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Bristol-Myers Squibb Co. v. Superior Court of Cal., No. 16-466
The due process clauses of the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments govern whether and when courts may exercise “personal jurisdiction” over
a defendant by adjudicating claims against it. A defendant is always subject to personal jurisdiction in its home state, under so-called
“general” jurisdiction; when general jurisdiction is unavailable, “specific” jurisdiction allows a court to exercise jurisdiction over a
defendant when the defendant’s acts within or relating to the forum state create a sufficient connection between the forum, the defendant,
and the claim. Today, the Supreme Court held that a court may not exercise specific jurisdiction over the claims of plaintiffs whose injuries
did not occur in the forum state by relying on contacts that have nothing to do with those plaintiffs’ claims. The immediate impact of the
decision is to limit nationwide mass actions in state courts to those states in which the defendant is subject to general jurisdiction (which is
virtually always limited to the states of incorporation and principal place of business).
In this case, a group of 86 California residents joined together with 575 nonresidents to sue Bristol-Myers Squibb in California, alleging
injuries from its drug Plavix. None of the events that gave rise to the nonresidents’ claims occurred in California: for example, they did not
obtain the drug in California and did not allege that they were injured there. But the California Supreme Court held that California state
courts could nonetheless exercise specific jurisdiction over the nonresidents’ claims because (1) the nonresidents’ alleged injuries arose out
of the same nationwide course of conduct that gave rise to the in-state residents’ claims; and (2) Bristol-Myers Squibb conducted substantial
research activities in California.
The Supreme Court reversed by a vote of 8-1. Writing for the majority, Justice Alito held that specific jurisdiction requires “a connection
between the forum and the specific claims at issue.” Thus, he explained, “[t]he mere fact that other plaintiffs were prescribed, obtained, and
ingested Plavix in California— and allegedly sustained the same injuries as did the nonresidents—does not allow the State to assert specific
jurisdiction over the nonresidents’ claims.” Moreover, it was not “sufficient—or even relevant—that BMS conducted research in California on
matters unrelated to Plavix.”
The plaintiffs also had pointed to Bristol-Myers’ distribution contract with McKesson Corp., a California company. But they did not allege
that Bristol-Myers and McKesson had engaged in the relevant acts together, or that Bristol-Myers was in some way derivatively liable for
McKesson’s acts, or that the nonresident plaintiffs had obtained their drugs through McKesson.  “The bare fact that BMS contracted with a
California distributor is not enough to establish personal jurisdiction in the State,” the Court said.
The Court noted that the case involved only the Fourteenth Amendment’s limits on the power of state courts. Thus, it explained, the question
“whether the Fifth Amendment imposes the same restrictions on the exercise of personal jurisdiction by a federal court” remains open.
Justice Sotomayor dissented. She argued that the nonresidents’ claims against Bristol-Myers Squibb “concern[ed] conduct materially
identical to acts the company took in California,” which established the necessary connection between those claims and California and made
the exercise of specific jurisdiction with respect to those claims fair and reasonable.
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