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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Southern District of Alabama ruled on motions to dismiss
claims arising from the arrest and prosecution of John Fabian Willis after he tendered 1996-series
$100 bills at a Walmart. The court dismissed the municipal-liability claim against the City of Mobile
and the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendment claims against the individual officers. The court denied
Walmart’s motion as to the false-imprisonment claim but dismissed the malicious-prosecution claim
against Walmart.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiff's amended civil-rights and state-law complaint was
challenged by the City of Mobile, two police officers, and Walmart
under Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 12(b)(6). The court granted the
City's and officers' partial motion to dismiss and granted Walmart's
motion in part while denying it in part.

STANDARD OF REVIEW On a Rule 12(b)(6) motion, the court accepts well-pleaded factual
allegations as true and views them in the light most favorable to the
plaintiff, asking whether the complaint states a plausible claim for
relief.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Unknown

PARTIES John Fabian Willis v. City of Mobile, Detective Daniel Winter, Officer
W. Grant, Walmart Inc.

TOPICS



motions to dismiss section 1983 municipal liability civil rights torts

PRACTICE AREAS

Civil rights Civil procedure Municipal liability Torts

QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Willis plausibly alleged municipal liability against the City of Mobile based on a failure to train
officers regarding authentication of older currency.

2. Whether Willis stated viable Fifth Amendment claims against municipal police officers.

3. Whether Willis plausibly alleged a Fourteenth Amendment due-process claim based on allegedly false
arrest and detention.

4. Whether Willis plausibly alleged a Fourteenth Amendment class-of-one equal-protection claim.

5. Whether Walmart could be held vicariously liable for false imprisonment based on the alleged conduct
of its security officer, Officer Miles.

6. Whether Willis plausibly alleged that Walmart was vicariously liable for malicious prosecution based on
Officer Winter's conduct.

HOLDINGS

1. The complaint failed to state a plausible Monell failure-to-train claim against the City because it alleged
neither a pattern of constitutional violations nor facts showing an obvious need for training regarding
authentication of older currency.

2. Willis's Fifth Amendment claims against Officers Winter and Grant were not viable because the officers
were not federal officers.

3. The complaint failed to state a Fourteenth Amendment due-process claim based on false imprisonment
because it did not allege that Officers Winter or Grant deliberately continued to detain Willis after they
knew or should have known he was entitled to release.

4. The complaint failed to state a class-of-one equal-protection claim because it did not allege that Willis
was intentionally treated differently from persons similarly situated in all relevant respects.

5. Walmart's motion to dismiss the false-imprisonment claim was denied because the complaint alleged
that Miles acted as Walmart's security guard and had not independently witnessed the alleged
counterfeit-bill offense.

6. The complaint failed to state a malicious-prosecution claim against Walmart because it alleged no
master-servant, principal-agent, or independent-contractor relationship between Walmart and Officer
Winter and therefore did not allege that Walmart instituted or continued the prosecution.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“To impose liability on a municipality under § 1983, the plaintiff must identify a municipal policy or custom
causing the deprivation of federal rights.” (Section III.A)



“The Supreme Court has recognized that equal protection claims may be brought by a “class of one” when
the plaintiff alleges that (1) he was intentionally treated differently from others similarly situated; and (2)
there was no rational basis for the differential treatment.” (Section III.B.2)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Willis tendered five 1996-series $100 bills at a Walmart store to make a credit-card payment. Walmart security
officer Roderick Miles and Mobile police officers Daniel Winter and W. Grant arrested Willis for allegedly
uttering counterfeit currency, and Willis remained jailed from October 20 through October 24, 2022, when he
posted bail. After the bills were determined to be lawful currency, the criminal charges were nolle prossed.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Willis filed an action asserting claims under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 and Alabama-law claims for false imprisonment
and malicious prosecution arising from his arrest after tendering 1996-series $100 bills at a Walmart store. After
an earlier round of motions to dismiss, the court allowed Willis to amend his complaint. The City, Detective
Winter, and Officer Grant then filed a partial motion to dismiss, and Walmart separately moved to dismiss. The
court granted the former motion in full, granted Walmart's motion as to malicious prosecution, and denied it as to
false imprisonment.
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