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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Southern District of California grants Michael Bell and Lisa
Phillips leave to proceed in forma pauperis. The court dismisses the complaint without prejudice under
28 U.S.C. § 1915(e)(2)(B)(ii), with certain claims dismissed without leave to amend under the Rooker-
Feldman doctrine and other claims dismissed with leave to amend for failure to state a claim. The
court also denies the plaintiffs’ motion for a temporary restraining order.

CASE DETAILS

COURT United States District Court for the Southern District of California

WRITING FOR THE COURT Ruth Bermudez Montenegro

JURISDICTION United States District Court for the Southern District of California

DECIDED October 8, 2025

DOCKET 3:25-cv-02227-RBM-MMP

DISPOSITION dismissed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiffs filed a pro se federal complaint arising from a California
unlawful detainer judgment and its enforcement, along with an
application to proceed in forma pauperis and an ex parte motion for a
temporary restraining order. The district court granted in forma
pauperis status, dismissed the complaint on screening under 28 U.S.C.
§ 1915(e)(2), and denied the TRO application.

STANDARD OF REVIEW For in forma pauperis screening, the court applied 28 U.S.C. § 1915(e)
(2) and the Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 12(b)(6) standard. Subject-
matter jurisdiction was reviewed independently under Rule 12(h)(3).
The TRO was evaluated under the Rule 65 and Winter preliminary-
injunction standards.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE unpublished district court order; nonprecedential



PARTIES Michael Bell, Lisa Phillips v. Oama Coronado LLC, Todd Brisco &
Associates, Veronica Guzman, Sirem Roman, San Diego County
Sheriff's Department, Deputy Does 1-5
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the district court had subject-matter jurisdiction over claims seeking to invalidate or restrain
enforcement of the state unlawful detainer judgment under the Rooker-Feldman doctrine.

2. Whether the complaint stated claims under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 against private defendants, the Sheriff’s
Department, and the Deputy Does.

3. Whether the Sheriff Defendants were immune from claims arising from their execution of a facially
valid writ of possession.

4. Whether Plaintiffs were entitled to proceed in forma pauperis.

5. Whether Plaintiffs were entitled to a temporary restraining order.

HOLDINGS

1. The district court lacked subject-matter jurisdiction over claims that constituted a de facto appeal from
the San Diego Superior Court’s unlawful detainer judgment or were inextricably intertwined with that
judgment.

2. A complaint filed by a plaintiff proceeding in forma pauperis must be dismissed sua sponte if it is
frivolous or malicious, fails to state a claim, or seeks monetary relief from an immune defendant.

3. Participation in state-court proceedings, without more, does not establish action under color of state law
for purposes of 42 U.S.C. § 1983.

4. A municipal agency is not liable under § 1983 based solely on alleged constitutional violations by its
employees; the plaintiff must identify a formal policy, longstanding practice, or custom that caused the
deprivation.

5. A Fourth Amendment excessive-force claim requires facts showing that the force was objectively
unreasonable under the totality of the circumstances; conclusory allegations concerning tight handcuffs
or a strip search were insufficient here.

6. A conditions-of-confinement claim requires allegations of objectively serious harm and a sufficiently
culpable mental state by the officials sought to be held liable; Plaintiff Bell did not allege that the
Deputy Does knew of and disregarded a substantial risk to his health or safety.



7. Public officials are immune from civil-rights liability for executing or enforcing a facially valid court
order, and the Sheriff had no independent duty to investigate the legality or merits of the underlying
state-court orders before enforcement.

8. The TRO application was denied because it was moot following dismissal of the complaint and, in any
event, Plaintiffs could not show a likelihood of success or a serious question on the merits where the
requested relief was barred by Rooker-Feldman.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“A federal action is a “de facto appeal” of a state court decision when the plaintiff “complains of a legal
wrong allegedly committed by the state court, and seeks relief from the judgment of that court.”” (Section
III.A)

“A public official is entitled to immunity from suit for civil rights claims arising out of his or her execution or
enforcement of a facially valid court order.” (Section III.C)

“Where, as here, the moving party fails to meet his burden on the threshold inquiry of likelihood of success on
the merits, “the court need not consider the other factors.”” (Section IV.B)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The San Diego Superior Court entered an unlawful detainer judgment against Plaintiffs and issued a writ of
possession for their residence. After Michael Bell filed a Chapter 7 bankruptcy petition, the state court and
bankruptcy court determined that the petition did not create an automatic stay because the prior judgment had
terminated Plaintiffs’ possessory interests. The Sheriff’s Department executed the eviction, during which
Plaintiffs alleged excessive force, an unlawful search, unconstitutional jail conditions, due process violations,
and state-law torts. Plaintiffs then sought federal relief that included restoration of possession, restrictions on
enforcement of the eviction, damages, and a temporary restraining order.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The San Diego Superior Court entered judgment against Plaintiffs in an unlawful detainer action on July 23,
2025, issued a writ of possession on July 31, 2025, and the Sheriff’s Department executed the eviction on August
20, 2025. Michael Bell filed a Chapter 7 bankruptcy petition on August 15, 2025; subsequent state and
bankruptcy court orders determined that no automatic stay applied to the eviction. Plaintiffs filed this federal
action on August 27, 2025. The district court dismissed the first, fourth, and sixth causes of action without leave
to amend, dismissed the third cause of action with leave to amend, and dismissed the second and fifth causes of
action without leave to amend insofar as they challenged the state judgment or its enforcement, while permitting
amendment of potentially independent claims.

DISPOSITION

dismissed
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