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SUMMARY

The California Court of Appeal, Fourth Appellate District, Division One, reversed a nearly $1 million
judgment against current and former California Coastal Commissioners for alleged violations
involving disclosure of ex parte communications. The court held that Spotlight on Coastal Corruption
lacked public-interest standing to pursue civil fines under Public Resources Code sections 30324 and
30327 because the action was not a mandamus proceeding. It also held that the additional civil-
liability penalties under section 30820, subdivision (a)(2), did not apply to the ex parte disclosure
violations.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Spotlight had public-interest standing to pursue civil-fine claims under Public Resources Code
sections 30324 and 30327.

2. Whether a request for a writ of mandate in the caption or prayer was sufficient to make the action a
mandamus proceeding for purposes of public-interest standing.

3. Whether a court may confer public-interest standing in a civil action seeking monetary penalties based
on the perceived importance of the public interest or the absence of another effective remedy.

4. Whether Public Resources Code section 30820, subdivision (a)(2), authorizes an additional civil penalty
of up to $30,000 for violations of the Coastal Act's ex parte communication disclosure provisions.

5. Whether the attorneys' fee award could stand after reversal of the judgment.

HOLDINGS

1. Spotlight lacked public-interest standing to pursue counts based on alleged violations of the Coastal
Act's ex parte communication disclosure and participation provisions because public-interest standing is
consistently applied only in mandamus proceedings, and this action was not a mandamus action.

2. A trial court may not create public-interest standing in an ordinary civil action seeking monetary
penalties merely because the case involves an important public interest or because denying standing
might leave an ineffective remedy.

3. Public Resources Code section 30820, subdivision (a)(2), does not apply to violations of the Coastal
Act's ex parte communication disclosure and participation provisions governed by sections 30324,
30327, and 30824.

4. The prevailing-party attorneys' fee and cost award must also be reversed because it was based on the
reversed judgment.

KEY QUOTATIONS

““Lack of standing is a fatal . . . defect that requires judgment against the plaintiff.”” (15)

““A specific provision relating to a particular subject will govern in respect to that subject, as against a
general provision, although the latter, standing alone, would be broad enough to include the subject to which
the more particular provision relates.”” (23)

““[T]o decide this case, it is only necessary to hold that section 30820(a)(2) does not apply to ex parte
communication disclosure violations punishable under sections 30324, 30327, and 30824.”” (33)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Spotlight, a lawyer-created entity with no employees, sued current and former California Coastal Commissioners
for allegedly failing to timely and fully disclose ex parte communications and, in some instances, participating in
Commission matters involving undisclosed communications. Spotlight did not seek to overturn any particular
Commission land-use decision and primarily sought civil fines and attorneys' fees. The trial court found a
limited number of violations among hundreds alleged, imposed fines, and awarded Spotlight substantial
attorneys' fees despite defendants' defeat of approximately 99 percent of the claimed monetary relief.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Spotlight sued five Coastal Commissioners, seeking civil penalties under Public Resources Code sections 30324,
30327, and 30820. After a six-day bench trial, the San Diego County Superior Court found various disclosure
violations, imposed fines, and awarded Spotlight $929,046.57 in attorneys' fees. The Court of Appeal reversed
and directed the superior court to enter judgment for defendants and conduct further proceedings concerning
prevailing-party fees and costs.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Enter judgment for defendants and conduct further proceedings consistent with the opinion, including
consideration of defendants' motion for prevailing-party attorneys' fees and costs under Public Resources Code
sections 30327, subdivision (b), and 30824.
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