argument relates in some respect to the 
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defendant’s argument that the documents on which Judge Duffin relied to 

learn the age of the defendant’s Colorado victims—the affidavit and application 

for the defendant’s arrest warrant—are not reliable. But that is an issue that 

the defendant can raise at sentencing. As the parties are aware, while the 

court will have to calculate the defendant’s tier classification to calculate his 

guideline range, the guidelines are no longer mandatory for just the reasons 

that the defendant argues. The defendant will have the opportunity to dispute 

the government’s evidence that the defendant is a Tier III offender at the time 

of sentencing, if the case gets that far. He also will have the opportunity to 

argue that, even if the court determines that the defendant is a Tier III 

offender, the court should not impose a sentence within the advisory 

sentencing range. 

IV. Conclusion 

 The court concludes that the defendant’s Colorado conviction is a 

categorical match with one of the statutes enumerated in SORNA, and thus 

that he is at least a Tier II sex offender. He was required to register during the 

period stated in the indictment.  

 The court OVERRULES the defendant’s objection to Magistrate Judge 

Duffin’s report and recommendation. Dkt. No. 24. 

 The court ADOPTS Judge Duffin’s recommendation. Dkt. No. 19. 

 The court DENIES the defendant’s motion to dismiss. Dkt. No. 11. 
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 The court will contact the parties to set up a status conference, to 

discuss further scheduling. 

 Dated in Milwaukee, Wisconsin this 6th day of July, 2018. 
 

BY THE COURT: 
 
 
_____________________________________ 
HON. PAMELA PEPPER 
United States District Judge   
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