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SUMMARY

The Maryland Court of Appeals held that a circuit court has subject matter jurisdiction under
Maryland law to grant the Maryland Commission on Human Relations injunctive relief against
interference with its administrative investigation of employment discrimination complaints. The court
concluded that the Commission's investigative powers were not limited to the formal mechanisms
described in the regulations and that confidential witness interviews were permissible. It further held
that statutory injunctive relief is governed primarily by the criteria in Article 49B, Section 4, including
reasonable necessity to preserve the parties' status or prevent irreparable harm.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE The Maryland Commission on Human Relations appealed the Circuit
Court for Talbot County's denial of its petition for injunctive relief
against interference with the Commission's preliminary investigation
of employment-discrimination complaints. The Court of Appeals of
Maryland granted certiorari on its own initiative.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Ordinarily, denial of injunctive relief is reviewed for abuse of
discretion. For a statutory injunction, however, the court's traditional
equitable discretion is limited by the statutory criteria, and the
appellate court reviews whether those criteria were satisfied.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the Circuit Court for Talbot County had subject matter jurisdiction to grant injunctive relief
while employment-discrimination complaints were pending before the Commission.

2. Whether the Commission's statutory investigatory authority included conducting confidential,
unrecorded witness interviews without the presence of the respondent's representatives.

3. Whether the Commission established the statutory basis for an injunction to prevent interference with its
preliminary investigation.

4. Whether the traditional equitable factors governing preliminary injunctions controlled the request for an
injunction under Article 49B, § 4.

HOLDINGS

1. Article 49B, § 4 gave the circuit court statutory subject matter jurisdiction to entertain and grant
injunctive relief after a discrimination complaint was filed with the Commission.

2. The Commission's investigatory powers were not limited to the formal mechanisms listed in COMAR
14.03.01.04, and the Commission could conduct confidential witness interviews without the
respondent's representatives being present or without recording and transcription.

3. For an injunction under Article 49B, § 4, the Commission need establish a reasonable necessity to
preserve the status of the parties or prevent irreparable harm; the traditional equitable factors are largely
inapplicable.

4. The Commission was entitled to an injunction preventing the Detention Center from interfering with the
preliminary investigation by insisting on presence at confidential witness interviews and demanding that
the interviews be transcribed.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Section 4 clearly provides a circuit court with statutory jurisdiction to issue injunctive relief at any time after
a complaint has been filed with the Commission.” (370 Md. at 128)

“the provisions in COMAR regarding the Commission's investigatory process are not exclusive.” (370 Md. at
131)



“so long as the Commission satisfies the court that a reasonable necessity exists to preserve the status of the
parties or prevent irreparable harm, the requested injunction should be granted.” (370 Md. at 135)

“Injunctive relief may be granted when the investigation is so hindered by a party as to cause irreparable
harm to the investigative process as a whole” (370 Md. at 143)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Two verified complaints alleged employment discrimination at the Talbot County Detention Center, including
race and gender discrimination and sexual harassment. During the Commission's preliminary investigation, the
Detention Center allegedly discouraged nonparty employee witnesses from participating and insisted on
appearing at confidential interviews and having them recorded and transcribed. The Commission sought an
injunction to prevent interference with the investigation and to preserve the confidentiality and effectiveness of
the fact-finding process.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Two verified employment-discrimination complaints were filed with the Commission concerning race, gender,
and sexual-harassment allegations at the Detention Center. The Commission alleged that the Detention Center
interfered with confidential witness interviews by discouraging witnesses and insisting on being present and
recording the interviews. The Circuit Court denied injunctive relief, apparently either for lack of subject matter
jurisdiction or in the exercise of discretion. The Court of Appeals reversed and remanded for issuance of an
injunction, while requiring additional evidence for certain broader requested restraints.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The Circuit Court for Talbot County was instructed to issue an injunction preventing the Detention Center from
interfering with the Commission's preliminary investigation by insisting on being present at confidential witness
interviews or demanding that those interviews be transcribed, for the duration of the preliminary investigation
and related proceedings. Any broader injunction requested by the Commission required additional evidence
establishing reasonable necessity to prevent irreparable harm.
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