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SUMMARY

The Minnesota Supreme Court held that Minnesota state courts lacked subject matter jurisdiction over
the City of Duluth’s action against the Fond du Lac Band concerning a 1986 gaming-related contract.
The court concluded that resolving whether the 1986 waiver of sovereign immunity remained effective
required interpretation of the 1994 agreements, which vested disputes exclusively in the United States
District Court for the District of Minnesota.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Minnesota state courts have inherent authority to determine their own subject matter
jurisdiction.

2. Whether Minnesota state courts have subject matter jurisdiction over the City's dispute when
determining whether the 1986 waiver of sovereign immunity remained effective requires interpretation
of the 1994 Agreements, which assign disputes under those agreements exclusively to the United States
District Court for the District of Minnesota.

HOLDINGS

1. Minnesota state courts have inherent authority to determine whether they possess subject matter
jurisdiction over a proceeding.

2. Minnesota state courts lack subject matter jurisdiction over the dispute because deciding whether the
1986 waiver of sovereign immunity remains effective requires interpretation of the 1994 Agreements,
and the 1994 Agreements assign disputes arising under them exclusively to the United States District
Court for the District of Minnesota.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We agree with the City and with the court of appeals that we have jurisdiction to determine the existence of
our own subject matter jurisdiction.” (582)

“The Band did not waive its immunity to suit in state court in the 1994 Agreements, which modify the 1986
Agreements.” (582)

“Sections 9 and 11 of the 1994 Agreements clearly and unequivocally provide that interpretation of the 1994
Agreements is exclusively the province of the federal district court and that state courts do not have
jurisdiction to hear disputes arising under the 1994 Agreements.” (582)

“Therefore, we lack jurisdiction over this dispute.” (582)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

In 1986, the City and the Band entered agreements creating a joint venture to operate the Fond-du-Luth Casino,
including a waiver consenting to suit in Minnesota state or federal court. After the National Indian Gaming
Commission determined that the 1986 Agreements violated the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act, the parties
executed and the Commission approved 1994 Agreements restructuring their relationship and limiting disputes
under those agreements to the United States District Court for the District of Minnesota. In 2010, the Band
acquired adjoining land and applied to place it into federal trust without obtaining the City's approval, prompting
the City's state-court action.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The City commenced an action in St. Louis County District Court alleging that the Band breached the 1986
Agreements by applying to place additional land into trust without the City's approval. The district court
dismissed for lack of subject matter jurisdiction and lack of ripeness, concluding that interpretation of the 1994



Agreements was reserved to the federal district court. The court of appeals reversed and remanded, but the
Minnesota Supreme Court reversed the court of appeals and reinstated the district court's judgment for the Band.

DISPOSITION

reversed

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The court reversed the court of appeals and reinstated the district court's judgment for the Band; no further
remand instructions were issued.
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