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Snyder v. Phelps: 
Issue Waiver and the Scope of

Appellate Discretion 
By Joseph R. Pope

The issue waiver doctrine, or procedural default rule,
provides that courts will deem issues unveiled for the first time
on appeal waived.   This "general rule"  further provides that
appellate courts will not entertain issues omitted from the appel-
lant's opening brief even if the parties argued the issue at trial.
According to one court, the rule is so embedded in federal appel-
late jurisprudence that courts "have invoked it with a near-reli-
gious fervor."   And to many, the rule animates the central tenet
of the American adversarial system—that trained advocates will
present their clients' case to impartial decision makers who will
then decide the matter based on the facts and arguments submit-
ted.   A Justice of the Supreme Court observed that the principle
"is more than just a prudential rule of convenience; its obser-
vance, at least in the vast majority of cases, distinguishes our
adversary system of justice from the inquisitorial one."
Accordingly, courts are discouraged from considering argu-
ments not made by the parties and generally follow the "princi-
ple of party presentation,"  lest they be accused of engaging in so
called "issue creation" or "sua sponte decision making." 

Yet, while the general rule provides that courts may
only decide cases based on the facts and legal arguments pre-
sented by the parties, what are courts to do if parties, either
intentionally or by mistake, fail to raise key issues or argue inap-
posite legal principles and doctrine?  Shall the court proceed to
resolve the parties' dispute based on an erroneous presentation
of the law?  Shall it decide a sweeping constitutional issue when
a narrower non-constitutional ground is available?  Shall it not
consider an issue when doing so would work an injustice?  In
such circumstances, courts have proved their willingness to
depart from the general rule and decide cases on grounds not
raised or argued by the parties.  Although the practice of depart-
ing from the general rule is often criticized, one judge extolled
the practice as a hallmark of judicial greatness, saying "[d]espite
much pretense to the contrary by judges and lawyers, it is one of
the marks of the great judge to recast the issues in cases in his
own image rather than to assume a passive, 'umpireal stance.'"
Moreover, recasting issues and deciding cases based on its own
reasoning is consistent with the constitutional mandate inherent
in Article III of the Constitution, which is that federal courts have
the exclusive power and responsibility to "say what the law is." 

In fact, some of the Supreme Court's most eminent and
influential cases were decided on grounds not advanced by the
parties.   For example, the Supreme Court in Erie v. Tompkins
overruled Tyson v. Swift sua sponte and established the rule that
federal courts in diversity cases must follow state common law.
In Mapp v. Ohio,  without briefing or argument on the question,
the Court overruled prior precedent and incorporated the
Fourth Amendment exclusionary rule to the states via the
Fourteenth Amendment.  Similarly, in Washington v. Davis,  while
the parties agreed that the Equal Protection Clause prohibited
conduct having a racially disparate impact, the Court rejected
this view and held that the Constitution bars only intentional
discrimination.  And, in Romer v. Evans,  the Court struck down
an amendment to the Colorado state constitution that prevented
the enactment of legal protections for gay people, relying on the
arguments made by Professor Laurence Tribe in an amicus brief. 

The federal courts of appeal have followed a similar
path.  The Fifth Circuit in Cousin v. Trans Union Corp.,  held that
in a case involving a punitive damages award in a defamation
action, it had discretion to sua sponte consider whether the defen-

dant had made
willful misrepre-
s e n t a t i o n s .
Similarly, in
National Assoc. of
Social Workers v.
Harwood,  the court considered the question of whether the
defendants were entitled to legislative immunity even though
they neglected to raise the issue before the district court. The
Fourth Circuit is no exception.  For instance, the court in
Dickerson v. United States,  sua sponte questioned whether 18
U.S.C. § 3501 abrogated Miranda v. Arizona,  despite the parties'
refusal to brief and argue the question. 

If anything, these examples demonstrate that despite
sweeping rhetoric that the general rule of issue waiver is an inex-
orable command, its application is a matter of appellate court
discretion.  Yet, confusion arises because courts have failed to
articulate or follow any consistent principle in exercising this dis-
cretion.  The Fourth Circuit confronted this confused area of
appellate jurisprudence in Snyder v. Phelps,  where a divided
panel of the Fourth Circuit vigorously argued the question of
whether or not to apply the issue waiver doctrine in a case pre-
senting important First Amendment questions.  

The dialectical exchange between the members of the
Snyder panel illustrates concretely the public and institutional
debate over the proper use of issue waiver and, by extension, the
proper role of the federal appellate courts.  Using the Snyder
polemic as context, this article will explore briefly the competing
visions of federal appellate court discretion underlying the
debate between the Snyder majority and concurrence.  As the
case illustrates, these visions conflict when courts attempt to
serve as impartial and passive decisionmakers on the one hand,
while dispensing with their constitutional obligation to articu-
late and craft a consistent body of law on the other.  The article
concludes that important considerations of accuracy, judicial
independence, and consistency militate in favor of the appellate
courts' practice of exercising discretion to raise issues and frame
cases in "their own image."  Furthermore, there is little validity to
arguments that appellate courts impermissibly expand their
power by deviating from the party presentation principle; in fact,
the practice often serves to restrict judicial power.  Nonetheless,
while it is prudent for federal appellate courts to exercise discre-
tion and raise issues sua sponte, it is equally important that courts
exercise this discretion in limited instances where important
questions are involved to preserve the core interests reflected in
the party presentation principle—litigant and societal respect
and acceptance of decisions rendered by the courts.

The Snyder Majority:  Issue Waiver as a Mandatory Doctrine 

In Snyder, the Fourth Circuit considered the propriety of a
jury verdict rendered against Fred Phelps and members of the
Westboro Baptist Church.   Snyder filed the case after the defen-
dants held a protest during his son's funeral—Snyder’s son was
a Marine Lance Corporal who lost his life in Iraq.  The verdict
was based on three state law torts: invasion of provacy by intru-
sion upon seclusion, intentional infliction of emotional distress
and civil conspiracy.  At the trial, the defendeants pressed sever-
al defenses, including that the First Amendment of the
Constitution categorically protected their speech. 
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On appeal, the defendants primarily
advanced their First Amendment claims,
but also raised several other grounds for
reversal, including that the district court
lacked personal and subject matter juris-
diction; that Snyder had no privacy right
in his son's funeral; that the punitive dam-
ages award violated due process; that the
jury was biased; that the district court
made prejudicial evidentiary errors at
trial; that the civil conspiracy verdict was
inconsistent with state law; and that
Maryland's statutory cap on compensa-
tory damages applied to the damages
award.   The defendants did not argue,
however, that the jury verdict was based
on insufficient evidence, but an amicus
brief did raise and argue the issue. 

A majority of the panel rejected all of
the defendants' non-First Amendment
claims and further ruled that by failing to
raise the sufficiency of the evidence claim
in their opening brief, the defendants had
waived the claim on appeal.  The court
stated that it was of no consequence that
the defendants had properly raised and
litigated the sufficiency of the evidence
question at trial and that amicus curiae
had raised the issue in its brief.   The
majority acknowledged that the Supreme
Court did not adhere to a practice of strict-
ly applying the rule, noting "that the
Supreme Court has seen fit, in narrow and
circumscribed circumstances of its own
choosing" to address and dispose of issues
not raised or argued by the parties, but it
expressly declined to follow the Supreme
Court's example—using language sug-
gesting a view that discretion to depart
from the general rule did not reside in the
court of appeals.   Thus, despite the exis-
tence of an arguably colorable state law
issue, the majority rigidly applied the
issue waiver doctrine, saying "[b]ecause
the Defendants have voluntarily waived
any contention that the evidence is insuffi-
cient to support the verdict, we are obli-
gated to grapple with and resolve the First
Amendment issues[.]" 

To be sure, the view taken by the major-
ity is consistent with the general rule gov-
erning issue waiver and further comports
with the rationale that only litigants may
frame the litigation as expressed by the
party presentation principle.  The Fourth
Circuit has expressed the rule in mandato-
ry terms on several occasions, such as in
Curry v. Beatrice Pocahontas Coal Co.,
where the court stated that "[t]he normal
rule of course is that failure to raise an
issue for review in the prescribed manner
constitutes a waiver."   In addition, the
court in Cavallo v. Star Enterprise
explained that issues of fundamental fair-
ness required a strict application of the
rule.  Specifically, it stated that by omitting
an issue from its initial brief, the appellant
had deprived the appellee of an opportu-
nity to respond to its arguments and con-
sidering the newly raised issue "would be
unfair to the appellee."   The language

used by the court in Cavallo implies that
due process interests are at stake and a
strict application of the rule is justified on
grounds that a party may be deprived of
notice and a meaningful opportunity to be
heard if a court decides a case on grounds
not briefed. 

Additionally, interests of judicial effi-
ciency and practical wisdom provide sup-
port for the general rule.  Courts foster
democratic and participatory values by
allowing parties to fully participate in the
adjudication of their case.  Indeed, a liti-
gant who feels he was provided a full and
fair opportunity to litigate his claims is
more likely to accept the results, favorable
or not.   In addition, the rule provides par-
ties an incentive to fully litigate their case
and not strategically conceal legal argu-
ments in hopes of catching their adversary
off-guard.  As one court reasoned, "it
would not be quite cricket"  to decide a
case on an issue a party raised at the
eleventh hour because the opposing party
may have been lulled into presenting his
case differently.  Furthermore, by forcing
litigants to present all relevant legal issues
and arguments, the rule increases the like-
lihood that a court will decide the case
based on a fully developed record, thus
encouraging a more complete and timely
decision.  

Certainly, the Snyder majority's ruling
is not without precedential and policy
support, as it promotes the party partici-
pation principle and the adversary model
of adjudication.  But, as "[a] foolish consis-
tency is the hobgoblin of little minds,"  so
is the mechanical application of a rule of
law the incubus of inequitable and impru-
dent results.  As demonstrated by Snyder,
in reviewing  the case as presented by the
parties and bypassing a narrow and ordi-
nary state law issue, the majority may
have unnecessarily decided a broad and
complex First Amendment question; thus
violating an important canon of constitu-
tional jurisprudence designed to limit
judicial encroachment upon democratic
interests.  

The Snyder Concurrence: Issue Waiver
as a Discretionary Principle

In his concurrence, Judge Shedd
argued that the majority erred by proceed-
ing to the First Amendment question
when the trial court's decision could be
reversed on grounds that the plaintiff
failed to offer sufficient evidence to sup-
port his state law claims at trial.   He point-
ed out that "[u]nder the doctrine of consti-
tutional avoidance, we are to avoid consti-
tutional determinations when other
grounds exist for the disposition of the
case."   In his view, the waiver doctrine
must yield to this prudential doctrine of
constitutional interpretation.  And he
pointedly disagreed with the majority's
ruling that the general rule of issue waiv-
er is absolute, stating that "[o]ur judicial
power to decide a case is not limited by

the arguments and actions of the parties." 

This flexible reasoning reflects the
greater weight of authority and a sounder
view of federal appellate court power.
Indeed, the Supreme Court has expressly
declared that the courts of appeal possess
the authority to resolve questions not pre-
sented by the parties, as well as issues
raised for the first time on appeal.   While
declining to announce a general rule to
define the scope of this discretion, the
Court has said that, "[c]ertainly there are
circumstances in which a federal appellate
court is justified in resolving an issue not
passed on below, as where the proper res-
olution is beyond any doubt or where
injustice might otherwise result."
Signaling its recognition of a broader
authority, it further noted that "[t]hese
examples are not intended to be exclu-
sive." 

Fourth Circuit precedent demonstrates
that the court has recognized and applied
this power.  For instance, the court stated,
"in very limited circumstances we may
consider [an issue raised for the first time
on appeal] if the error is "plain" and our
refusal to consider it would result in a mis-
carriage of justice."   And in another case
the court said, "[t]he normal rule of course
is that failure to raise an issue for review in
the prescribed manner constitutes a waiv-
er.  But the rule is not an absolute one and
review may proceed (even completely sua
sponte) when the equities require."
Furthermore, in Dickerson v. United States,
a case concerning whether a defendant's
statement to the police should be sup-
pressed, the Fourth Circuit sua sponte con-
sidered whether a federal statute enacted
in 1968, 18 U.S.C. § 3501, overruled
Miranda and established a more lenient
standard for the admission of confessions.
For three decades, the federal government
had a policy of not relying on the statute
because it viewed the provision as uncon-
stitutional and thus argued only that the
defendant's confession should be admit-
ted into evidence because the defendant
waived his Miranda rights before confess-
ing to the crime.  Despite the govern-
ment's refusal to argue the issue, the
Fourth Circuit sua sponte raised the ques-
tion and found that § 3501 was constitu-
tional and had displaced Miranda.  

The existence of judicial discretion to
frame and decide cases on its own terms is
a necessary dimension of the federal
appellate court's responsibility to "say
what the law is."  While Article III of the
Constitution fails to explicitly define the
precise role of the judiciary, several princi-
ples derived from the article support the
exercise of judicial power to craft cases in
a way contrary to how they were present-
ed by the parties.  Since Marbury v.
Madison,  and the advent of modern judi-
cial review, an essential function of the
federal judiciary has been to announce
publicly not only the winner of a particu-
lar case, but also the meaning of the law as
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applied to that case, which in turn pro-
vides guidance to the public on how the
law will apply in future cases.

In those cases where the parties fail
to accurately and completely describe
applicable legal doctrine or abandon a
viable argument presented before the trial
court, the court's duty to follow the party
presentation principle collides with its
duty to announce an accurate uncolored
rule of law.  Indeed, as judicial decisions
are objective statements describing the
meaning of law, and not statements con-
cerning the subjective view of the law
taken by litigants, courts must be able to
sua sponte take notice of issues and legal
principles either mistakenly or intention-
ally omitted by the parties.  As one com-
mentator aptly noted: "If litigants could
constrain courts through their own trun-
cated or inaccurate depictions of the
meaning of statutes, constitutional provi-
sions, and the like, they could effectively
wrest this task away from the courts, put-
ting federal judges in the impoverished
role of picking and choosing from among
the litigants' interpretations of the law,
rather than their own."    

Additionally, Article III's require-
ment that courts decide only actual cases
or controversies may be violated in the
absence of judicial discretion to consider
issues not raised by the parties.  A judge
of the Court of Appeals for the District of
Columbia Circuit recognized this danger
in Independent Insurance Agents of America,
Inc. v. Clarke:   

I think it most apparent that federal courts do
possess [the power to raise issues sua
sponte]. The alternative is that the parties
could force a federal court to render an adviso-
ry opinion. What the dissenters in effect argue
is that the parties can stipulate to the state of
underlying law; frame a law suit, assuming
that stipulation; and obtain from the court a
ruling as to what the otherwise dispositive law
would be if the stipulated case were in fact the
law. Indeed, that is precisely what would have
occurred in this case had the panel not, sua
sponte, raised the question . . . . 

In its review of the case, the Supreme
Court agreed with this position saying,
"[t]he contrary conclusion would permit
litigants, by agreeing on the legal issue
presented, to extract the opinion of a court
on hypothetical Acts of Congress or dubi-
ous constitutional principles, an opinion
that would be difficult to characterize as
anything but advisory." 

The practice is also justified as a means
of protecting the integrity of the courts
and their independence.  It is important
that the courts not cede their authority as
independent decision makers to parties
whose litigation agenda may be in conflict
with the court's responsibility to provide
an accurate and narrowly tailored articu-
lation of the law.  For instance, a party may
decline to argue a particular line of legal

reasoning because of a political agenda.
An example of this is Gonzales v. Carhart,
where the Planned Parenthood Federation
of America chose not to argue that the fed-
eral statute at issue was an unconstitution-
al regulation of interstate commerce, even
though several justices indicated they
were receptive to the argument, presum-
ably because the organization supported a
broad interpretation of Congress's com-
merce power.   Special interest groups, as
well as state and federal governments,
will often avoid citing and relying on legal
doctrines they dislike or lines of precedent
they hope will be overturned.  In these
instances, courts should have the discre-
tion to consider issues and arguments not
presented by the parties, because other-
wise litigants will gain control over an
essential judicial function.

What is more, litigants may seek to
use the courts as vehicles to make maxi-
malist constitutional declarations that pro-
mote countermajoritarian values.  Courts
generally favor incremental and measured
steps to sweeping declarations of constitu-
tional norms because broadly worded
opinions undermine legislative processes,
lead to unintended consequences, and put
in place rigid rules that provide little flex-
ibility for deciding future cases.
Adherents of this minimalist judicial phi-
losophy advocate a modest role for the
courts out of a belief that the majority of
public policy decisions should be made by
the political branches of government.
Some litigants, however, mistrust the
political branches and turn to the courts
seeking opinions that will define the scope
of their constitutional rights in the broad-
est possible terms.  

Because their goal may be to have a
court issue a sweeping constitutional rul-
ing to further their views, these litigants
have an incentive to omit arguments
based on narrower, less controversial,
grounds.  The constitutional avoidance
doctrine counsels against allowing liti-
gants to frame their case in this manner.
The doctrine reflects a prudential institu-

tional practice implemented by the feder-
al judiciary to refrain from making broad
constitutional pronouncements that place
the courts in conflict with democratic
institutions.  Litigants, however, often do
not share the judiciary's interest in avoid-
ing such conflicts, and may turn to the
courts to bypass democratic processes.
As appellate litigation has become as
much about setting precedent and guid-
ing policy as actually deciding individual
disputes, courts should have the discre-
tion to reach beyond the arguments made
by the parties to narrow the scope of their
decisions and avoid unnecessary constitu-
tional rulings that strike down legislative
actions.

The Snyder concurrence embraced this
rationale in arguing that the court should
look to whether a decision could be
reached on state grounds before proceed-
ing to the First Amendment issue
advanced by the defendants.   Surely, it is
not unreasonable to suspect that the
defendants in Snyder—many of whom are
attorneys and have a far reaching political
and social agenda—may have intentional-
ly omitted certain arguments on appeal in
hopes of inducing the Fourth Circuit into
rendering a broad First Amendment rul-
ing.  A ruling they could use not only as a
shield to avoid liability in the instant case,
but also as a sword to strike down state
and federal statutes that might limit their
ability to protest military funerals in the
future.   Accordingly, it is wise for courts
to possess and exercise discretion to go
beyond the four corners of the litigant's
briefs, otherwise litigants may be encour-
aged to manipulate the court's interpre-
tive function and force courts to decide
sweeping constitutional questions when a
more conservative and less divisive
methodology is available.

Defining the Scope of Appellate
Discretion to Disregard the General Rule

As the Snyder majority found, federal
courts generally follow the praxis of ignor-
ing issues not raised by the parties, how-
ever, the underlying duty of federal courts
to accurately pronounce objective rules of
law based on actual controversies and to
avoid unnecessary constitutional deci-
sions, militate against the majority's hold-
ing that courts are "obligated" to strictly
apply the issue waiver doctrine.  While it
is unwise to restrict courts to deciding
cases based strictly on the issues and legal
arguments of the parties, it is equally
unwise for courts to exercise discretion
carte blanche and ignore completely the
party participation principle.  And it is the
indeterminate phrasing of the exception
that often leads to confusion of the bounds
of appellate discretion.  In the Fourth
Circuit, for example, the court has said
that it may only depart from the party
presentation principle when "the equities
require" or when "refusal to consider [the

Continued next page
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question] would result in a miscarriage of
justice."  While the Supreme Court has
expressed its unwillingness to state a spe-
cific rule, the decisions of other courts of
appeal provide some clarity on the appro-
priate scope of discretion.

Courts have uniformly ruled that they
may depart from the general rule to exam-
ine subject matter jurisdiction and stand-
ing, as these questions concern the court's
capacity to hear a case.   Courts have also
departed from the general rule when the
issue is purely legal in nature, and lends
itself to satisfactory resolution on the exist-
ing record without further development
of the facts.   Issue creation may also be
warranted when questions of "constitu-
tional magnitude"  are involved—this
would include instances where the doc-
trine of constitutional avoidance would
apply.   Courts may also sua sponte decide
to reexamine a precedent or doctrine so
deeply entrenched in the law that a liti-
gant might not think to challenge it.   A
court may also ignore the rule when the
omitted argument is "highly persuasive, a
circumstance that often inclines a court to
entertain a pivotal argument for the first
time on appeal, particularly when declin-
ing to reach the omitted argument threat-
ens a miscarriage of justice."   Federal
courts also look to whether consideration
of an omitted issue will prejudice the
appellee and deprive him of an opportuni-
ty to respond, as well as whether the
appellant's omission was entirely inadver-
tent rather than deliberate.   Lastly, courts
will consider omitted issues of great pub-
lic importance.  These are questions touch-
ing upon policies such as federalism,
comity, and respect for the independence
of democratic institutions. 

These rulings provide some guidance
on the bounds of appellate discretion to
create issues and depart from the party
participation principle.  Many of these
cases point out; however, that discretion to
depart from the general rule is highly cir-
cumscribed and warranted only in
extraordinary circumstances.  Otherwise,
courts may be left open to allegations that
they have created issues and crafted rul-
ings to accord with their personal prefer-
ences and political views.

Conclusion

Consistent application of the general
rule of issue waiver remains the norm in
our adversarial system, as the rule fosters
important and worthwhile systemic ends.
The general rule may not be dismissed as
an insignificant technicality or a trap for
the indolent, as the rule animates our
adversarial system and promotes fairness
and judicial economy.  Nevertheless, the
Snyder majority's formulation of the rule
as an inexorable command and its deci-
sion that the important policies inherent in
the constitutional avoidance doctrine
must yield to the general rule of issue

waiver is inapposite to the greater weight
of Supreme Court and Fourth Circuit
precedent and the general policies effectu-
ated by the existence of an exception to the
general rule.

The concurrence correctly identified
that the court possessed the authority to
consider issues not raised by the parties
and its argument that the court should
have considered an issue not raised by the
parties in an effort to avoid a ruling on
constitutional grounds is convincing.
Indeed, such discretion permits the feder-
al appellate courts to perform their essen-
tial functions as both arbiters of disputes
and objective interpreters of law.
Nonetheless, while appellate courts pos-
sess discretion to reach issues not argued,
such discretion should be affirmatively
exercised only in extraordinary cases
where the equities preponderate in favor
of such a step.
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head of judicial review, but also furnishes
the canonical statement of the necessary and
appropriate role of courts in the constitution-
al scheme.").
50)  Frost, supra note 16, at 472.
51)  965 F.2d 1077 (D.C. Cir. 1992), rev'd on
other grounds sub nom. U.S. Nat. Bank of
Oregon v. Independent. Ins. Agents of America,
Inc., 508 U.S. 439 (1993).
52)  Id. at 1078 (Sentelle, J., concurring).
53) Independent. Ins. Agents of America, Inc.,
508 U.S. at 447.
54)  127 S. Ct. 1610 (2007).
55)  See id. at 1640 (Thomas, J. concurring) ("I
also note that whether the Act constitutes a
permissible exercise of Congress' power
under the Commerce Clause is not before
the Court.  The parties did not raise or brief
that issue; it is outside the question present-
ed; and the lower courts did not address it.").
56)  See generally Cass R. Sunstein, One Case
at a Time:  Judicial Minimalism on the Supreme
Court (1999).
57)  See Trevor W. Morrison, Constitutional
Avoidance in the Executive Branch, 106 Colum.
L. Rev. 1189 (2006).
58)  The Defendants have been involved in
litigation relating to their protests through-
out the country.  See, e.g., Phelps-Roper v.
Nixon, 545 F.3d 685 (8th Cir. 2008); Phelps-
Roper v. Strickland, 539 F.3d 356 (6th Cir.
2008).  Additionally, forty states and the fed-
eral government have enacted legislation
addressing funeral picketing.  See Stephen R.
McAllister, Funeral Picketing Laws and Free
Speech, 55 U. Kan. L. Rev. 575, 576 (2007).
59) See Erwin Chemerinsky, Federal
Jurisdiction 258 (3d ed. 1999); Lujan v.

Defenders of Wildlife, 504 U.S. 555, 559-61
(1992).
60)  See United States v. La Guardia, 902 F.2d
1010, 1013 (1st Cir. 1990).
61)  Id.
62)  See Amoco Oil Co. v. United States, 234
F.3d 1374, 1378 (3d Cir. 1980).
63)  See Hartmann v. Prudential Ins. Co. of Am.,
9 F.3d 1207, 1215 (7th Cir. 1993).
64)  See United States v. Krynicki, 689 F.2d 289,
291-92 (1st Cir. 1982).
65)  See Nat'l Assoc. of Social Workers, 69 F.3d
622, 628 (1st Cir. 1995).
66) See Cincinnati Indem. Co. v. A&K Constr.
Co, 542 F.3d 623, 625 (8th Cir. 2008) (raising
abstention sua sponte); Nair v. Oakland
County Cmty. Mental Health Auth., 443 F.3d
461, 474 (6th Cir. 2006) (raising sovereign
immunity sua sponte); Scherer v. Equitable
Life Assurance Soc'y, 347 F.3d 394, 398 n.4
(2d Cir. 2003) (noting that "a court is free to
raise [res judicata] sua sponte"); Stone v. City
and County of San Francisco, 968 F.2d 850, 855
(9th Cir. 1992).

within 15 days of issuing the certificate
of the clerk, and counsel for the
appellee then had 10 days to file a sep-
arate designation.  See Current Rule
5:32(d).  Under the new rule, counsel
for the appellee gets an extra 5 days,
i.e. a total of 15 days, to make a joint
designation.  See Current Rule
5:32(b)(1).  In other words, both sides
now have 15 days to file a designation.
Also, under the old rule, counsel had
to provide three copies of the appen-
dix.  Rule 5:32(b) (citing Rule 5:26(d)).
Now only two copies must be provid-
ed to opposing counsel.  Rule
5:32(a)(3).

One new and significant change
involves multiparty cases.  Rule 5:8A
permits an appeal from a partial final
judgment in such cases, provided a
trial court enters an order expressly
labeled "partial final judgment" and
makes the findings required by the
rule. 

The rules permit the option of
using either a word count or a page
limitation for briefs.  See, e.g., Rule
5:17(f) (35 pages or 6,125 words for a
petition for appeal); Rule 5:18(b) (25

pages or 4,375 words for a brief in
opposition). If a word count is used,
counsel must certify that the word lim-
itations are being observed.  Rule
5:1(d).  

Changes specific to the Court of
Appeals of Virginia

Change your template alert: ques-
tions presented are now a thing of the
past.  Like the Supreme Court of
Virginia, the Court of Appeals will
require assignments of error and, like
the Supreme Court of Virginia, failure
to make them will result in dismissal
of the appeal.  Rule 5A:12(c)(1).  

Unlike the new Supreme Court of
Virginia rule, which provides counsel
with a choice between a page limit and
a word count, the Court of Appeals
will rely on word counts exclusively.
See, e.g., Rule 5A:12(e) (petition for
appeal limited to 12,300 words); Rule
5A:13(b)(1) (brief in opposition limited
to 8,800 words); Rule 5A:15(b)(3) (peti-
tion for rehearing limited to 5,300
words).  Counsel must certify compli-
ance with these word counts.  Rule
5A:1(d).  The body of the brief is what

matters for the word count: tables and
certificates are excluded.  Id.

Also, an extension of time of the
briefing deadlines can now be request-
ed after the fact, provided it is filed "no
later than 10 days after the expiration
of the deadline."  Rule 5A:19(b)(4). 

Despite some harmonization of rules
between the Court of Appeals and the
Supreme Court, the font size still dif-
fers.  For the Court of Appeals, it stays
at a minimum 12 point font, Rule 5A:4,
whereas the Supreme Court of
Virginia requires 14 point font.  Rule
5:6(a)(2).  

Finally, a new rule permits the Court
of Appeals to order a settlement con-
ference.  Rule 5A:37.  A party can opt
out of the settlement conference, but
must file an objection in writing speci-
fying the ground of the objection.  Rule
5A:37(a).

Stephen R. McCullough is Senior
Appellate Counsel with the Office of
the Attroney General in Richmond.

Joseph R. Pope is an associate with
Williams Mullen in Richmond where his
practice focuses on appellate litigation,
complex commercial litigation and
antitrust.  He is also the founder of
www.specialconcurrence.com; a blog
dedicated to appellate law, practice,
and policy.  He is co-chair of the sec-
tion’s publication committee and can
be reached at jpope@williams
mullen.com.

Rule Changes
Continued from cover
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Appellate Practice Section 
programs at the 

2010 VBA Summer Meeting
The Homestead, Hot Springs

Friday, July 23, 2:00-3:00 P.M.
“The Roberts’ Court at Age Four:

The 2009 U.S. Supreme Court
Term In Review.”

A presentation featuring former
Solicitor General Paul Clement.

(1.5 CLE credits)

Saturday, July 24, 9:00-10:30 A.M.
“12th Annual Review of Civil

Decisions of the Supreme Court of
Virginia.”

A presentation by Judge Jane
Marum Roush.

(1.5 CLE credits)

Register today at www.vba.org!
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