UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE NORTHERN DISTRICT OF

CALIFORNIA

Lee R. Harris v. Juliane Sabbagh

No. 25-cv-10754-KAW (N.D. Cal. Dec. 22, 2025) - No. 25-cv-10754-KAW - Decided December 22, 2025

SUMMARY

The court reassigns the removed unlawful detainer action to a district judge and recommends remand

to Alameda County Superior Court. It concludes that the complaint raises only a California-law

unlawful detainer claim and that the defendant's asserted federal defenses and requirements do not

establish federal-question jurisdiction. The court also grants the defendant's application to proceed in

forma pauperis.
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Defendant removed a California unlawful detainer action from
Alameda County Superior Court on asserted federal-question grounds.
The magistrate judge, to whom the parties had not consented,
reassigned the matter to a district judge and issued a report and
recommendation that the case be remanded to state court; the court

also granted Defendant's application to proceed in forma pauperis.

Removal jurisdiction is strictly construed against removal; the
removing party bears the burden of establishing federal jurisdiction,
and all doubts concerning removability are resolved in favor of

remand.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the unlawful detainer complaint presented a federal question sufficient to support removal
under 28 U.S.C. §8§ 1331 and 1441.

2. Whether a defendant's asserted federal defenses, federal requirements, or potential counterclaims could
create federal-question jurisdiction when the well-pleaded complaint asserted only a state-law unlawful

detainer claim.

3. Whether the case should be remanded to state court.

HOLDINGS

1. The complaint did not present a federal question or a substantial question of federal law because it
asserted only a California unlawful detainer claim and did not reference the federal requirements
identified by Defendant.

2. A defendant cannot create federal-question jurisdiction by asserting federal defenses, adding claims in a

notice of removal, or relying on potential counterclaims.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Federal jurisdiction must be rejected if there is any doubt as to the right of removal in the first instance,” (at
2)

“The complaint, therefore, fails to present a federal question or a substantial question of federal law.” (at 2)

“the well-pleaded complaint rule prevents the Court from considering any additional claims, such that a
defendant cannot create federal question jurisdiction by adding claims or defenses to a notice of removal.” (at
3)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Lee R. Harris brought an unlawful detainer action against Juliane Sabbagh concerning property occupied by
Sabbagh in Fremont, California. Harris allegedly served Sabbagh with a three-day notice to pay rent or quit on
October 31, 2025, and filed the state-court action on November 21, 2025. The complaint asserted a single
California-law cause of action and sought immediate possession; Sabbagh removed the action based on alleged

federal disclosure and classification requirements.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiff filed an unlawful detainer action in Alameda County Superior Court seeking immediate possession of
property in Fremont, California. Defendant removed the action to federal court, asserting that federal
requirements incorporated into California tenant-protection law created a federal question. The magistrate judge
concluded that the complaint presented only a state-law unlawful detainer claim and recommended remand,

while granting in forma pauperis status and directing reassignment to a district judge.



DISPOSITION

other

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The magistrate judge recommended that the district judge remand the action to Alameda County Superior Court
for further proceedings. Any party could file objections to the report and recommendation within 14 days after

service.
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