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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Western District of New York denied GEICO General
Insurance Company’s Rule 72(a) appeal of a magistrate judge’s decision granting in part and denying
in part a motion to seal materials related to class certification and expert-witness motions. The court
held that the magistrate judge properly applied the presumption of public access to judicial documents
and that GEICO had not shown clear error or a decision contrary to law.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Defendant appealed under Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 72(a) from
a magistrate judge's non-dispositive order granting in part and denying
in part a motion to seal information submitted in connection with a
class-certification motion and motions concerning expert testimony.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Under Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 72(a), a district court may set
aside a magistrate judge's determination on a non-dispositive matter
only if it is clearly erroneous or contrary to law. The review is highly
deferential, and reversal is appropriate only when the court is left with
a definite and firm conviction that a mistake has been committed.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Magistrate Judge Holland's ruling on GEICO's motion to seal was clearly erroneous or contrary
to law under Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 72(a).

2. Whether GEICO satisfied its burden to overcome the common-law and First Amendment presumptions
of public access to judicial documents.

HOLDINGS

1. The district court denied GEICO's Rule 72(a) appeal because GEICO failed to show that Magistrate
Judge Holland's decision was clearly erroneous or contrary to law.

2. The court held that the information was judicial material subject to a significant presumption of public
access, including under the First Amendment, and that GEICO did not overcome that presumption.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Under Fed. R. Civ. P. 72(a), a District Court may set aside a Magistrate Judge’s determination on a
nondispositive matter only if that determination is clearly erroneous or contrary to law.”

“To overcome the presumption of public access to judicial documents, the Court must make “specific, on-the-
record findings that sealing is necessary to preserve higher values” and any sealing order must be “narrowly
tailored to achieve that aim.””

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Marcelletti brought a putative class action against GEICO concerning GEICO's alleged failure to pay sales tax
for leased vehicles treated as total losses. In connection with an amended class-certification motion and motions
to limit or exclude expert testimony, GEICO sought to seal information concerning its rate setting, claims
databases, claims-adjustment procedures, internal memoranda, and claims-handling guide. Magistrate Judge
Holland found that GEICO's conclusory allegations of competitive and economic harm did not overcome the
strong presumption of public access and granted the motion to seal only in part.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiff commenced a putative class action alleging that GEICO breached an insurance contract by failing to
pay sales tax on leased vehicles declared total losses. The case was referred to Magistrate Judge Colleen D.
Holland for pretrial matters, and Judge Holland granted in part and denied in part GEICO's motion to seal.
GEICO appealed that non-dispositive ruling under Rule 72(a); the district court denied the appeal and directed
the parties to submit their motion papers under the existing scheduling order.
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