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I.  Introduction

After eleven years of public debate and consternation, the Judicial Con-
ference of the United States (“Judicial Conference”) recently voted unani-
mously to approve a substantial number of revisions to the procedural
rules that govern class actions in the federal court system. Ending a self-
described “holy war” over the issue,1 the judges of the Judicial Conference
announced the proposed changes to Rule 23 of the Federal Rules of Civil
Procedure in September 2002.2 The new rules, if approved, would represent
the ªrst major change to class action procedure since 1966.3 If accepted
by Congress, the changes will set standards for attorney appointment and
fees, affect the timing of class certiªcation and notice, and give judges dis-
cretion to allow class members a second opportunity to opt out.4

These proposals are intended to improve the class action process for
all participants, and are not likely to provoke a sea change in the prose-
cution of class action litigation. Given the high dollar amounts and related
pressures at issue in many of these cases, however, plaintiffs and defendants
will undoubtedly continue to seek every possible advantage under the Rules.
If there is an advantage to be found, it will be. Accordingly, notwithstanding
the drafters’ efforts to adopt only a modest palliative, their proposed
changes, such as those permitting an additional opt-out opportunity and in-
creasing scrutiny on legal fees, could have substantial and unexpected
impacts on leverage and incentives in future class action litigation.
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The reform effort grew out of recommendations made in 1991 by the
Judicial Conference’s Ad Hoc Committee on Asbestos Litigation, a body
formed to investigate asbestos mass tort claims.5 The Judicial Conference
considered landmark changes such as eliminating the money damage class
action, adopting an “opt-in” regime, and creating a rule speciªcally ad-
dressing mass torts.6 In contrast to these sweeping proposals, the rules
the Judicial Conference proposed in September are more modest, and yet
they may produce substantial effects on class actions in the federal court
system. This Article explains the process for developing rules for the
United States federal courts, examines the proposed changes to Rule 23, and
suggests possible impacts of the rule changes on environmental or “toxic
tort” class action litigation.7

In Part II, this Article presents background information about the
current structure of Rule 23. This Part brieºy explains the different types
of class actions and helps provide an understanding of the initial context
for the Judicial Conference’s proposed changes. Part III introduces a
short history of environmental and toxic tort class action from 1966 to
the present. Following the historical and background sections of Parts II
and III, Part IV explains the rule-making process for the federal courts,
charts the progress of the proposed rule changes, and details the hurdles
that remain before they can be enacted into law.

Part V of this Article examines the proposed changes to Rule 23. As
is the case with most of the federal procedural rules, courts have devel-
oped standard procedures that augment the statutory framework of the
current Rule 23. According to proponents of the proposed changes, the
new version of Rule 23 would codify these practices. This Part juxta-
poses the proposed changes with information about current practices in
federal court, in addition to emphasizing the potential impact on toxic
tort and environmental litigation. In Part VI, this Article concludes by
summarizing the effects of these proposals.
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II.  Introduction to Rule 23

The current structure of Rule 23 has changed remarkably little since
the 1966 amendments that overhauled the previous class action and join-
der provisions. Under the current Rule 23, four basic types of class ac-
tions are possible, as designated in Rules 23(b)(1), (2), and (3).8 These
class action varieties require the fulªllment of the four main requirements
under Rule 23(a) plus additional criteria that differentiate each type from
one another. In addition, the actions differ in notice requirements and in
ability to bind the members of the class to the judgment or the settlement
of the action. This Part introduces the requirements imposed generally by
Rule 23(a) and then differentiates among the primary class types.

A.  Rule 23(a)

Under Rule 23(a), all class actions in federal court must satisfy a
four-prong test for certiªcation at the outset. These criteria are: (1) numero-
sity; (2) commonality; (3) typicality; and (4) adequacy of representation.
The numerosity requirement stems from a rationale of judicial economy.
For a class action to be utilized, there must be so many individual lawsuits
that joinder would be too impractical or difªcult.9 Without setting strict
ºoors on class size, the numerosity requirement of Rule 23(a) is often ful-
ªlled by classes of plaintiffs or defendants containing more than twenty-
ªve persons or consisting of geographically or temporally dispersed par-
ties.10 For instance, unknown future claimants, so-called “futures,” whose
identity cannot be ascertained at the time of the suit may be taken into
account to fulªll the numerosity requirement. In fact, plaintiffs need not
establish the precise number of class members, but may satisfy the nu-
merosity requirement with a good faith estimate.11 Because many envi-
ronmental and toxic tort claims often affect a great number of people, the
numerosity requirement is rarely an obstacle for class action certiªcation
in those types of cases.12

The commonality requirement is also easy to satisfy in environmental
or toxic tort class actions. Under Rule 23(a)(2), commonality has been
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interpreted to require that common questions may be resolved for most of
the class members.13 The requirement can be satisªed when questions of
law and fact linking the class members are substantially related to the
resolution of the litigation, even if the individual class members are not
identically situated,14 and when there are substantial similarities in legal
theories and requested remedies.15 For a single catastrophic environmental
injury, such as that associated with Three Mile Island, or for the more
gradual effects related to toxic exposures, such as water pollution or even
asbestos contamination, a limited set of issues and legal theories are of-
ten interposed and thus are amenable to consolidation under the class
action rules for the purposes of Rule 23(a).16

The typicality requirement can be more difªcult to satisfy. Rule 23(a)(3)
requires that the claims and defenses of the representative parties be “typical
of the claims and defenses of the class.”17 The Eleventh Circuit described
the standard as follows:

A sufªcient nexus is established if the claims or defenses of the
class and the class representative arise from the same event or
pattern or practice and are based on the same legal theory. Typi-
cality, however, does not require identical claims or defenses. A
factual variation will not render a class representative’s claim
atypical unless the factual position of the representative mark-
edly differs from that of the other members of the class.18

In cases involving a single event affecting multiple parties, typicality
can be a fairly low hurdle to overcome. Where multiple causation chains
are at issue, however, typicality can be difªcult to establish. For example,
in In re Methyl Tertiary Butyl Ether (“MTBE”) Products Liability Liti-
gation,19 a group of private well owners brought suit against petroleum
companies alleging MTBE groundwater contamination from leaking un-
derground storage tanks and pipes. The district court denied class certiªca-
tion, ªnding that contamination was caused by a variety of unique cir-
cumstances, including one or a combination of cracked or burst pipes or
leaking tanks.20

Finally, Rule 23(a) requires adequacy of representation. This require-
ment is closely related to typicality, since both require an assessment of
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the potential for conºicts within the class.21 All class actions have a rep-
resentative that brings the suit on behalf of the class. To fulªll the re-
quirement of adequacy, the representative must be free of conºicts of
interest, have typical claims common to the rest of the class, and be rep-
resented by adequate counsel. The representative must also be competent
to understand the suit and the responsibilities associated with being a
representative of the class, namely to protect the interests of absent class
members during litigation and in settlement negotiations.22 As in most
proposed class actions, the adequate representation requirement is gener-
ally fulªlled in environmental suits when the representative’s interests
are aligned with those of his or her class.23 Where there are signiªcant
potential conºicts between parties who suffered different types of inju-
ries, or between parties who have a current injury and those who could
potentially exhibit future injuries, courts are more likely to deny class
action treatment.24

B.  Types of Class Actions

In addition to meeting the requirements of numerosity, commonality,
typicality, and adequacy of representation, a potential class action must
fulªll additional criteria under Rule 23 in order to proceed in federal
court. Every class action will fall into one of the categories or types of
class denoted in the Federal Rules as Rule 23(b)(1)(A), Rule 23(b)(1)(B),
Rule 23(b)(2), and Rule 23(b)(3). Each of these class action types have
been used in environmental and toxic tort litigation and are discussed
below.

1.  Rule 23(b)(1)(A)

The ªrst action speciªed in the Federal Rules is a Rule 23(b)(1)(A)
class action. In addition to satisfying Rule 23(a), this class action, which
does not permit opt-outs generally,25 must satisfy the condition that indi-
vidual litigation would likely create inconsistent adjudications for the
defendant.26 Environmental class actions, such as the abatement of a nui-
sance, are among the recommended types of class actions that may fall
within the Rule 23(b)(1)(A) category.27 In the toxic tort context, some
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courts have also utilized a Rule 23(b)(1)(A) action to permit class certiªca-
tion for claimants exposed to pharmaceutical drugs who request medical
monitoring.28 The rationale, disagreed with by other courts, for the certiª-
cation is that inconsistent monitoring regimes may be possible in the event
that separate litigation is undertaken by members of the class.29 It appears
that, in large part because of uncertainty concerning the application of
the “inconsistent adjudication” standard, the use of the Rule 23(b)(1)(A)
action is relatively rare for environmental and mass tort claims.

2.  Rule 23(b)(1)(B)

The second variety of Rule 23(b)(1) class actions is commonly known
as a “limited fund” class action.30 Under Rule 23(b)(1)(B), a class may be
certiªed to protect a number of individuals who all may have an interest
in a set amount of assets.31 In such a situation, there is a risk that separate
court actions could deplete assets available to pay potential judgments,
result in irreconcilably inconsistent judgments, or otherwise dramatically
impair the rights of the class members.32 Staple environmental examples
of Rule 23(b)(1)(B) class actions include disputes over riparian (water
source) rights or inconsistent land claims.33 In such cases, plaintiffs may
sue for use or possession of the limited resource; a Rule 23(b)(1)(B) class
action will therefore settle the rights of all competing plaintiffs without
potential inconsistency and with greater judicial economy than multiple
suits covering the same issues.

Creative uses of the limited fund concept have also been attempted.
In the realm of punitive damages, suits under Rule 23(b)(1)(B) also have
proceeded on the theory that excessive punitive damages may bankrupt a
company and thus deplete resources for future plaintiffs.34 Currently,
Judge Jack Weinstein of the U.S. District Court for the Eastern District of
New York has allowed certiªcation of a class of all smokers in the United
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States seeking punitive damages.35 In addition, lower courts have recently
attempted to certify such a class action in the context of asbestos-related
bankruptcies. In Ortiz v. Fibreboard, asbestos plaintiffs sought
certiªcation as a Rule 23(b)(1)(B) limited fund class action, based on
their assertion that Fibreboard had limited assets and what was viewed as
the company’s inevitable insolvency.36 The Supreme Court, however, refused
to allow certiªca-tion on the limited fund theory advanced.37

Courts typically require that class actions certiªed under Rule
23(b)(1)(A) and (B) assert primarily equitable or declaratory relief.38 The
limited fund concept requires a plaintiff to assert claims to a given object
rather than simple damage claims against a defendant. Finally, inconsis-
tent monetary judgments are not grounds for certiªcation under Rule
23(b)(1)(B).

3.  Rule 23(b)(2)

Rule 23(b)(2) classes operate to address entirely different concerns
than the limited funds at issue in Rule 23(b)(1)(A) or Rule 23(b)(1)(B)
actions. A Rule 23(b)(2) class action requires that the plaintiffs seek in-
junctive or declaratory relief that will beneªt all members of the class.39

Most commonly used in the context of civil rights and in employment
disputes, Rule 23(b)(2) class actions tend to proscribe conduct of the de-
fendant against the class as a whole and address concerns such as dis-
crimination toward the class members.40 As is also the case for Rule
23(b)(1) actions, to qualify as a Rule 23(b)(2) class action, the class must
be seeking mainly equitable relief rather than money damages.41 Simi-
larly, Rule 23(b)(2) actions are relatively uncommon in environmental or
toxic tort litigation. When such classes are certiªed, they involve claims
demanding medical monitoring as a result of toxic exposure. Examples
of class actions that have utilized Rule 23(b)(2) instead of Rule 23(b)(1)
in the context of medical monitoring include certiªcation for classes al-
leging radiation exposure42 and seeking medical screening and other pro-
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cedures for early detection of possible problems arising from the expo-
sure.

4.  Rule 23(b)(3)

Finally, Rule 23(b)(3), which grew out of perhaps the most contro-
versial amendment to the traditional class action rules made in 1966, permits
use of the class action vehicle when “questions of law or fact common to
the members of the class predominate” over individual concerns, the class
action is superior to other available methods of adjudication, and certiªca-
tion would result in fair and efªcient adjudication.43 Most plaintiffs in
environmental and toxic tort class actions elect to proceed under Rule
23(b)(3) because of its relatively ºexible and practical standards for
certiªcation, among other advantages.44

Four criteria guide courts in determining whether to certify a “(b)(3)”
class. They include: (1) the interest of class members in controlling indi-
vidual suits, (2) the current litigation already undertaken by class mem-
bers, (3) the desirability of limiting the forum to a single court, and (4) difª-
culties in class management.45 Although the creators of the (b)(3) action
admit that “class action treatment is not as clearly called for” in a (b)(3)
action as under other provisions of Rule 23,46 courts frequently employ
the (b)(3) class action in the pursuit of judicial economy of resources and
expeditious remedies. The action allows the class to seek primarily
monetary damages, unlike a (b)(2) action, and permits recovery in situa-
tions where the costs of an individual suit would deter ªling.47 In addi-
tion, settlement of all the claims in a class may help to bring an end to
litigation (a so-called global settlement) to a defendant and may be used
as a tactic to avoid “death by a thousand cuts.”

Attorneys in large toxic tort and environmental disaster cases have in-
voked the (b)(3) class action vehicle with some success. In the mid-1980s,
the Fifth Circuit permitted a class certiªcation under that provision for as-
bestos personal injury claims to proceed,48 and the Second Circuit allowed
certiªcation for Agent Orange litigation.49 Additional circuit court decisions
certiªed classes that sought recovery for asbestos removal and testing in
school50 and for injuries related to the Dalkon Shield contraceptive device.51
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Unlike class actions that are certiªed under Rule 23(b)(1) and Rule
23(b)(2), classes certiªed under Rule 23(b)(3) require notice to the class
and also allow members to “opt out” of the judgment of the litigation.52 In
Rule 23(b)(1) and Rule 23(b)(2) class actions, once a court has certiªed a
class, any judgment in the action will bind all the members of the class.53

This restriction does not apply to members of class actions certiªed un-
der Rule 23(b)(3), who may request exclusion from the class and initiate
individual lawsuits.54 Later, this Article will discuss current opt-out practice.

III.  Environmental Litigation Utilizing Class Actions

From 1966 to the early 1980s, plaintiffs tended to prevail in class
action certiªcation under Rule 23 in the context of desegregation suits and
for various shareholder actions.55 For toxic torts and environmental mat-
ters, however, courts were less willing to conclude that plaintiffs had met
the requirements for certiªcation, even under the less restrictive form pro-
vided by a Rule 23(b)(3) class action.56 Because plaintiffs tended to al-
lege different types of exposure at different times, and because defendants
often changed their products or protective procedures, individual issues were
seen as predominating and class actions were viewed as inappropriate.57

Despite their slow start, class actions in environmental and toxic tort
litigation came into vogue in the early 1980s. In the case of discrete toxic
torts, cases involving a single explosion or source of contamination, or in
the case of property damage resulting from environmental harms, courts
were willing to certify Rule 23(b)(3) actions.58 Especially utilized in as-
bestos cases, property damage class actions continue today for compa-
nies such as W. R. Grace, which manufactured asbestos contaminated
insulation from its Zoolite division for many years.59 Likewise, as men-
tioned above, courts have certiªed classes and obtained judgments and
settlements that required defendants to provide medical monitoring, in the
case of pharmaceutical and other exposure-based toxic torts, as a form of
equitable relief under Rule 23(b)(2) class actions.60 Class action certiªca-
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  Fed. R. Civ. P. 23(b)(3).
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  Fed. R. Civ. P. 23(b)(3).

55
  See generally Cypress v. Newport News Gen. & Nonsectarian Hosp. Assoc., 375

F.2d 648 (4th Cir. 1967) (certifying suit in the context of discrimination against an African
American physician and his patients); Bragalini v. Biblowitz, No. 67 Civ. 4988, 1969 U.S.
Dist. LEXIS 12992 (S.D.N.Y. Dec. 16, 1969) (certifying a stockholder suit under Rule
23(b)(3)).

56
  Charles W. Schwartz & Lewis C. Sutherland, Toxic Tort Symposium: Class Certiªca-
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  Id. at 195–96, 199–204.
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  W. R. Grace, Form 10-Q, ªled pursuant to the Securities and Exchange Act of 1934,
File No. 1-13953, at I-11 (Nov. 13, 2003).

60
  Schwartz & Sutherland, supra note 56, at 197–98.
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tion has thus been sought and obtained in a number of environmental and
toxic tort matters, including cases involving exposure to chromium, toxic
dumping, groundwater pollution, airborne particle pollution, defective
pharmaceuticals, and the use of toxic products like tobacco and asbestos.61

IV.  The Rule-Making Process

The Judicial Conference is the principal rule-making authority for
the federal courts in the United States. Led by the Supreme Court Chief
Justice William H. Rehnquist, twenty-seven federal judges comprise the
Judicial Conference and review the administration of the federal courts.62

Under the Rules Enabling Act, Congress authorized the Judicial Confer-
ence to promulgate rules affecting procedure, practice, and evidence in
the district and appellate federal courts.63 Congress’ broad delegation of
power permits the Judicial Conference to amend the federal rules in order
to promote “simplicity in procedure, fairness in administration, the just
determination of litigation, and the elimination of unjustiªable expense
and delay.”64 Rule changes proposed by the Judicial Conference and ap-
proved by the Supreme Court will become law automatically unless Con-
gress intervenes and modiªes the proposed rules.65

As Figure 1 shows, the recent rule changes for class action lawsuits
are scheduled to become federal law by the end of 2003. After the Judi-
cial Conference approved the rule changes, it forwarded them to the Su-
preme Court for review in December 2002.66 The Supreme Court adopted
the rule proposals and transmitted the ªnal rules to Congress on March
27, 2003 for their action.67 Congress will have seven months to modify, re-
ject, or defer the changes before they pass into law on December 1, 2003.68
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Figure 1. The Rule-Making Process:

The Progress of the Rule 23 Changes
69
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  See Advisory Comm. on Civil Rules, Judicial Conference of the United

States, Agenda Docketing 8 (2002), available at http://www.uscourts.gov/rules/cvdocket.
pdf [hereinafter Agenda Docketing].
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      Because of both the intricacies of the federal rules and the thorough-
ness of the Judicial Conference review process, Congress historically has
deferred to the Judicial Conference and allowed its proposed rules changes
to become law.70 The Judicial Conference approval of the proposed class
action rule changes culminates years of review of the problems associ-
ated with Rule 23. In addition to conducting a substantial internal study,
the Judicial Conference judges held numerous public hearings on the
suggested changes to class action rules, including publishing proposals
for comment in both 1996 and 2001.71 The proposed rule changes incor-
porate the opinions of governmental administrative agencies, law ªrms,
individual attorneys, and academics received during the comment peri-
ods.72 Unless Congress deviates from its historical deference to the Judi-
cial Conference, the proposed rules will become law with little or no
legislative amendment.

V.  The Proposed Rules

According to the advisory committee of the Judicial Conference, the
proposed changes to the federal rules on class actions were designed pri-
marily to “provide the district court with the tools, authority, and discre-
tion to closely supervise class-action litigation.”73 To accomplish this goal,
nineteen changes are proposed for Rule 23,74 creating a smorgasbord of
new options for the federal judiciary, many of which could impact envi-
ronmental and toxic tort litigation.

The proposed changes affect four distinct areas: (1) availability of
opt-out opportunities for class members; (2) appointment of attorneys and
scrutiny of fee awards; (3) judicial review of settlements; and (4) mechani-
cal details of class certiªcation and notice.

A.  Availability of Opt-Out Opportunities for Class Members

The most controversial aspect of the proposed Rule 23 changes al-
lows a judge to grant a second opt-out opportunity for class members after a
settlement has been proposed. Under the current rule, class members
certiªed under Rule 23(b)(3) have a limited period of time during which
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  Jeffrey W. Stempel, Politics and Sociology in Federal Civil Rulemaking: Errors of
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they may elect to opt out of a class, initiate their own litigation, and
avoid being bound by the results of the class action.75

The current opt-out window occurs at the beginning of the litigation
and ends at a time that the court speciªes.76 While some courts have kept
the opt-out window open throughout the litigation and even beyond the
time of settlement, the opt-out window may in fact pass before settlement
negotiations have completed.77 The proposed Rule 23(e)(3) permits a
judge to offer class members an additional opt-out opportunity after a
settlement has been reached in order to allow members to make an in-
formed decision over whether to continue with the class or on their own.

Though empirical studies have shown that class members opt out at
rates of less than one percent,78 the so-called “settlement opt-out” provi-
sion has engendered both kudos and complaints from those involved in
toxic exposure and mass tort litigation. According to the Judicial Confer-
ence, the goal of the settlement opt-out is to afford individual class mem-
bers the “same opportunity to accept or reject a proposed settlement as
persons enjoy in individual law suits.”79 Class members for all types of
class action settlements may face claim preclusion as a condition for set-
tlement, but class members in environmental and toxic tort cases face
special risks that may counsel for the increased procedural safeguard of a
second opt-out opportunity. Mass marketing and nationwide sales send
harmful products across geographic and social class lines.80 In the past,
mass toxic tort settlements, such as that associated with Agent Orange,
attempted to bind millions of exposed victims.81 Current mass tort litiga-
tion on product liability continues this trend, with classes composed of
millions of consumers.82 In contrast, class actions involving property
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rights or discrimination claims binding employees of a single company
tend to involve much smaller classes. By affording plaintiffs an additional
opportunity to opt out, the proposed rule changes address the due process
concerns raised by binding nationwide classes consisting of millions of
injured persons, all of whom are denied the right to make individual
claims by the resolution of the class action.83

Currently, class members may decide whether to opt out before the
extent of liability and possible damages has been fully explored. One of
the distinguishing features of toxic tort litigation is scientiªc uncertainty.
For tort liability predicated on environmental exposure, the causal links
to disease may be disputed even among reputable scientists in the same
community.84 The infamous “battle of the experts” over causation can
create signiªcant uncertainty for class members attempting to value their
claims. As more information is gathered in discovery and experts are de-
posed, the strength of the claim may become less opaque. At that time, a
more informed decision on the appropriateness of a settlement offer can
be made. While class members do not generally keep abreast of the intri-
cacies of discovery material, counsel for the class can provide a more
robust opinion on the value of the proposed settlement that is passed on
to clients contemplating opt-outs.

The price of greater class member autonomy, however, is more un-
certainty for the defendant trying to obtain a “bill of peace” to end litiga-
tion.85 In the past, defendant companies have been willing to enter into
multibillion dollar settlements in order to achieve ªnality with as many class
members as possible. The prototypical examples come from the asbestos
arena. Since the original asbestos suits were ªled in the 1960s, manu-
facturers have attempted unsuccessfully on numerous occasions to con-
clude the litigation against them, which it is estimated will cost up to
$200 billion by completion.86 One creative device designed for global
peace was a settlement class action that purported to bind future and past
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claims for all types of asbestos injuries. The Supreme Court of the United
States precluded the use of such a massive class action in 1997 in its de-
cision Amchem Products, Inc. v. Windsor,87 and further trimmed the pos-
sibilities for global settlements in 1999 by barring a class action consist-
ing entirely of yet-to-be-ªled asbestos claims.88

The Agent Orange settlement provided a $180 million fund and barred
future actions against the defendants.89 It is, however, currently being
attacked by class members absent at the time of the settlement on the
ground that they were not adequately represented.90

Under the current system, defendants typically have measured their
anticipated exposure from the class action at the expiration of the opt-out
period.91 Once class membership has been decided, defendants then typi-
cally attempt a settlement.92 The current rule proposals suggest that even
class actions that satisfy the Amchem and Ortiz decisions will be exposed
to further opt-out opportunities, necessarily increasing the risk that class
members will sue individually.93 Because of the sheer number of claims
that can be associated with environmental toxic torts, particularly asbes-
tos, defendants are understandably anxious about the possibility of a sec-
ond wave of opt-outs.94 The additional exposure to opt-out claims may
also cause defendants to reduce settlement offers in anticipation of addi-
tional opt-out claimants.95 The second opportunity also allows other law-
yers a chance to woo away class members, and individuals who chose to
opt out can use the settlement ªgures offered in the class action as a ºoor
for further negotiations.96 Generating much of the publicity associated
with the rule proposals, the settlement opt-out represents a decision by
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the Judicial Conference that “ensuring the fairness of the [class action]
process outweighs any potential efªciency loss.”97

B.  Appointment of Attorneys and Scrutiny of Fee Awards

A pair of new subsections to Rule 23 superªcially alter the appointment
and fee structure for attorneys representing class members in a federal
action. The proposed Rule 23(g) addresses the attorney appointment pro-
cess, requiring counsel who “fairly and adequately represent(s) the inter-
ests of the class” to be appointed for each certiªed class.98 In addition, Rule
23(g) proposes speciªc criteria for the court to consider in attorney ap-
pointment, including prior work in that particular action, experience in
the area and substantive knowledge, and available ªrm resources.99 Provi-
sion is made for interim appointment of counsel while the court consid-
ers the choice of class counsel; should there be a competition for the po-
sition, the rule provides that the court must select the attorney who will
best represent the class.100

Under the current rules, the attorney appointment process is not ex-
plicitly covered. The adequacy of representation provision of Rule 23(a)
incorporates the idea that counsel should also be adequate.101 Courts cur-
rently determine counsel competency based on an examination of the total-
ity of circumstances, pursuant to common law precedents, and without
guidance from the language of the Federal Rules. Courts typically ex-
amine the qualiªcations, experience, and reputation of the ªrm for fulªll-
ment of the requirements under Rule 23(a).102

Proposed Rule 23(g) would give a nod to courts that have implemented
bidding processes for the lead counsel position.103 While not endorsing
competitive selection of a class representative counsel, Rule 23(g) effec-
tively permits such a process as long as the attorneys are judged on their
ability to represent the class.

Complementing the new Rule 23(g) is the creation of subsection (h),
which addresses the fee awards for class action attorneys. Rule 23(h) al-
lows courts to award attorney fees and to limit such awards to a “reason-
able amount.”104 Notice to the class must be given concerning the pro-
posed fee, and the court may entertain objections to the award by defen-
dants or class members.105 Emphasizing their concern over excessive fees,
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the Judicial Conference also included a requirement that the court make
ªndings to justify the attorney’s fee granted, enabling more effective re-
view of fee awards on appeal.106 Given that the standard for review for a
trial court’s fee award is abuse of discretion,107 the requirement to make
ªndings may enable reviewing courts to better determine when a fee is
unreasonable. Setting out guiding principles in the non-binding notes at
the end of the rules, the Judicial Conference lists factors that should
inºuence fee awards, such as the result achieved for the class, agreements
among the parties and between class counsel, the fees charged for repre-
senting individuals and objectors, and nontaxable costs incurred by the
attorneys.108

As is the case with the proposed changes to Rule 23(g), Rule 23(h)
codiªes existing common law doctrines created by some courts. Under
the current system, judges review the attorney’s fee application as part of
the general review of settlements required under Rule 23(e).109 The Su-
preme Court decision of Boeing Co. v. Van Gemert required class action
attorneys to directly petition the court for reasonable fees rather than seek
payment from class members directly.110 District courts have routinely
excluded excessive hours and scrutinized fee awards under the rationale
that such review is part of the requirements for approving a settlement.111

Because courts already review fee awards under the same standards as
would be the case under the proposed Rule 23(g), it is likely that these
provisions may bring mere clariªcation rather than a wholesale change in
court practice.

If the proposals in fact increase scrutiny of the attorney who represents
the class and the potential fee award for such an attorney, rather than merely
codify current practice, the proposed changes may have a signiªcant im-
pact on the practice of environmental litigation in the United States. Both
Rule 23(g) and Rule 23(h) provide a disincentive for bringing lawsuits
involving environmental hazards by eliminating the reward for under-
taking the initial groundwork required in class actions.112 Labor-intensive
investigation and substantial costs are involved in analyzing complaints
concerning environmental harms such as toxic dumping and hazardous
work-related exposure. Costs associated with environmental class ac-
tions, such as epidemiological studies, geologic surveys, contaminant and
exposure testing, and medical evaluations, are borne by the counsel that
brings the action. Because the pioneering counsel can be replaced or have
their negotiated fees reduced by the court under the proposed changes,
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small ªrms and new practitioners may hesitate to invest in class action
litigation due to capital constraints and risk.

Despite criticism from the plaintiff’s bar, proposal proponents maintain
that the changes will act to curb abuses by “entrepreneurial lawyers” seek-
ing to generate fees rather than client results.113 Fees are often viewed as
excessive for class actions involving mass tort liabilities and toxic expo-
sure. As a recent example, the settlement of state class action claims
against the tobacco industry generated a disputed $1.23 billion in fees,
which the defendants moved to vacate.114 Current litigation fees leave
class members with less compensation than one might expect; it is esti-
mated that in asbestos cases only 43 cents of every dollar goes to plain-
tiffs.115 Because of the current lack of explicit guidance on fees and attor-
ney appointment in Rule 23,116 the Judicial Conference expects the rule
changes to increase judicial monitoring of plaintiff’s attorneys and
awards.117

C.  Judicial Review of Settlements

In addition to the rules regulating fees and attorney appointment and
allowing a settlement opt-out, the proposed changes also may introduce a
more rigorous judicial examination of settlements. Proposed amendments
to Rule 23(e) mandate notice to the class of binding settlement offers and
set a standard of “fair, reasonable, and adequate” for the approval of set-
tlement proposals by the judge.118 As is the case for attorney’s fees, the
judge must also make ªndings to support the approval of a settlement.119

The proposals to alter settlement review procedure also give judges
more information concerning the offers to settle that they must review. To
aid the courts in understanding the settlement, the Judicial Conference
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has approved revisions to Rule 23(e) that require parties to disclose to the
court all side deals that may have affected the settlement.120 As for the
extent of information that should be disclosed, the Judicial Conference
notes recommend that parties err on the side of disclosure.121 The notes
further deªne the types of agreements that should be disclosed as any
deals that “may inºuence the terms of settlement by trading away possi-
ble advantages for the class in return for advantages for others.”122

The impetus for increased judicial scrutiny of settlements originates
from repeated abuses by both plaintiffs’ and defendants’ counsel at the
settlement stage of litigation. Comments from the advisory committee to
the Judicial Conference reveal a concern about “sweetheart deals” that
compromise the recovery of the class for the beneªt of the lawyers or class
representatives.123 Such agreements can be a particular problem in the
context of environmental and mass tort litigation if many of the claims
are for injuries that have yet to materialize, i.e., claims that are based on
an increased risk of injury.124 Because claims of possible future harm are
difªcult to evaluate and quantify, attorneys for both sides can hoodwink a
court by negotiating settlements that end the litigation threat to the de-
fendant in exchange for large fees given to the plaintiff’s attorneys.125 The
proposed rule changes may ferret out inappropriate settlements by pro-
viding courts with information about what is driving the settlement deal;
the type of disclosure suggested includes arrangements on fee splitting,
class representative compensation, and concurrent settlements in other
jurisdictions, all of which illuminate conºicts of interest that disadvan-
tage class members.126 One possible beneªt is that the articulation of a
standard for settlement and the presentation to the court of side deal ar-
rangements will increase the ability to effectively combat “sweetheart deals”
in cases such as mass torts and toxic exposures where judicial scrutiny is
already a difªcult task because of problems in the valuation of class ac-
tion claims.127

D.  Mechanical Details of Class Certiªcation and Notice

The ªnal category of proposed changes to Rule 23 involve more nu-
anced changes to class certiªcation and notice procedure. The ªrst proposed
changes to Rule 23(c) may affect the timing of certiªcation decisions and
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amendments to the certiªcation decision, as well as the content of the
certiªcation order. The proposed Rule 23(c)(1)(A) amends the timing of
the certiªcation decision, guiding the courts to certify class actions “at an
early practicable time,” instead of “as soon as practical.”128 According to
the Judicial Conference, the change is designed to reºect present practices
and prevent judges from mistakenly rushing their certiªcation decision.129

In the past, courts have struggled with the language “as soon as practi-
cal,” creating so-called provisional class action certiªcations, i.e., tempo-
rary certiªcation decisions that could later be changed once more evi-
dence was gathered. Such provisional class action certiªcations were
later determined to be outside the judicial power granted under Rule
23(c). The rationale for the change to “at an early practicable time,” ac-
cording to the Judicial Conference members, was to emphasize that, with
limited exceptions, certiªcation is “for keeps.”130

The class certiªcation order is also altered under the proposed rule
changes in Rule 23(c)(1)(B). Under the proposal, the Judicial Conference
requires the court to identify the class claims, issues, and defenses in its
certiªcation order to better facilitate interlocutory review.131 Finally, pro-
posed revisions to Rule 23(c) will provide that certiªcation decisions can be
amended at any time up to ªnal judgment, eliminating ambiguity over the
current language, “the decision on the merits,” which may apply to
ªndings on liability that occur before the ªnal ruling by the court.132

The new proposals for Rule 23(c) also affect the notice requirements
for class actions. The proposals explicitly allow the court the discretion
to grant notice in Rule 23(b)(1) and (b)(2) class actions. Such actions
currently require no notice and are commonly litigated in the area of civil
liberties and request injunctive relief rather than monetary awards.133 The
original proposals for change would have required notice under all class
action formats. Because notice can deter the ªling of a class action, a
discretionary, rather than mandatory power under Rule 23(c) was pro-
posed.134 For money damage class actions, the Judicial Conference did
not suggest amendments to the current notice requirement, which re-
quires the “best notice practicable,”135 other than to mandate that notices
to be in “plain, easily understood language.”136

Codifying much of the current case law, the proposals to Rule 23(c)
are likely to change little about the practice of environmental and mass
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tort litigation with the possible exception of the delay in the certiªcation
decision. By decreasing the emphasis on speed, the proposed rule change
allows defendants to delay, a tactic that puts increased ªnancial pressure
on plaintiffs to settle.137 Given the differences in resources between plain-
tiff’s ªrms and defense counsel and the heavy costs associated with envi-
ronmental litigation, further delay created by the proposed rule may
prove deleterious to class actions based on toxic exposure and mass torts.
Other than the change to Rule 23(c)(1)(A) concerning the timing of the
certiªcation decision, the more discretionary provisions of the proposal
to change Rule 23(c) create less possibility for substantial effects on liti-
gation practice.

F.  Chart of Proposed Changes

Summarizing the changes proposed, Figure 2  (see Appendix) pres-
ents a chart of the proposed rules and suggests the effects that each may
have on class action litigation in the future. The Figure organizes the rule
changes as they will appear in the revised rules. Should the rule changes
be adopted, the bulk of Rule 23 will be revised.

VI.  Conclusion

Affecting all stages of class action litigation, from the time of certiªca-
tion to ªnal judgment or settlement, the proposed modiªcations to Rule
23 codify current best practices and encourage active case management
by the court. Unless Congress actively amends the proposal, the rule
changes will go into effect in December 2003.

Described by members of the Judicial Conference as both “sensible”
and “not remarkable,” the proposed rule changes are generally expected
to have only a minor impact on current class action practice. At the same
time, however, the Judicial Conference also acknowledged the need for
caution in adopting the proposed rule changes.138 In high stakes class ac-
tion litigation, such as that encountered in mass torts and toxic expo-
sures, the potential for large awards gives counsel for both plaintiffs and
defendants an incentive for legal creativity in a class action. In addition,
the amendments will likely be incorporated into class action rules in the
many states which typically seek to mirror or closely follow Rule 23 and
the other Federal Rules of Civil Procedure.139
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Accordingly, the proposed rules may introduce some new twists for
both plaintiffs and defendants litigating in the class action environment.
Judicial discretion to grant a settlement opt-out opportunity is the most
apparent change to the class action process, both enhancing class mem-
ber autonomy and generating additional uncertainty for defendants trying
to achieve an inclusive settlement. Although only a small percentage of
plaintiffs typically choose to opt out, if the new rules encourage additional
opt-outs, class action settlements could begin to involve smaller percent-
ages of the overall plaintiff pool. Information gleaned from the class pro-
ceedings could support higher settlement demands and increase the risk
to the defendants that increasing numbers of plaintiffs will seek trial
rather than settlement. The addition of provisions concerning the ap-
pointment of class counsel and management of attorney’s fees also may
impact class actions by dissuading the plaintiff’s bar from bringing risky
environmental or mass tort actions with substantial up-front costs. Such
disincentives currently exist, but the codiªcation of these judicial powers
may heighten their deterrent effect. Another possible result of the proposed
rule changes may be to uncover “sweetheart settlements” by empowering
the courts to delve more deeply into settlement terms. Finally, the changes
to class action timing and notice may create delay or increased burdens
on counsel and the courts. While a kaleidoscope of effects on the United
States class action system is possible, on their face, the newest Rule 23
proposals appear to be a change in degree, rather than in kind.

                                                                                                                             
many states have rules that contain only minor permutations. Alabama and Arizona have
class action rules identical to Rule 23 with the exception that both states have omitted Rule
23(f) which permits appeals of the certiªcation decision. Id. at 1, 27.
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