Guide to Filing Non-Prisoner Complaints
Without a Lawyer In Federal District Court

Introduction

Welcome to the federal district courts.

This Guide is intended to help you write and file a complaint. Follow these
steps and your litigation should run more smoothly.

The Guide comes with:

A blank form for your complaint and an optional blank application to
proceed in court without prepaying the filing fee. You are
encouraged to use the form complaint. You are not required to do so,
but using it will help your case move more quickly.

Sample claims. These illustrations may help you write your own
claim.

Before you begin, consider whether your case belongs in federal court.

m Federal district courts generally hear two types of cases:
(1) violations of federal law; and (2) violations of state law
where the parties are citizens of different states and the
amount at stake is more than $75,000.

m Federal district courts do not review the decisions of

state courts. Do not sue in a federal district court just
because you are unhappy with the ruling of a state court.
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Contents of Your Complaint

Cases in federal court start with the complaint, and so does this guide. The
complaint is an important legal document. If you draft it correctly, it will
be short and tell the court and defendants how your rights were violated.

What to put in your complaint:

Your complaint needs five things. These five parts correspond to the
five sections that you see in the form complaint.

A. Caption and parties. Your complaint must begin with a “caption.”
The caption must include your name as the plaintiff and the names of
the people you are suing (the defendants). (If the defendants harmed
you while doing their jobs, tell the court the name and address of the
employers, if known to you.) Also, name the federal court in which
you will be filing your complaint. Do not fill in the case number. This
will be done by the clerk when you file your complaint. From then
on, you should put the case number on papers that you file with the
court. This helps the court keep all the papers in each case together.

B.  Statement of Claim. The most important part of your complaint is
the “statement of your claim.” Describe briefly the exact problem that
you are complaining about. You should explain five things:

(1) Who violated your rights. Tell the name of each person who
injured you.

(2) What each defendant did. Tell what action each defendant took
or failed to take that harmed you.

(3) When they did it. Tell when each defendant harmed you.

(4) Where they did it. Tell where each defendant harmed you.

(5 Why they did it. If you know, tell the court why each
defendant harmed you.
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Explain the “who,” “what,” “when,” “where,” and “why” clearly and
simply. Tell the story as if you are telling it to someone who knows
nothing about what happened to you, but put only the important
facts in your statement of the claim.

A short and plain statement helps the judge to review your complaint
qguickly and move onto the next step of your case. A long complaint
will take a judge longer to review and understand, and the judge
may tell you to rewrite it. This will delay your case.

You may find it helpful to look at the examples of statements of a
claim. Do not copy these examples or assume that the plaintiffs in
these examples would win their cases. The examples show you how
to write your claim, not what to say in your claim.

You may type or handwrite your complaint, so long as it’s readable.

If you cannot finish your statement on the complaint form, you may
continue your statement of the claim on another sheet of paper.

Why your case belongs in federal court (“Jurisdiction”). State why
a federal court can decide your case. There are two main possibilities.

(1) Ifyour case involves a violation of federal law, a federal court
can decide your case, and you should check the first box on the
form. This box refers to a federal statute, 28 U.S.C. § 1331, the law
that gives federal courts the power to decide cases involving the
violation of federal law.

(2) If your case involves only a violation of state law, you may be
able to check the second box. Generally, in order to check the
second box, all the defendants must be citizens of a state other
than the one of which you (and any other plaintiffs) are a citizen.
In addition, more than $75,000 must be in dispute.
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D. Relief Wanted. Your complaint should include a request for relief—
what you want from each defendant, such as money or some
particular action.

E. Jury Demand. If you want to have your case decided by a jury, check
“Yes” in the box provided. If you want the judge to decide it, check

the other box.

What NOT to put in your complaint

DO NOT attach a lot of papers or long statements from witnesses. If you
want the judge to know about a fact, just write the fact in your
complaint. The complaint is not the place for proving facts. When the
judge needs proof, you will have a chance to submit it later.

DO NOT include in your complaint lengthy quotations from statutes, laws,
regulations, or cases. If you want, you may simply list the statute, law, or
regulation that you believe the defendants violated. Later in the case, the
defendants or the judge may ask you to explain in more detail why you
think that the defendants have violated a law. You will then have an
opportunity to quote from statutes, laws, regulations, or cases.

DO NOT include in your complaint unrelated claims against different
defendants. You may bring the same claim against more than one
defendant only if all of the named defendants played some part in the same
situation that resulted in the alleged violation of your rights.

Note to employment-discrimination plaintiffs:

Before you file a lawsuit for employment discrimination, you are generally
required to ask the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (or
equivalent state agency) to address your claims. If you do not do this, the
defendants may ask the court to dismiss your case and the court may do so.
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Filing Your Complaint

To file your complaint, you must pay a filing fee. You should call the
clerk’s office to find out the current fee. (The phone numbers and addresses
for the clerks’ offices are listed below.) Send a check or money order in this
amount, payable to “The Clerk of the U.S. District Court.”

If you cannot afford the fee, you may ask the court for permission to file
without prepaying the full fee. Use the form “Request to Proceed in District
Court without Prepaying the Filing Fee”.

BE SURE to keep for yourself an exact copy of your complaint and any
other document you send to the court.

DO NOT mail a copy of your complaint directly to any defendant.

Mail (1) your complaint and (2) your check or money order (if you can
afford to prepay the full filing fee) or your Request to Proceed in District
Court without Prepaying the Filing Fee to: “Clerk of the U.S. District
Court” at the appropriate address listed below. Consult the attached map
for help.

Northern District of Illinois

Chicago Rockford

Everett McKinley Dirksen U.S.Courthouse Stanley J. Roszkowski U.S.Courthouse
219 South Dearborn Street 327 South Church Street

Chicago, IL 60604 Rockford, Illinois 61101

(312) 435-5670 (815) 987-4354

Central District of Illinois

Peoria Urbana

309 U.S. Courthouse 218 U.S. Courthouse
100 N.E. Monroe Street 201 S. Vine Street
Peoria, IL 61602 Urbana, IL 61802
309-671-7117 217-373-5830
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Southern District of Illinois
Benton

301 West Main Street

Benton, IL 62812

(618) 439-7760

Northern District of Indiana
Fort Wayne

1300 S. Harrison St.

Fort Wayne, IN 46802

(260) 423-3000

Lafayette
Charles Halleck Federal Building

230 North Fourth Street
Lafayette, IN 47901
(765) 420-6250

Southern District of Indiana
Indianapolis

Birch Bayh Federal Bldg & U.S. Courthouse
46 East Ohio Street

Indianapolis, IN 46204

(317) 229-3700

Terre Haute

U.S. Courthouse

921 Ohio Street

Terre Haute, IN 47807
(812) 231-1840

Eastern District of Wisconsin
Milwaukee

362 United States Courthouse

517 East Wisconsin Avenue

Milwaukee, WI 53202

(414) 297-3372

Western District of Wisconsin
Robert W. Kastenmeier U.S. Courthouse
120 N. Henry Street, Room 320

Madison, WI 53703

(608) 264-5156

East St. Louis

750 Missouri Avenue
East St. Louis, IL 62201
(618) 482-9371

Hammond

5400 Federal Plaza
Hammond, IN 46320
(219) 852-6500

South Bend

102 Federal Building
204 S Main St

South Bend, IN 46601
(574) 246-8000

Evansville

Winfield K. Denton Federal Building & U.S. Courthouse
101 Northwest Martin Luther King Boulevard
Evansville, IN 47708

(812) 434-6410

New Albany
Lee H. Hamilton Federal Building & U.S. Courthouse

121 West Spring Street
New Albany, IN 47150
(812) 542-4510

Green Bay
Jefferson Court Building

125 S. Jefferson St., Rm. 102
Green Bay, W1 54301-4541
(920) 884-3720

Guide -6



ILLINOIS
7th Circuit

woms | s Wtmbond sy

Carroll

‘Northern > w-

7 Tarewell MecLean Ford |

~ Mazon I
Schupder =7 P D WAL
0 T o | togn ——T

[ — Cass il | Piatt Charnpaign

/ !hlorgm | _.“ Macon d 1@ s |
| Scott 7 \ Sall-""""-mr" T Maaltrie r| e
bl | Christisn | Coles

o Champaig
Ll
7 I gy "N |

I ——— Si:rl:gﬂﬁl@[_ ® Decatur

=+ Franklin

Carbondale

Willia | Saline |Gallatin

Jacksan |

Guide -7

anville




INDIANA
7th Circuit

e —
Gary .~ i ®5outh Bend Steuben
Hammond | @ T porter | ! Lagrange -
| Porter . 5t. Joseph Elkhart . 1
| La Porte | g |
| Moksde Die Kall
y | Marshal _
Lake : ™ Exarke E Kosciuika D
d b = S _— . B « Adlen
Northern Whidey |
| i | Fulton b
| lasper Fulast o ———Fort Wayne
Mewitor |
— ] ‘Wabash Husstingtan .
—d White — . Cass | Miami { Wells Adams
Benton | Carrall | | L ]
Lafa Grant
_ -fEt.te Howard Blackford
i L : ' '
Warren e Chn Tipton Ia}"
|
e P Muncie
T Madison ™ Randolph
Fountain Hamilt g, | Deiars
) = | et |
- Montgomery ™ R Anderson
o . ' Henry
Vermillion N . Indianapolis [ Wayne
Parke Hendricks * iHancocl: —T
Putnam Marionn | |
. —— _ T Rush | Favette | Union
Terre Haute 4 [ Shel el
® | L . Morgan | lohason o S
Crwven | | Framklin
Vigo Clay ﬂ. I . I I 4
B Decatur | .—
1 Bloomington  ertholomew - |
B . 1% | grown 1~ Dearbo
Sullivan [ i Riplery Y,

jrnnings |

— —1 . Jackson = —
~ d | Lawrence P
i Daviess | T |
Knox % Martin__ | | Scom
i Southern
g P Orange | Washington -
. . Clark
.. Pike T e T T

F

!_ Crawdord

1 N
C Harrison -

C

® Evansville

Guide -8



WISCONSIN

7th Circuit
=
i
| Bayfield
Douglas |
|
| I
| [
1T 7 Ashland
! Wilas
| Sawyer D D T
Burrett Washburmn I -— Homence
— Oneida |
R | Price Forest [ T .
Marinette
Pk | Rk Wpstem _
| S — S 1
- e Langlade
Chippewa Tierlor B 1
5t Croix s | | | —
Dunn Menemin®?  ocont
—————— — Manm — - o |
® Shawano N
rierce | Eau Claire Clark Doar
Pegin Esu Claire | . r
—_ L Cre [Rewaupe
|- Waad | Poriage Waupaca 'Gri:nl'l. Bl!;
Budfalo Outagamie P
Jackson
Trempeateas A Waushara [Winnebago Manitowo:
} e S ( - Caburnet
Crosss Monroe | jungay | Adams . ) Os:hl_;gsh 21
Parquetie.
— . Greentake TR gman
Vernon 1 o
[ Colembia
——— Sauk
Crawford | Fihiand i
T e Madison
- * Milwaukee
Dane puked
Grant ) m —_— - -
Geeen Rk Wakwvorth | Racine gy
s @®/Racine
Keroiha @ | Kenosha

Guide -9



Statement of Claim (Example 1) Who

The plaintiff, Timothy Jones, worked for HAL Corporation, a computer

Where
manufacturer, at its Chicago area office from 2007 through 2013. On

When What happened
December 1, 2013, HAL Corporation fired Jones from his job because he 1san
African American. As a result, Jones has suffered lost wages and

humiliation. Jones wants HAL to give him his job back and pay him lost

wages and damages for his suffering. Why it happened
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Statement of Claim (Example 2)

When

Where
On December 1, 2013, while plaintiff Samantha Smith was driving her
Who

car in Indianapolis, Indiana, John Steven and Clyde Davis, both city police
What happened Why it happened

officers, stopped her car. The officers had no reason to believe that she had

What else happened
violated any law, but they detained and questioned her for an hour,

embarrassing her as neighbors drove by. Before the officers allowed her to
What else happened
resume driving, they deliberately shoved her into the hood of her car. They did
Why it happened
so apparently because her son recorded the episode. The excessive force caused

a head injury that required medical treatment. Smith wants damages for

the one-hour detention, her medical treatment, pain, and embarrassment.
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