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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the District of Hawai‘i addresses whether it had jurisdiction to
decide defendants’ motions for attorneys’ fees after dismissing the underlying action for lack of
subject matter jurisdiction. The court concludes that it lacked jurisdiction to award or evaluate
attorneys’ fees, modifies the Special Master’s recommendation accordingly, and dismisses the fee

motions, objections, and motion to adopt for lack of jurisdiction.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE After dismissing the underlying action for lack of subject matter

jurisdiction, the court considered defendants' motions for attorneys'
fees, defendants' objections to a Special Master's report recommending

denial of fees, and plaintiff's motion to adopt that report.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Objections to a Special Master's report, including objections to
findings of fact and conclusions of law, are reviewed de novo under
Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 53(f), unless the parties stipulate
otherwise.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether a federal district court that lacked subject matter jurisdiction over the underlying action from

the outset may exercise jurisdiction over defendants' motions for attorneys' fees.

2. Whether the Special Master's report should be modified so that defendants' fee motions are dismissed for

lack of jurisdiction rather than denied on the merits.

3. Whether the parties' objections to and motion to adopt the Special Master's report may be considered
when the court lacks jurisdiction over the fee motions.

HOLDINGS

1. A district court that lacked subject matter jurisdiction over the underlying action from the outset lacks
jurisdiction and authority to consider or award attorneys' fees, absent an applicable fee statute that

independently confers jurisdiction.

2. When the court lacked jurisdiction from the outset, the appropriate disposition of attorneys' fee motions

is dismissal for lack of jurisdiction rather than denial on the merits.

3. The court could not reach whether defendants were prevailing parties under Hawaii Revised Statutes §

607-14 because it lacked jurisdiction to evaluate the fee requests.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“a "court that lacks jurisdiction at the outset of a case lacks the authority to award attorneys' fees."” (1224)

“"Ordinarily, the appropriate disposition of a motion for attorneys' fees when the court lacked jurisdiction
from the outset of an action is not denial of the motion. . . but dismissal of the motion for lack of
jurisdiction."” (1226)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Plaintiff brought claims seeking dissolution of several companies, appointment of a receiver, declaratory and
injunctive relief, damages-related relief, and claims including breach of fiduciary duty, negligence,
misrepresentation, unfair and deceptive trade practices, and accounting. The court dismissed the underlying
action for lack of diversity jurisdiction because plaintiff was a member of two defendant limited liability
companies that were not nominal parties. Defendants then sought attorneys' fees, while plaintiff moved to adopt

the Special Master's recommendation that the fee motions be denied.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The court previously dismissed plaintiff's amended complaint for lack of diversity jurisdiction because plaintiff
was a member of two named defendant limited liability companies that were not nominal defendants. A Special
Master recommended denying defendants' attorneys' fee motions on the merits under Hawaii Revised Statutes §
607-14. The parties filed objections and a motion to adopt the report. The district court held that it lacked

jurisdiction to consider the fee motions or related filings and modified the report to require dismissal for lack of

jurisdiction rather than denial on the merits.

DISPOSITION



dismissed
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