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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Central District of California granted Theodora Morris’s
motion to remand a data-breach action to state court and denied her request for costs and attorney fees.
The court held that Morris’s binding stipulation limiting damages to less than the federal diversity-
jurisdiction threshold defeated removal jurisdiction, notwithstanding her prior, voluntarily dismissed
action involving the same claims. The court found that the defendant had an objectively reasonable
basis for removal and therefore declined to award sanctions.
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DISPOSITION remanded

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiff moved to remand a removed diversity action to state court
and sought costs and attorney fees under 28 U.S.C. § 1447(c).

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court applied de novo principles to the question of subject-matter
jurisdiction and exercised discretion in deciding whether to award
costs and attorney fees under 28 U.S.C. § 1447(c).
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the plaintiff's binding stipulation limiting damages to less than $75,000 defeated the amount-in-
controversy requirement for diversity jurisdiction and required remand.

2. Whether the plaintiff was entitled to costs and attorney fees under 28 U.S.C. § 1447(c) because the
defendant lacked an objectively reasonable basis for removal.

3. Whether the court should defer ruling on the remand motion because of a potential transfer to an MDL
proceeding.

HOLDINGS

1. A plaintiff may avoid removal by filing a state-court complaint containing a binding stipulation that
limits the amount recoverable to below the federal diversity-jurisdiction threshold. Morris's stipulation
limited the amount in controversy to less than $75,000, so DMA failed to establish the jurisdictional
threshold and remand was required.

2. The court was not required to defer ruling on the remand motion because the preliminary merits inquiry
showed that removal was improper.

3. Morris was not entitled to costs or attorney fees because DMA had an objectively reasonable basis for
seeking removal, even though the removal ultimately failed.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Plaintiffs are “the masters of their complaints.””

“Because Morris chose to file her Complaint in state court with a binding cap on damages below the
statutory threshold, DMA “cannot show with legal certainty that the amount in controversy is satisfied.””

“Absent unusual circumstances, courts may award attorney’s fees under § 1447(c) only where the removing
party lacked an objectively reasonable basis for seeking removal.”

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Morris alleged that DMA compromised the security of her private information through a data breach. She filed
the action in California state court with a stipulation that she would not seek or recover more than $74,000,
including damages and attorney fees, and would not seek declaratory, injunctive, or other equitable relief. DMA
removed the case on diversity grounds, relying in part on Morris's earlier, voluntarily dismissed action involving
the same claims and an MDL proceeding.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Morris filed the action in the Superior Court of Orange County, California, and DMA removed it based on
diversity jurisdiction. Morris's complaint included a binding stipulation limiting her recovery to less than
$75,000 and waiving declaratory, injunctive, and other equitable relief. The court granted the motion to remand
and denied the request for costs and attorney fees, returning the matter to the Orange County Superior Court.

DISPOSITION



remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The matter was remanded to the Superior Court of Orange County, California, case number 30-2025-01454345-
CU-BT-CJC. The court denied the request for costs and attorney fees.
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