SUPREME COURT OF LOUISIANA

97-CC-2028
c/w
97-CC-2033 AND 97-CC-2035

IN RE: GASWATER HEATER PRODUCTS LIABILITY LITIGATION

ON WRIT OF CERTIORARI TO THE COURT OF APPEAL,
FIFTH CIRCUIT, PARISH OF JEFFERSON

TRAYLOR, Justice

We granted certiorari in this case primarily in order to determine whether a multi-
million dollar class action suit filed in the First Parish Court of Jefferson Parish exceeds
the jurisdictional limit of that court. Named as defendants in the suit are three water
heater manufacturers and three Jefferson Parish distributors of water heaters. The class,
which has yet to be certified, allegedly consists of all Louisiana residents who have
purchased gas water heaters from the three manufacturers, their potential number being in
the hundreds of thousands.

The defendant manufacturers appealed the First Parish Court’ s refusal to transfer
or dismiss the suit, claiming that the amount in dispute exceeds the jurisdictional limit for
that court and that they are entitled to ajury trial, which is not available in the First
Parish Court. The Court of Appeal, concluding that the jurisdictional amount is
determined by the damages apportioned to each of the class members and that the amount
in dispute does not entitle defendants' to ajury trial, denied defendants writ applications.
We reverse as to the question of jurisdiction.

JURISDICTIONAL AMOUNT

* Lemmon, J., not on panel. SeeRule |V, Part 2, § 3.



The legidature created by statute the First Parish Court of Jefferson Parish as a
court of limited jurisdiction. The jurisdiction of the First Parish Court is *concurrent with
that of the district court . . . when the amount in dispute . . . does not exceed ten thousand
dollars, exclusive of interest, costs, and attorney fees...” LA. REvV. STAT. §13:2561.2.
The legidlature further described the limited jurisdiction of that court by defining the
amount in dispute as the amount demanded, including punitive damages, but not
including interest, court costs, attorney fees, or penalties. LA. Cobe Civ. PrROC. art. 4, LA.
CopE Clv. PrRoC. art. 4841.B.

The mgjor issue before the Court is whether the “amount demanded” in a class
action suit is measured by the projected damages to be recovered individually by each of
the plaintiffs, or by the total sum demanded by the plaintiffs on behalf of the potential
class members.

When the language of a statute may be interpreted in different ways, as here, the
courts must interpret the wording of the statute in the manner which best conforms to the
purpose of the law. LA. Civ. CobE art. 10. Asnoted earlier, the legislature created parish
courts as courts of limited jurisdiction. Thelir purpose in doing so was to provide a forum
for plaintiffs in small, uncomplicated cases with relatively small damages, thereby
removing those from district courts and reducing the district court caseloads. Itis
counter-intuitive to suppose that the legislature intended for multi-million dollar class
actions be filed in courts of limited jurisdiction.

The plaintiffs argue, and the Court of Appeal agrees, that class actions are
analogous to cumulated actions, and that the determination of the jurisdictional amount
in aclass action suit should be determined in the same way that it would be determined in
acumulated action. In support of their position, they quote Article 463 of the Code of

Civil Procedure, which allows two or more actions involving two or more parties, as

Through passage of Acts 1997, No. 1262, legisature raised the jurisdictional limit of the
First Parish Court of Jefferson Parish to $15,000. We do not decide whether this amendment
should be applied retroactively as the higher jurisdictiona limit isimmateria to the decision in this
case.
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either plaintiffs or defendants, to be cumulated as long as each of the actions is within the
jurisdictional limits of the court.

The wording of the statutes which control class action suits, however, leads to the
conclusion that the legislature does not consider class actions to be analogous to
cumulated actions. In fact, the legislature' s discussion of class actions within the Code of
Civil Procedure indicates the opposite. The legisature was careful to distinguish between
class members, who are not parties to the suit, and the class representatives, who are. LA.
CobDE Clv. Proc. arts. 591-597. Thisdistinction is best exemplified by Article 597,
which reads:

A definitive judgment on the merits rendered in a class action concludes all

members of the class, whether joined in the action or not, if the members

who were joined as parties fairly insured adequate representation of all

members of the class. LA. CoDE Civ. ProcC. art. 597 (emphasis added).

A class action suit is one suit with one judgment. The classis one entity
represented by the named plaintiffs. The named plaintiffs stand in for the entire class, on
whose behalf they conduct discovery, provide counsel, pick ajury, make motions and
exceptions, argue the case, and collect on a favorable judgment.

Because the we find that the legislature did not intend for courts of limited
jurisdiction to hear complex, expensive class action suits, the jurisdictional amount in
those courts is determined by total sum demanded by the plaintiffs on behalf of all class
members.

RIGHT TO JURY

The defendants argue that the First Parish Court is an inappropriate forum because
their right to ajury trial would be infringed.? Partiesto an action have aright to trial by
jury when the amount of any individual petitioner’s cause of action exceeds fifty
thousand dollars. LA. Cobe Civ. PROC. ARTS. 1731-2. Because the amount in dispute, as

determined by the total sum demanded by the plaintiffs on behalf of the potential class

members, exceeds the jurisdictional limit of the First Parish Court, the question of

2“There shall be no tria by jury inany casein aparish court.” LA. REV. STAT. §1450.
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whether the defendants' right to jury trial, aswell asits method of determination, is
rendered moot.
HOLDING
For the foregoing reasons, the Court of Appeal’s holding is reversed and the case
Is remanded to the First Parish Court of the Parish of Jefferson for disposition in
accordance with the views expressed in this opinion.

REVERSED.



