UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE MIDDLE DISTRICT OF
ALABAMA, NORTHERN DIVISION
Jessica Jay Scott, et al. v. Chilton County Department of Human

Resources, et al.

Scott - No. 2:25-cv-928-RAH - Decided March 31, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Middle District of Alabama dismissed without prejudice a
federal civil rights action arising from ongoing state child-removal and termination-of-parental-rights
proceedings. The court declined to apply the domestic relations exception to federal-question
jurisdiction but abstained under Younger, finding that the requested relief would interfere with
important ongoing state proceedings. The court also concluded that the complaint was an

impermissible shotgun pleading and directed the clerk to close the case.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiffs objected to a magistrate judge's Report and Recommendation

recommending dismissal for lack of subject matter jurisdiction under
the domestic relations exception. The district court reviewed the
objections de novo, rejected application of the domestic relations
exception, but dismissed the action without prejudice under Younger

abstention and because the complaint was a shotgun pleading.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Under 28 U.S.C. § 636(b)(1), objected portions of a magistrate judge's
recommendation are reviewed de novo, while unobjected portions are
reviewed for clear error. A district judge may accept, reject, or modify

the recommendation.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the domestic relations exception deprived the district court of federal-question jurisdiction over
plaintiffs' constitutional and 42 U.S.C. § 1983 claims.

2. Whether Younger abstention required dismissal of claims seeking to halt or interfere with ongoing state

child-protection and termination-of-parental-rights proceedings.

3. Whether Younger abstention could apply to plaintiffs' § 1983 claims for damages arising from the
ongoing state proceedings.

4. Whether the complaint was an impermissible shotgun pleading because it asserted conclusory

allegations and failed to identify which defendant was responsible for which conduct.

5. Whether plaintiffs should receive leave to amend.

HOLDINGS

1. The domestic relations exception does not categorically bar this action because plaintiffs invoked

federal-question jurisdiction under 28 U.S.C. § 1331 and asserted constitutional and § 1983 claims. The
court declined to extend the exception to this federal-question action.

2. Younger abstention required dismissal without prejudice of plaintiffs' claims for injunctive relief because
the requested injunction would halt or interfere with ongoing state termination-of-parental-rights
proceedings, the proceedings implicated important state interests, and plaintiffs had not shown that the
state proceedings lacked an adequate opportunity to raise their federal claims.

3. The court dismissed without prejudice plaintiffs' § 1983 damages claims under Younger because the
ongoing state proceedings implicated important state interests, plaintiffs had not shown that the state
forum could not address their alleged constitutional violations, and adjudicating the claims would
interfere with the state court's resolution of the termination proceedings.

4. The complaint was a shotgun pleading subject to dismissal because it contained conclusory allegations
lacking factual support and failed to distinguish which defendant was responsible for which alleged acts

or omissions.



KEY QUOTATIONS

“Younger abstention bars federal court intervention in “ongoing state judicial proceeding[s]” where “the
proceedings implicate important state interests[] and there is an adequate opportunity in the state

proceedings to raise constitutional challenges.”” (Discussion § B)

“The unifying characteristic of all types of shotgun pleadings is that they fail to one degree or another, and in
one way or another, to give the defendants adequate notice of the claims against them and the grounds upon

which each claim rests.” (Discussion § C)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Plaintiffs alleged that defendants removed their children after plaintiffs were charged with child abuse. Although
plaintiffs were acquitted after a jury trial, defendants allegedly did not return the children and instead initiated
termination-of-parental-rights proceedings in state court. Plaintiffs sought damages and injunctive relief,
including an order halting the termination proceedings and restoring custody. They also alleged that defendants

intended to present inaccurate or misleading evidence in the state proceedings.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiffs filed a federal civil-rights action arising from ongoing state termination-of-parental-rights proceedings.
The matter was referred to a magistrate judge, who recommended dismissal under the domestic relations
exception. Plaintiffs timely objected, arguing that federal-question jurisdiction existed and that they sought
damages and declaratory rather than prospective injunctive relief. The district court sustained the objections in
part, rejected the domestic-relations rationale, adopted and rejected portions of the Report and Recommendation,

and dismissed the complaint without prejudice.
DISPOSITION

dismissed
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