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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Alabama considered whether state agencies and individual state officers sued in
their official capacities were immune under Article I, § 14 of the Alabama Constitution from claims
challenging an allegedly discriminatory employment transfer. The court held that the agencies were
protected by sovereign immunity, but that the claims seeking declaratory and injunctive relief against
the individual officers fell within recognized exceptions to immunity because the requested relief
could result in reinstatement. The petition for a writ of mandamus was denied.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the state agencies named as defendants were absolutely immune from suit under Article I, § 14,
of the Alabama Constitution.

2. Whether state officers sued in their official capacities were immune under Article I, § 14, when the
plaintiff sought declaratory and injunctive relief that would effectively reinstate her to her former state
position.

3. Whether the petitioners established a clear legal right to a writ of mandamus directing dismissal of the
action in its entirety.

HOLDINGS

1. The State of Alabama and its agencies are absolutely immune from suit in any court under Article I, §
14, of the Alabama Constitution.

2. State officers sued in their official capacities are not immune from an action seeking declaratory and
injunctive relief that would require them to correct an allegedly illegal transfer and effectively reinstate
the plaintiff.

3. The petition for a writ of mandamus must be denied because the petitioners did not establish a clear
legal right to dismissal of the claims against the individual state officers.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“A writ of mandamus is an extraordinary form of relief.” (at 1178)

“mandamus will lie to compel the dismissal of a claim that is barred by the doctrine of sovereign immunity.”
(at 1178)

“the State of Alabama and its agencies are immune from suit in any court.” (at 1178-79)

“the wall of immunity "erected by § 14 is nearly impregnable."” (at 1179)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Laura Johnson-Price, an African-American employee of the Alabama Department of Human Resources, had
previously complained of racial discrimination and retaliation while serving as assistant director of the Calhoun
County Department of Human Resources. After becoming director in 1998 and receiving consistently



outstanding evaluations, she was transferred in 2003 to a quality-control consultant position approximately 70
miles away, which she alleged was a retaliatory and discriminatory demotion. She sought declaratory and
injunctive relief against state agencies and officers sued in their official capacities, including relief that would
effectively reinstate her as director.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Johnson-Price filed a common-law petition for a writ of certiorari in the Montgomery Circuit Court challenging
her transfer from director of the Calhoun County Department of Human Resources to a quality-control
consultant position and seeking declaratory and injunctive relief. The circuit court denied the defendants' motion
to dismiss or, alternatively, for summary judgment. The Court of Civil Appeals granted mandamus in part,
directing dismissal of the state agencies based on sovereign immunity, but denied relief as to the individual
officers. The Supreme Court of Alabama denied the petition for mandamus.
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