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The landscape of petitions for judicial
review of agency and local government
actions has shifted recently on a number of
fronts. For example, the scope of a court’s
review of local government land-use de-
cisions narrowed considerably in 2008
with Burns Holdings and its accompany-
ing cases.! Until H.B. 605 was enacted in
2010,? land-use practitioners had signifi-
cant reason to question whether petitions
for judicial review would be available for
a number of different local government
land-use approvals.

Recently, the Idaho Supreme Court and
the Idaho Legislature have been engaged
in yet another back-and-forth affecting
petitions for judicial review of agency and
local government actions. This time, the
question deals with Idaho Code Section
12-117 and the ability to seek awards of
attorney fees under that statute.

Participants in petitions for judicial
review have regu-
larly relied on
Section  12-117,;
however, recent
Idaho  Supreme
Court  decisions
have determined
that Section 12-
117 is no longer
available in that
context.  Mean-
while, efforts at
the Idaho Legis-
lature reveal an
apparent disconnect between legislative
intent and the Idaho Supreme Court’s in-
terpretation of the actual language of en-
acted legislation. This article describes
the dilemma participants face as a result
of this disconnect and urges a “fix” in the
next legislative term that will restore this
important check on abuse of the judicial
process.

Background

Idaho Code Section 12-117 allows
for awards of attorney fees against a non-
prevailing party in an action involving
“a state agency or political subdivision”
if the court “finds that the nonprevailing
party acted without a reasonable basis in
fact or law.””® It also allows for an award
of fees if the nonprevailing party acts
without a reasonable basts with respect
to any portion of the case.* Courts have
relied on these checks on actions “without
a reasonable basis in fact or law” to pun-
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Land-use entitlements are a prominent example. These
are often proceedings at the frontier of law and politics
and controversial decisions are regularly challenged
through petitions for judicial review.

ish misuse of the courts (or, in the case
of local governments, their authority over
land-use approvals) in cases involving a
“political subdivision” of the state.’

The types of cases where Section 12-
117 has been regularly employed are var-
ied. Land-use entitlements are a promi-
nent example. These are often proceed-
ings at the frontier of law and politics
and controversial decisions are regularly
challenged through petitions for judicial
review. Unfortunately, high stakes may
mean neighbors or applicants may be will-
ing to challenge a decision without a firm
basis, or local governments, under pres-
sure, may issue decisions that overlook
significant evidence or ignore ordinance
requirements, knowing that the likely out-
come is simply a remand back to the local
elected officials to “get it right” in a new
decision.

Very similar pressures arise in peti-
tions for judicial review of decisions by
administrative agencies more generally
(as opposed to local municipal bodies). A
prominent recent example was the Laughy
case, in which individuals living and op-
erating businesses along the Highway
12 corridor challenged permits issued to
ConocoPhillips Company by the Idaho
Transportation Department.® In Laughy,
both ConocoPhillips and the neighbors
applied for fees under Section 12-117.
Yet, for reasons explained more fully be-
low, the Supreme Court ruled that, despite
a history of use in just this context, Sec-
tion 12-117 was no longer available in
petitions for judicial review of agency ac-
tions.

Rammell and the 2010
legislative response

The litigants in Laughy likely expect-
ed to be able to rely on Section 12-117 be-
cause of its regular presence in petitions
for judicial review for many years. All
of that changed when the Idaho Supreme
Court heard Rammell v. Idaho State De-
partment of Agriculture, 147 1daho 415,
210 P.3d 523 (2009).

In Rammell, the Supreme Court
changed its prior position regarding the
authority of “administrative agencies”
to award attorneys’ fees in an “adminis-
trative proceeding,” holding that Section
12-117 only allowed a “court”—not an
agency—to award fees. The Court also
relied on the label contained in the then-
effective language of the statute (“any ad-
ministrative or civil judicial proceeding™)
to conclude that fees could not be granted
directly by an administrative entity:

Because the prior version of [Section]
12-117(1) authorized courts to award
fees in “any administrative or civil ju-
dicial proceeding,” it was evident that
the courts of this state were to have
some power to award attorney fees in
judicial actions relating to administra-
tive proceedings. Since the Legislature
provided no mechanism for courts to
award fees in administrative proceed-
ings, it must have only meant to allow
fee awards in appeals from administra-
tive decisions.’

The Idaho legislature reacted swiftly
to Rammell by amending Section 12-117
with retroactive effect. House Bill 421
was intended to “restore the law as it [had]
existed since 1989...,”* because it would
“permit awards of costs and attorney fees
to prevailing parties not only in court cas-
es, but also in administrative cases.” The
clear intent of H.B. 421 as expressed in
the Statement of Purpose was to restore
the status quo ante—not to further limit
Section 12-117’s use in these settings.

Smith v. Washington County

Not long thereafter, the Idaho Supreme
Court interpreted the new language of
Section 12-117. The result was not what
H.B. 421’s drafters anticipated.

In Smith v. Washington County Idaho,
150 Idaho 388, 247 P.3d 615 (2010), an
applicant convinced the lower court to
overturn a county’s decision not to grant a
building permit. The subject of the appeal



was whether attorney fees should have
been awarded to the applicant where “the
Board had delayed [the applicant’s] ap-
plication for too long and had denied the
permit arbitrarily.”"

The Idaho Supreme Court denied the
award of attorney fees because, in the
Court’s view, Section 12-117 (as amend-
ed by H.B. 421) no longer allows for an
award of attorney fees by a court hearing
a petition for judicial review of an agency
decision. The Court reached this conclu-
sion based upon two rulings. The Court
looked, first, to the amended language of
Section 12-117(1), which now states:

Unless otherwise provided by statute,
in any administrative proceeding or
civil judicial proceeding involving as
adverse parties a state agency or po-
litical subdivision and a person, the
state agency or political subdivision
or the court, as the case may be, shall
award the prevailing party reasonable
attorney’s fees, witness fees and other
reasonable expenses, if it finds that the
nonprevailing party acted without a
reasonable basis in fact or law.!!

The Court focused on new language
indicating fees may be awarded by “the
state agency or political subdivision or
the court, as the case may be,” which the
Court interpreted to mean “that only the
relevant adjudicative body—the agency in
an administrative proceeding or the court
in a judicial proceeding—may award the
attorney fees.”'? In other words, a re-
viewing court no longer has the ability to
award fees—only the body that hears the
original application may do so.

The second prong of the Court’s anal-
ysis was based upon its often-repeated re-
frain that petitions for judicial review are
not “civil judicial proceedings” because
they are not initiated with a “complaint
filed in court.”® The Court concluded
that petitions for judicial review no longer
fall within the purview of Section 12-117
because, “[b]y separating ‘administrative
proceedings’ from ‘civil judicial proceed-
ings,” the Legislature signaled that the
courts should no longer be able to award
fees in administrative judicial proceedings
such as this one.”"

Legislative help did not
arrive in the 2011 session

The Smith decision prompted addi-
tional legislative action—this time during
the 2011 Idaho legislature. As unmistak-
ably expressed in its Statement of Pur-
pose, House Bill 209" was a reaction to
Smith:

Until the summer of 2009, Idaho Code
Section 12-117 was interpreted by the
Idaho Supreme Court to allow an award

Rather than focusing solely on the fix needed to address
the attorney fees issue, House Bill 209 also attempted to
cover other ground. For example, it included a provision
requiring an award of attorney fees in cases involving
government entities as adverse patrties.

of attorney fees and costs to the pre-
vailing party in administrative cases if
the non-prevailing party acted without
a reasonable basis in fact or law. Fol-
lowing an Idaho Supreme Court ruling
in the summer of 2009, which reinter-
preted the statute to bar such awards,
HB 421 was passed by the 2010 Leg-
islature and signed into law with the
objective of allowing such awards at
all stages of an administrative proceed-
ing, including on appeal to the courts.
Nonetheless, on October 6, 2010, the
Idaho Supreme Court ruled that the
2010 amendments did not accomplish
this objective. (See Smith v. Washing-
ton County, 149 Idaho 787, 241 P.3d
960 (2010)). This bill adds additional
language to Idaho Code Section 12-
117 to correct this situation....

Unfortunately, however, rather than
focusing solely on the fix needed to ad-
dress the attorney fees issue, House Bill
209 also attempted to cover other ground.
For example, it included a provision re-
quiring an award of attorney fees in cases
involving government entities as adverse
parties. It is unclear whether this addi-
tional language caused a problem for the
legislation; what is known is that House
Bill 209 stalled in the Senate Judiciary
Committee. A “fix” restoring the ability
to seek attorney fees in petitions for judi-
cial review has still not occurred.

In the meantime, the Idaho Supreme
Court has repeatedly relied on Smith to
reject requests for attorney fees under
Section 12-117,'¢ despite calls by liti-
gants, including local governments, for
the Court to reconsider its conclusion in
Smith in light of the legislative history of
H.B. 421. To date, the Court has refused
to do so, holding that the plain language
of H.B. 421 requires the result reached by
the Court."

A “fix” in 20127
Another attempt at resolving this situ-

ation is expected in the 2012 legislative
session. Resolution of what is, on its face,

a simple issue is imperative not only for
all applicants, but also for agencies and lo-
cal governments who would like the more
straightforward path to attorneys’ fees that
Section 12-117 can provide.

A relatively simple amendment of the
form noted below would, in this author’s
opinion, resolve the issue. Blacklined
language from the existing statute (in rel-
evant part) is suggested below.

The primary change needed removes
the modifiers of the word “proceeding”
that created the distinction confronted by
the Supreme Court in Smith:

12-117. Attorney’s fees, witness fees
and expenses awarded in certain in-
stances.

(1) Unless otherwise provided by stat-
ute, in any administrative—proeeeding-
or—ctviljudicial-proceeding involving

as adverse parties a state agency or
political subdivision and a person, the
state agency or political subdivision or
the court hearing the proceeding;as-the-
case-may-be, including on appeal, shall
award the prevailing party reasonable
attorney’s fees, witness fees and other
reasonable expenses, if it finds that the
nonprevailing party acted without a
reasonable basis in fact or law.

A similar change (deleting the modifi-
ers of the word “proceeding”) would also
be needed in sub-section 2:

(2) If a party to amradministrativepro=
ceedingorto a etviljudicial-proceeding
prevails on a portion of the case, and
the state agency or political subdivision
or the court_hearing the proceeding,
as—the—ease-may-be; including on ap-
peal. finds that the nonprevailing party
acted without a reasonable basis in fact
or law with respect to that portion of
the case, it shall award the partially
prevailing party reasonable attorney’s
fees, witness fees and other reasonable
expenses with respect to that portion of
the case on which it prevailed.
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These modifications alone may be
enough to remedy the issue confronted
by the Supreme Court in Smith; however,
for good measure, the legislature may
consider making the word, “proceeding”
a defined term, as follows:

(4) For the purposes of this section:
(a) “Person” shall mean any individ-
ual, partnership, corporation, associa-
tion or any other private organization;
(b) “Political subdivision” shall mean
a city, a county or any taxing district.
(c) _“Proceeding” shall include: any
administrative proceeding, administra-
tive judicial proceeding, civil judicial
proceeding, or petition for judicial re-
view: or any appeal from any adminis-
trative proceeding, administrative judi-

cial proceeding, civil judicial proceed-
ing, or petition for judicial review.

fey(d) “State agency” shall mean any
agency as defined in section 67-5201,
Idaho Code.

With this relatively simple fix, this
author believes that applicants, agencies,
and local governments can regain an im-
portant deterrent against expensive and
unwarranted legal challenges.

Conclusion

Section 12-117 is an important de-
terrent against abuse of the process pro-
vided for challenging agency decisions,
generally, and local government land-use
decisions, in particular. It is hoped that
legislative efforts to address the interpre-
tation of Section 12-117 after Smirh will
be successful in the 2012 Idaho legislative
session.
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