
DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA COURT OF APPEALS

Mitchell v. Gales
61 A.3d 678 (D.C. 2013) · Decided February 28, 2013

SUMMARY

The District of Columbia Court of Appeals held that a landlord could not collaterally attack an Office
of Administrative Hearings rent-reduction order in a Superior Court proceeding to convert the order
into a judgment. The court concluded that alleged mental incompetence did not create an exception to
the rule limiting collateral attacks to jurisdictional defects or fraud in procuring the judgment. It
reversed and remanded with instructions to enter the OAH order as a judgment.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether a party may collaterally attack a final OAH order in a Superior Court proceeding to enter that
order as a judgment by asserting res judicata based on an earlier judgment.

2. Whether alleged mental incompetence during the administrative proceeding creates an exception to the
general rule prohibiting collateral attacks on prior civil judgments.

3. Whether the asserted possibility of double recovery permits a collateral attack on the OAH order.

HOLDINGS

1. A party may not collaterally attack a final administrative judgment in a separate enforcement or
conversion proceeding on the merits. A collateral challenge is permitted only when it attacks the original
tribunal's jurisdiction or alleges fraud in procuring the judgment.

2. Alleged mental incompetence does not, on the record presented, create a new exception permitting
collateral attack on a final civil or administrative judgment. A judgment against an incompetent person is
generally voidable rather than void and must be challenged directly rather than collaterally.

3. Res judicata is an affirmative defense subject to waiver if it is not raised in the answer or timely asserted
thereafter; raising it for the first time after entry of a final judgment in a collateral proceeding is
impermissible.

4. An asserted double recovery does not justify a collateral attack on a final administrative order in a
proceeding to enter that order as a judgment.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“It has long been the law in this jurisdiction that a disappointed litigant may not seek relief from an adverse
civil judgment by collaterally challenging that judgment in a different forum unless that litigant is challenging
the original forum’s jurisdiction or alleging fraud in the procurement of the judgment in that original forum.”
(683-684)

“Moreover, “[bjecause of such merger, the underlying merits of the judgment are immune from collateral
attack in an enforcement action; principles of claim preclusion (res judicata) bar such inquiry.”” (684)

“Nothing about the facts of this case persuades us that a new exception to the general rule against collateral
attack is needed at this time.” (686)

“Delaying beyond a final judgment and raising a defense of res judicata for the first time in a collateral
proceeding is particularly untenable” (687)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Mitchell rented an apartment from Gales for $425 per month, and a District of Columbia inspection found
serious habitability defects, including exposed electrical wires, holes in the walls, sewage problems, mold,
bedbugs, and mice. Mitchell first obtained a $900 Small Claims Court judgment and later obtained an OAH final
order awarding $13,014.32 in rent refunds and interest. Gales did not timely contest the OAH proceeding and
later argued in the Superior Court conversion proceeding that alleged mental incompetence excused her failure
to raise res judicata and double-recovery defenses before OAH.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Mitchell obtained a $900 Small Claims Court judgment and later prevailed in an OAH rent-reduction
proceeding, which resulted in a $13,014.32 final order. He petitioned the Superior Court to enter the OAH order
as a judgment. After OAH denied Gales's untimely motion for relief from the final order, the Superior Court
granted Gales's Rule 12(b)(6) motion and dismissed Mitchell's conversion application, reasoning that alleged
incompetence permitted a collateral res judicata defense. The Court of Appeals reversed and remanded with
instructions to enter the OAH order as a judgment.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Remand to the Superior Court with instructions to enter the OAH order, which was final upon issuance and had
not been stayed, as a judgment.
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