St. Paul rule

“To a Legal Certainty”

CASE 1 – NELSON V. KEEFER (10/13/2005)

(Pg 430 - 
1. Hubby, wife & kid were in an car accident & they’d like to be in fed ct
2. Asking for more than the then amount in controversy limit of 10K, but then sustained only about $1300 of pers & prop damage – do they meet the amt in contro req’t of §1332?
1.) Yes, under the Saint Paul v. Red Cab case, where the SCt ruled that the amount that the Π asks for controls UNLESS the Δ can show to a legal certainty that the Π couldn’t get 10K (today 75K)
3. Why do we have that law?  Consider the 3 alternatives:
1.) Have a little ‘minitrial’ to determine if Π really has a 10K (75K) claim.  That is a complete waste of time, b/c if after that minitrial the fed ct throws it out, it has to be done all over again in state ct

2.) Have a pro-Π rule:  We take the Π’s word unless it’s true to a legal certainty that he can’t get it
3.) Have a pro-Δ rule:  Unless the Π can clearly show he’s entitled to 10K we don’t let Π in
4. Since we don’t want to waste a lot of time at the beg of the case on jurisdictional stuff (the policy behind Bell) we gotta come up w a quick & dirty rule that doesn’t depend on having a minitrial.  That’s where the St. Paul rule comes in.
5. Since Π’s best claim only shows $1300, is it true to a legal certainty that he can’t get > 10K?  
1.) Consider that the Π has a possibility of getting 9K+ in ‘pain & suffering’

2.) If it’s a possibility, then under St. Paul, case s/h/b allowed to go forward
6. Why, then, did the judge throw them out of court?

1.) He had a hearing, took evidence.  Then he said that if the jury gave the Π 9K in ‘p&s’ damages, and thus under Gasperini it’d shock the conscience,  he’d grant a new trial under Rule 59 unless the Π agreed to accept a lower award
2.) Thus, the judge knew to a legal certainty that the Π wouldn’t be able to his 10K req’t
7. What is the problem w/ this?  The whole pt of the St. Paul rule is that the ct shouldn’t waste it’s time having a mini-trial on how much the damages were to decide whether or not you could get enough money at the end of the case; waste of time, effort, & energy
8. ( This case is in the book to show you exactly what the judge is NOT supposed to do.  He’s supposed to look at the complaint and say, “Can I say to a legal certainty you couldn’t get 10K.”
9. In most cases like this, where ‘p&s’ is a legitimate element of damages, it’s almost impossible to say that to a legal certainty the Π couldn’t get more than the juris amount
10. Of course, if the statute doesn’t permit ‘p&s’ damages, then it might be a little easier to determine to a legal certainty that the Π couldn’t get more than the juris amount
11. Say, tho, that the judge had followed the St. Paul rule.  Π gets < 10K from the jury.  Does the judge have throw the case out for lack of SMJ?   
1.) ( NO (assuming you had fairly arguable claim)!  B/c like in Bell, once juris is established in the beginning, it doesn’t disappear at the end.  If you’re gonna lose, let it be on substantive grounds, not jurisdictional grounds POTENTIAL M/C QUESTION
12. Does this mean that the ct can’t punish people who play ‘fast and loose’ w/ this procedure by filing a claim they knew wouldn’t result in the necessary claim amount?

1.) NO! -  Normally the winning party get’s his costs paid for by the loser (does NOT usually include att’y fees).  The judge (under 1332), in these cases, can say that the winning party doesn’t get his costs paid for, AND make the winning party pay the losing party’s fees 
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