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NOT FOR PUBLICATION

UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
DISTRICT OF NEW JERSEY

LANA LEGUIA,

Plaintiff,
Civil Action No. 26-10263 (ZNQ) (TJB)
V.
OPINION
DR. DALE G. CALDWELL, in his official
capacity as Secretary of State of New Jersey,

Defendant.

QURAISHI, District Judge

THIS MATTER comes before the Court upon a Motion for Preliminary Injunction filed
by Plaintiff Lana Leguia (“Plaintiff”). (“Motion”, ECF No. 2.) Defendant Dr. Dale G. Caldwell
(“Defendant”) filed a response to the Motion.! (“State Resp.”, ECF No. 12.) Intervenor-Defendant
New Jersey Republican State Committee (the “NJRSC”) filed an opposition to the Motion.
(“NJRSC Opp.”, ECF No. 23.) Defendant filed a reply to the NJRSC’s opposition. (“State Reply”,
ECF No. 25.) Plaintiff filed a reply in further support of her Motion. (“Plf. Reply”, ECF No. 27.)
Pursuant to Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 65, the Court conducted an evidentiary hearing
(“Hearing”) on the record on August 25, 2026. (ECF No. 30; “Hearing Tr.”) At the instruction of
the Court, Defendant filed a Declaration of Counsel. (ECF No. 31.) On consent of the parties,

Plaintiff and the NJRSC filed supplemental authority in further support of its positions. (ECF Nos.

! The Court notes that Defendant has titled his submission in response to the Motion as a “response” rather than an
opposition. The Court infers this is because Defendant has stated that he takes no position on the Motion.
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32-33.) The parties also filed supplemental briefing with respect to a legal issue raised by the
Court after the hearing. (ECF Nos. 35-37.)

The Court has carefully considered the parties’ submissions as well as the evidence and
arguments presented at the Hearing. For the reasons set forth below, the Court will DENY the
Motion for Preliminary Injunction.

I. BACKGROUND

Plaintiff is the Libertarian candidate seeking placement on the November 3, 2026 General
Election ballot for the New Jersey House of Representatives, New Jersey Seventh Congressional
District. (First Amended Complaint (“FAC”), ECF No. 24 §1.)> Defendant Caldwell, in his
capacity as Secretary of State, is the State’s chief election officer. (/d. §2.)

By statute, New Jersey requires an independent candidate for the U.S. House of
Representatives to submit a direct-nomination petition with at least 250 valid signatures to be
placed on the ballot. (d.  8) (citation omitted). Central to this case, a separate New Jersey statute,
N.J.S.A. 19:13-7, requires that individuals circulating direct-nomination petitions (“circulators™)
be themselves eligible to vote in this state, which in turn requires that they be New Jersey residents.

On or before the June 2, 2026 deadline to do so, Plaintiff filed her petition bearing 759
signatures. (/d. §9.) The Division of Elections accepted 755 them. (/d.) However, 670 of the

755 accepted signatures were obtained by petition circulators who are not New Jersey residents.

2 The Court stayed the deadline to respond to the Complaint so that the parties and the Court could focus on resolving
the Motion for Preliminary Injunction rather than being distracted by briefing on oft-filed motions to dismiss. (ECF
No. 14.) Without seeking leave or providing notice of any kind, Plaintiff filed a First Amended Complaint a week
after that stay and only four days before the hearing. The opposing parties have not objected, presumably because
Plaintiff filed it within twenty-one days of serving her original Complaint, and was therefore within her right under
the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure to amend her pleading. See Rule 15(a)(1)(A). Still, the additions to the complaint,
including a new Due Process claim, imposed an unexpected and unwelcome burden on the Court and the parties.
Going forward, the Court will adjust its language when it stays the pleadings pending resolution of an emergent
motion.



Case 3:26-cv-10263-ZNQ-TJB  Document 38  Filed 08/31/26  Page 3 of 18 PagelD: 551

(Id. 9 10.) The NJRSC challenged Plaintiff’s petition on the basis that the 670 signatures obtained
by non-resident circulators violated N.J.S.A. 19:13-7. (Id. § 11.)

The Office of Administrative Law (“OAL”) conducted a hearing on June 9, 2026. The
NJRSC and Plaintiff requested leave to brief the constitutionality of the residency restriction. (/d.
9 13.) The Administrative Law Judge (“ALJ”) presiding over the hearing concluded that the OAL
lacked jurisdiction to consider constitutional arguments. (Id. § 14.) The ALJ applied N.J.S.A.
19:13-7 and recommended that the 670 signatures be excluded. (Id.) Defendant effectively
overruled the ALJ’s initial decision, rejected the NJRSC’s residency objection, and accepted
Plaintiff’s nomination petition. (/d. § 15.) Defendant based his conclusion on this Court’s prior
decision in Arsenault v. Way, 539 F. Supp. 3d 335 (D.N.J. 2021) that found unconstitutional a
similar New Jersey statute requiring circulators of petitions for primary elections to be New Jersey
residents. (Id. 49 15-16.) The Appellate Division reversed Defendant’s decision finding
Defendant lacked the authority to accept Plaintiff’s nomination and place her on the ballot. The
New Jersey Supreme Court denied Plaintiff’s petitions.

II. PROCEDURAL HISTORY

On August 14, the day after the Complaint and the emergent application were filed, the
Court set a case management teleconference with counsel for the parties to be held the following
Monday, August 17. In the meantime, the Court granted the NJRSC’s request to join the
conference, though it had not been named as a party. (ECF No. 7.)

The Court set August 25 as the date for a one-day hearing and emphasized that it sought
an evidentiary hearing rather than mere oral argument from counsel. The intent of the hearing was
to provide Plaintiff with a full opportunity to support her emergent application with testimonial

evidence, to afford the NJRSC an opportunity to challenge Plaintiff’s proofs and to introduce their
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own evidence. In the meantime, to preserve Plaintiff’s potential candidacy, the Court entered a
temporary restraining order that enjoined Defendant from omitting Plaintiff as a candidate from
the assorted preparations for the November 3, 2026 General Election ballot. (ECF No. 15.)

On August 25, the Court conducted the hearing. Plaintiff presented testimony from the
following witnesses:

e Herself;

e Geoffrey Mark Sebesta, a professional, out-of-state petition circulator;

e Heinrich Johannes Matthias Aichem, Plaintiff’s spouse, fellow member of the
Libertarian Party, and in-state petition circulator; and

e Barry Bendar, Election Chair of the Green Party of New Jersey.

The NJRSC presented testimony from the Honorable Azfal Barlas, Assemblyman for New
Jersey’s 40th District.?

Based on the witnesses’ demeanor, manner in which they testified, and the substance of
their testimony, the Court found all of the witnesses credible. For the reasons set forth herein,
however, the Court does not reach their testimony.

III. SUBJECT MATTER JURISDICTION

Based on the nature of the constitutional claims asserted, the Court has jurisdiction over
the subject matter of this suit pursuant to 28 U.S.C. §§ 1331 and 1343.

IV.  ROOKER-FELDMAN DOCTRINE

The NJRSC argues that the Court lacks subject matter jurisdiction pursuant to the Rooker-
Feldman doctrine. Plaintiff disagrees.

“A plaintiff commencing an action in federal court bears the burden of establishing federal
jurisdiction.” Lincoln Ben. Life Co. v. AEI Life, LLC, 800 F.3d 99, 105 (3d Cir. 2015). The

Rooker-Feldman doctrine divests a district court of subject matter jurisdiction in “cases brought

3 Defendant declined to present a witness. The Court instead accepted proffers from counsel at the hearing, which
counsel later affirmed with his declaration. (Declaration of Nathanial R. Rubin, Esq., ECF No. 31.)
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by state-court losers complaining of injuries caused by state-court judgments” and “inviting district
court review and rejection of those judgments.” Exxon Mobil Corp. v. Saudi Basic Indus. Corp.,
544 U.8S. 280, 284 (2005). “[T]here are four requirements that must be met for the . . . doctrine to
apply: (1) the federal plaintiff lost in state court; (2) the plaintiff complains of injuries caused by
the state-court judgments; (3) those judgments were relndered before the federal suit was filed,
and (4) the plaintiff'is inviting the district court to review and reject the state judgments.” Abulkair
v. Dir. of N.J. Dep’t of Human Srvs., 474 F. App’x 82, 84 (3d Cir. 2012) (quoting Great W. Mining
& Mineral Co. v. Fox Rothschild LLP, 615 F.3d 159, 166 (3d Cir. 2010)).

Here, there is no dispute that Plaintiff lost in state court or that the judgments were rendered
before Plaintiff filed this suit. Accordingly, the first and third elements are met. The Court
considers only the second and fourth elements of the four-part test under Rooker-Feldman.

A. WHETHER PLAINTIFF IS COMPLAINING OF INJURIES CAUSED BY
THE STATE COURT JUDGMENTS

Plaintiff contends her claims pre-date the Appellate Division’s order. (PIf. Reply at 5-6.)
Her claims are instead rooted in the executive branch’s decision not to enforce N.J.S.A. 19:13-7
and her reliance on its express statements that the statute would not be enforced. (/d.) Plaintiff
frames her injury not as “wrongdoing by the Appellate Division,” but as “the present and
prospective application of NJSA 19:13-7 to Plaintiff’s already completed petition activity under
circumstances which preceded the state court judgment.” (/d. at 6.)

The NJRSC argues that Plaintiff’s asserted injury — removal from the ballot — stems from
the order from the Appellate Division enforcing the residency restriction under N.J.S.A. 19:13-7.
(NJRSC Opp. at 13.) In the NJRSC’s view, this is especially clear in this case because, prior to

the Appellate Division’s Order, Defendant had rejected the NJRSC’s challenge to Plaintiff’s
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petition. (/d. at 13 n.3.) But for the Appellate Division’s Order, Plaintiff would be on the 2026
General Election ballot.

What Plaintiff cites as the cause of her injury is better described as the likely rationale for
Defendant’s decision to accept her petition prior to the Appellate Division’s order reversing him.
But that is not the relevant test under Rooker-Feldman.

The Third Circuit has offered some guidance for assessing this element. * Notably, in Great
W. Mining & Min. Co. v. Fox Rothschild LLP it pointed to a “[a] useful guidepost” of “the timing
of the injury, that is, whether the injury complained of in federal court existed prior to the state-
court proceedings and thus could not have been ‘caused by’ those proceedings.” 615 F.3d 159,
167 (3d Cir. 2010) (citations omitted). In that regard, and despite Plaintiff’s arguments to the
contrary, the Court finds that Plaintiff’s injury did not exist prior to the Appellate Division’s order.
Importantly, as the NJRSC emphasizes, before the Appellate Division interceded, Defendant had
rejected the NJRSC’s challenge to her ballot petition and Plaintiff was going to be listed on the
General Election ballot. Had the state proceedings concluded without reaching the Appellate
Division, Plaintiff would have therefore suffered no harm.

As a second measurement of causation recognized under Great Western, it is equally clear
that it was the Appellate Division’s order that “produced” Defendant’s refusal. See id.
Paraphrasing the Court of Appeals in Great Western, in this case the Appellate Division did not
simply ratify, acquiesce in, or leave unpunished Defendant’s prior decision. See id. (quoting

Hoblock v. Albany Cnty. Bd. of Elections, 422 F.3d 77, 88 (2d Cir. 2005); see also Merritts v.

4 At points in her reply briefing, Plaintiff critiques the NJRSC’s reliance on decisions issued by the Third Circuit prior
to the Supreme Court’s decision in Exxon Mobil Corp. v. Saudi Basic Industries Corp. in 2005. This Court too
exercises caution in this regard because Exxon shifted the Rooker-Feldman landscape in many respects. The Court
has therefore looked to post-Exxon decisions from the Court of Appeals where possible.
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Richards, 62 F.4th 764, 778 (3d Cir. 2023) (finding element satisfied when “a judicial ruling, not
a prior independent action by [defendants], caused [plaintiff’s] legal injuries”).

For these reasons, the Court finds that Plaintiff is complaining of an injury caused by the
state court’s judgments and therefore finds that the second element under the Rooker-Feldman

doctrine is met.

B. WHETHER PLAINTIFF IS INVITING THE DISTRICT COURT TO
REVIEW AND REJECT THE STATE COURT JUDGMENTS

The NJRSC argues that Plaintiff’s claims here are inextricably intertwined with the state
adjudication such that her request for relief effectively invites this Court to reject the state
judgments, satisfying the fourth element required to apply the Rooker-Feldman doctrine. (NJRSC
Opp. at 14-17.) The NJRSC objects to Plaintiff’s attempt to frame her claims as challenges to the
constitutionality of the N.J.S.A. 19:13-7 rather than to the state court decision. (/d. at 16.) The
NJRSC says Plaintiff is bringing as-applied claims that challenge the enforcement of the statute as
to her, albeit on constitutional grounds. Given that the enforcement as to Plaintiff was the product
of the state court decisions, the NJRSC argues her claims here are an attempt to attack the state
court judgments and therefore fall within the scope of those forbidden under Rooker-Feldman.

Plaintiff couches her claims differently. She insists she is “not asking the Court to reject
the Appellate Division’s judgement that the Secretary had no authority to abstain from enforcing
N.J.S.A. 19:13-7, as written.” (PIf Reply at 7.) Rather, she “seeks a federal judicial determination
of the constitutional issue that the Secretary himself could not decide (because there was allegedly
no evidence in the record that the Attorney General had advised him) and that the Appellate
Division expressly did not adjudicate.” (Id.)

To be fair, the analysis for the fourth element of Rooker-Feldman is not any easy one. But

there is one thing that the Third Circuit has tried to make abundantly clear: whether the Appellate
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