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SUMMARY

The Rhode Island Supreme Court reviewed consolidated certiorari petitions arising from motorists'
refusal-to-submit-to-chemical-test charges. The Court held that the District Court lacked subject-
matter jurisdiction to hear the State's appeal from the Traffic Tribunal appeals panel because the
governing statute authorized an appeal by an aggrieved "person," a term that did not include the State.
The Court quashed the District Court's order and did not reach the merits concerning the statutory

penalty and notice requirements.
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DISPOSITION quashed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE The six motorists petitioned for writs of certiorari seeking review of a
District Court order that reversed a Traffic Tribunal appeals-panel
decision affirming dismissal of charges for refusing to submit to
chemical testing. The Supreme Court issued the writs, consolidated the
cases, and reviewed whether the District Court had subject-matter

jurisdiction over the State's appeal.

STANDARD OF REVIEW On certiorari, the Supreme Court reviews the record for error of law.

Subject-matter jurisdiction is reviewed de novo.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE published precedential opinion
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the District Court had subject-matter jurisdiction to hear the State's appeal from the Traffic
Tribunal appeals panel under General Laws § 31-41.1-9(a).

2. Whether Traffic Tribunal Rule 21(b) could independently confer jurisdiction on the District Court to
hear the State's appeal.

HOLDINGS

1. Section 31-41.1-9(a) did not confer subject-matter jurisdiction on the District Court to hear the State's
appeal because the statute authorized an appeal by an aggrieved "person," and the statutory definition of

person did not include the State.

2. Traffic Tribunal Rule 21(b) could not expand the District Court's subject-matter jurisdiction because
procedural rulemaking authority cannot enlarge jurisdiction that the General Assembly did not confer by

statute.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We cannot overlook the well-established principle that procedural rule-making authority may not be used to

expand a court's jurisdiction.” (158)

“Rule-making power allows courts to govern their internal matters; it does not allow a court to promulgate a
rule that intrudes upon substantive legislative matters such as the expansion of the jurisdiction of the District
Court.” (159)

“Therefore, we hold that the District Court did not have subject-matter jurisdiction to hear the state's
appeal.” (159)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Six motorists were arrested on suspicion of operating vehicles under the influence and refused chemical testing
after being advised of the refusal penalties then included on the police form. The form did not disclose a recently
enacted $200 assessment required by the refusal statute, and the State conceded that the motorists had not been
informed of it. Traffic Tribunal magistrates dismissed the charges, and the appeals panel affirmed those

dismissals.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Traffic Tribunal magistrates dismissed the refusal charges after finding that the motorists had not been informed
of the newly enacted $200 assessment penalty. The Traffic Tribunal appeals panel affirmed the dismissals. The
State appealed to the District Court, which reversed and remanded with instructions to reinstate the charges
while barring imposition of the uninformed assessment. The Supreme Court granted certiorari and quashed the
District Court's order because the District Court lacked subject-matter jurisdiction.

DISPOSITION

quashed

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The order entered by the District Court was quashed, and the record was returned to that court. The Court did not

reach the merits of the refusal charges or issue instructions concerning their disposition.
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