UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE EASTERN DISTRICT OF
LOUISIANA
Jamie Johnson in her capacity as tutor for R.C., a minor child v.
Randy Smith, et al.

Johnson v. Smith - No. 24-170 - Decided December 18, 2025

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Eastern District of Louisiana denies defendants’ motion for
attorney’s fees under 42 U.S.C. § 1988 and Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 54(d)(2). The court
concludes that the plaintiff’s civil-rights claims were not frivolous, despite dismissal on qualified-
immunity grounds and affirmance by the Fifth Circuit, and also notes defendants’ failure to comply
with Local Rule 54.2. The court dismisses without prejudice defendants’ motion to tax costs because

the initial determination must be made by the clerk under the applicable local rules.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Following summary judgment for defendants on qualified-immunity

grounds and affirmance by the Fifth Circuit, defendants moved for
attorney's fees under 42 U.S.C. § 1988 and taxation of costs under 28
U.S.C. § 1920. The district court denied the fee motion and dismissed

the costs motion without prejudice as procedurally improper.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The opinion applies the governing standards for prevailing-defendant
attorney's-fee awards under 42 U.S.C. § 1988 and for taxation of costs
under the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure and the Eastern District of
Louisiana Local Rules. It does not state a separate appellate standard
of review for the fee or cost motions.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether defendants were entitled to attorney's fees under 42 U.S.C. § 1988 on the ground that plaintiff's

civil-rights claims were frivolous, unreasonable, or groundless.

2. Whether defendants' attorney's-fee motion complied with Local Rule 54.2 despite failing to include a

verified, contemporaneous billing report.

3. Whether the district court could decide defendants' motion to tax costs when Local Rules 54.3 and

54.3.1 assign the initial determination to the clerk of court.

HOLDINGS

1. Defendants were not entitled to attorney's fees because plaintiff's claims were not frivolous,
unreasonable, or groundless. A loss on summary judgment based on qualified immunity, including

failure to satisfy the clearly-established-law prong, does not by itself establish frivolousness.

2. Even if defendants had established frivolousness, the court would have declined to award fees because
defendants failed to comply with Local Rule 54.2 by omitting a verified, contemporaneous report

documenting the date, time, and nature of the services performed.

3. The motion to tax costs was procedurally improper and was dismissed without prejudice because the

initial determination regarding costs must be made by the clerk of court.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“attorneys’ fees are only available to defendants when “the plaintiff’s action was frivolous, unreasonable, or

without foundation, even though not brought in subjective bad faith.”” (Section II.a)
“This Court finds that plaintiff’s claims were not frivolous.” (Section IIl.a)

“Even if plaintiff’s claims were frivolous, defendants have failed to comply with Local Rule 54.2 by not
submitting “a verified, contemporaneous report reflecting the date, time involved, and nature of the services

provided.”” (Section I11.a)

“The initial determination with respect to defendants’ request for costs is to be made by the U.S. Clerk of

Court, not this Court.” (Section II1.b)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



The underlying action arose from an encounter between R.C., a minor child, and Chris Vado, a detective, and
John Connolly, a deputy with the St. Tammany Parish Sheriff's Office. Plaintiff alleged excessive force under 42
U.S.C. § 1983, Louisiana constitutional violations, battery, negligence, failure to intervene, and respondeat
superior. The district court and Fifth Circuit concluded that defendants were entitled to qualified immunity
because the alleged unlawfulness was not clearly established, while the record showed that the encounter
occurred and resulted in injuries to R.C.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiff asserted federal civil-rights and state-law claims arising from a law-enforcement encounter involving
her minor daughter. On December 6, 2024, the district court granted defendants' summary-judgment motion,
dismissed the federal claims with prejudice on qualified-immunity grounds, and dismissed the state-law claims
without prejudice. The Fifth Circuit affirmed on November 5, 2025. Defendants then sought attorney's fees and
costs; the district court denied fees and dismissed the costs motion without prejudice because the initial cost
determination had to be made by the clerk under the local rules.

DISPOSITION

other

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

No remand was ordered. Defendants may pursue taxation of costs through the procedure prescribed by Local
Rules 54.3 and 54.3.1.
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