UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE EASTERN DISTRICT OF
CALIFORNIA

Wyatt v. County of Stanislaus

Wyatt - No. 1:21-cv-00455-DAD-JDP - Decided March 11, 2025

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Eastern District of California denied defendants’ motion for
judgment on the pleadings in an action alleging that county officials unlawfully removed and
separated plaintiffs’ children in violation of the Fourteenth Amendment right to familial association.
The court held that although the children had an interest relating to the action, their interests were
adequately represented by the plaintiffs and their absence would not expose defendants to multiple or
inconsistent obligations under Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 19. Plaintiffs’ pending motion for

summary judgment remained unresolved.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Defendants moved for judgment on the pleadings, arguing that

plaintiffs' minor children were required parties under Federal Rule of
Civil Procedure 19. The court denied the motion.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Under Rule 19, the court conducts three successive, practical, and fact-
specific inquiries: whether the absent party is necessary, whether
joinder is feasible, and, if joinder is not feasible, whether the action
may proceed or must be dismissed. The moving party bears the burden

of persuasion, and evidence outside the pleadings may be considered
on a Rule 12(b)(7) motion.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether plaintiffs' minor children were required parties under Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 19(a)(1)
(B) because they had an interest relating to the action that could be impaired by proceeding in their

absence.

2. Whether the children's absence would impair or impede their interests because plaintiffs could not

adequately represent those interests.

3. Whether proceeding without the children would expose defendants to a substantial risk of double,

multiple, or otherwise inconsistent obligations.

4. Whether defendants' belated Rule 19(a)(1)(A) argument that complete relief could not be accorded in the

children's absence should be considered.

HOLDINGS

1. The children had an interest relating to the action because a finding that exigent circumstances justified
their removal could have preclusive effect in a future action brought by the children arising from the

removal.

2. The children's absence would not impair or impede their interests because plaintiffs adequately
represented the children's only relevant interest in preserving potential future claims arising from the

removal.

3. Proceeding without the children would not subject defendants to a substantial risk of double, multiple, or
otherwise inconsistent obligations because the plaintiffs sought damages for their own injuries and any

future claims by the children would concern distinct injuries.

4. The court declined to address defendants' argument that complete relief could not be accorded in the
children's absence because defendants raised it for the first time in their reply brief.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The inquiry is a practical one and fact specific, and is designed to avoid the harsh results of rigid

application.” (at 10)



“Given that the absent children’s only interest in the pending action is shared with plaintiffs, plaintiffs would

appear to be in a position to adequately represent the absent children’s interest.” (at 12)

“Inconsistent obligations occur when a party is unable to comply with one court’s order without breaching

another court’s order concerning the same incident.” (at 14)

“Therefore, the absent children are not necessary parties, and they need not be joined.” (at 16)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Plaintiffs are the parents of seven minor children. Social workers entered plaintiffs' home pursuant to a search
warrant on April 8, 2019, but allegedly removed all seven children without a warrant, exigent circumstances, or
parental consent. A juvenile court later assumed jurisdiction and ordered the children returned while permitting
continued governmental oversight. Plaintiffs allege emotional and physical harms and assert Fourteenth

Amendment familial-association claims against individual defendants and the County of Stanislaus.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiffs filed an action under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 alleging violations of their Fourteenth Amendment right to
familial association arising from the removal and continued separation of their seven children. Defendants
moved for judgment on the pleadings based on the asserted failure to join the children. After briefing and
submission on the papers, the court denied the motion and left plaintiffs' separate motion for summary judgment

pending.
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