Senator Chuck Grassley
Questions for the Record

James Donato
Nominee, U.S. District Judge for the Northern District of California

1. In 2006 the San Francisco Bar Association sent a letter to Senators Feinstein,
Specter, Boxer, and Leahy opposing the nomination of Samuel Alito to the Supreme
Court of the United States. You were an officer of the San Francisco Bar
Association. Can you explain your personal objections to Justice Alito’s
nomination?

Response: The referenced letter was submitted on behalf of the Bar Association of San
Francisco in January 2006. 1 did not prepare the letter or undertake any research for it,
and 1 did not take a personal position for or against the confirmation of Justice Alito.

2. The San Francisco Bar Association particularly had an issue with Justice Alito’s
view of Congressional power under the commerce clause. In your view are there
any limitations to Congressional power under the commerce clause?

Response: Several Supreme Court decisions have found limits on Congress’s power to
regulate non-economic activity under the Commerce Clause. See, e.g., United States v.
Morrison, 529 U.S. 598 (2000); United States v. Lopez, 514 U.S. 549 (1995). These
cases stand for the proposition that non-economic activity with only an attenuated effect
on interstate commerce cannot be regulated pursuant to the Commerce Clause. If
confirmed, I will follow Supreme Court precedent without regard to any views | might or
might not have.

3. There was a recent decision by the New Mexico Supreme Court: where the Court
held that a photographer improperly discriminated against a gay couple when she
refused to take photos for their commitment ceremony for religious reasons and, as
the Court stated in its opinion, the Respondents are, “now are compelled by law to
compromise the very religious beliefs that inspire their lives.”?

! Elane Photography, LLC v. Willock, 2013 WL 4478229 (N.M. Aug. 22, 2013).
?1d., Para. 90.



a. How would you approach this issue if a party in a similar case claimed this
was a Freedom of Speech violation? Particularly with respect to a creative
and expressive art form such as photography?

Response: The Freedom of Speech guarantee is one of the most important
guarantees in the Constitution. If confirmed as a District Judge, | would approach
this issue by following applicable Supreme Court and Ninth Circuit precedent,
and applying it to the admissible evidence in the record. Since this issue might
come before me if I am confirmed, | cannot comment further on it.

b. Do you think the New Mexico state legislature, by requiring companies that
advertise publicly to act in this way, compels the company to speak the
government’s message?

Response: The Supreme Court has issued decisions on compelled speech. These
decisions include Rumsfeld v. Forum for Academic and Institutional Rights, Inc.,
547 U.S. 47 (2006), Wooley v. Maynard, 430 U.S. 705 (1977), and other cases. If
confirmed, | would follow this and other applicable precedent, without regard to
any personal thoughts or views | might or might not have.

c. How would you respond if an individual or company in this circumstance
raised a Free Exercise claim?

Response: The Free Exercise guarantee is also a critically important guarantee in
the Constitution. If confirmed, | would respond by identifying applicable
Supreme Court and Ninth Circuit precedent, and applying it to the admissible
evidence in the record. No other factors would affect my determination of the
issue. Since this issue might come before me if I am confirmed, | cannot
comment further on it.

How will you use the Sentencing Guidelines to guide you in criminal cases?

Response: The Sentencing Guidelines are an important tool to achieve uniformity in
criminal sentences. If confirmed, | would treat the Sentencing Guidelines with
substantial deference in determining appropriate sentences.

Some have contended that a judge should have empathy for those who appear
before them. My concern is that when someone suggests a judge should have
empathy, they are really suggesting the judge should place their thumb on the scales
of justice to tilt it in the favor of the proverbial little guy. In your personal opinion,
is it ever the role of a judge to favor one party over another?

Response: No.
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What is the most important attribute of a judge, and do you possess it?

Response: | believe the most important attribute of a judge is the commitment to
upholding the impartial rule of law in all cases. | possess that attribute.

Please explain your view of the appropriate temperament of a judge. What
elements of judicial temperament do you consider the most important, and do you
meet that standard?

Response: In my view, appropriate judicial temperament consists of decisiveness,
transparency in decision-making, impartiality, civility to litigants and counsel, the ability
to listen carefully, a calm demeanor, and an unwavering commitment to the rule of law. 1
meet these standards.

In general, Supreme Court precedents are binding on all lower federal courts, and
Circuit Court precedents are binding on the district courts within the particular
circuit. Are you committed to following the precedents of higher courts faithfully
and giving them full force and effect, even if you personally disagree with such
precedents?

Response: Yes.

At times, judges are faced with cases of first impression. If there were no controlling
precedent that was dispositive on an issue with which you were presented, to what
sources would you turn for persuasive authority? What principles will guide you,
or what methods will you employ, in deciding cases of first impression?

Response: In a matter of first impression involving a statute, I would turn first and
foremost to the language of the statute. If the text is clear, my inquiry would be at an
end. If for some reason the statutory text did not lead to a clear answer, | would look to
the structure and context of the provision, and turn to precedents of the Supreme Court
and the Ninth Circuit interpreting similar provisions.

What would you do if you believed the Supreme Court or the Court of Appeals had
seriously erred in rendering a decision? Would you apply that decision or would
you use your best judgment of the merits to decide the case?

Response: As a District Judge, |1 would be bound to follow all Supreme Court and Ninth
Circuit precedent and would apply it, regardless of whether | thought it was correctly
decided or not.

Under what circumstances do you believe it appropriate for a federal court to
declare a statute enacted by Congress unconstitutional?

Response: A district court should avoid reaching constitutional questions whenever
possible. If that cannot be avoided, a district court must presume that a statute passed by



12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

Congress is constitutional and should be declared unconstitutional only if it clearly
conflicts with the Constitution as interpreted by the Supreme Court and relevant circuit
courts, or if Congress clearly acted beyond its constitutional authority.

What assurances or evidence can you give this Committee that, if confirmed, your
decisions will be grounded in precedent and the text of the law rather than any
underlying political ideology or motivation?

Response: If confirmed, my duty as a District Judge would be to decide every case solely
on the basis of the plain text of the law, applicable precedent and the admissible evidence
in the record. 1 will fulfill that duty without regard to any ideology or motivations that |
might or might not have.

What assurances or evidence can you give the Committee and future litigants that
you will put aside any personal views and be fair to all who appear before you, if
confirmed?

Response: The rule of law and equal justice under law are the bedrock principles of our
legal system. | have been committed to upholding those principles throughout my legal
career, starting with my service as judicial law clerk to the Hon. Procter R. Hug, Jr.,
United States Circuit Judge. | can assure the Committee and future litigants that | will
decide every case and issue presented to me on the basis of the facts and applicable law,
and without regard to any personal views that | may or may not have.

In your view, is it ever proper for judges to rely on foreign law, or the views of the
“world community”, in determining the meaning of the Constitution? Please
explain.

Response: No.
If confirmed, how do you intend to manage your caseload?

Response: | have been advised that the Northern District of California has a substantial
case load and that the seat | would take, if I am fortunate enough to be confirmed, has
been deemed a judicial emergency vacancy. If confirmed, | will manage my caseload by
maintaining reasonable and efficient schedules in all matters, deciding motions and other
issues promptly, making appropriate use of Magistrate Judges, and encouraging dispute
resolution through mediation and other services.

Do you believe that judges have a role in controlling the pace and conduct of
litigation and, if confirmed, what specific steps would you take to control your
docket?

Response: Judges play a critical role in ensuring fair and prompt resolution of disputes.
If confirmed, | would implement the measures discussed in Question 15 above to manage
my docket, and use the procedures provided for in the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure
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and Criminal Procedure to manage cases.

You have spent your entire legal career as an advocate for your clients. As a judge,
you will have a very different role. Please describe how you will reach a decision in
cases that come before you and to what sources of information you will look for
guidance. What do you expect to be most difficult part of this transition for you?

Response: If confirmed, | will resolve legal issues based on applicable Constitutional and
statutory provisions, along with precedent from the Supreme Court and the Ninth Circuit.
I will resolve factual disputes on the basis of admissible evidence in the record. With
respect to challenges in the transition, | have been fortunate in my 23 years of civil
practice to have worked on a broad array of federal claims and issues, including class
actions and multi-district cases, in every phase of litigation from the complaint to
judgment, verdict or settlement. While I will need to familiarize myself with areas of the
law where | have had less experience, such as criminal law, | will prepare through
diligent and dedicated work, and will have substantial resources to assist me in achieving
a smooth transition.

According to the website of American Association for Justice (AAJ), it has
established a Judicial Task Force, with the stated goals including the following: “To
increase the number of pro-civil justice federal judges, increase the level of
professional diversity of federal judicial nominees, identify nominees that may have
an anti-civil justice bias, increase the number of trial lawyers serving on individual
Senator’s judicial selection committees”.

a. Have you had any contact with the AAJ, the AAJ Judicial Task Force, or any
individual or group associated with AAJ regarding your nomination? If yes,
please detail what individuals you had contact with, the dates of the contacts,
and the nature of the communications.

Response: No.

b. Are you aware of any endorsements or promised endorsements by AAJ, the AAJ
Judicial Task Force, or any individual or group associated with AAJ made to the
White House or the Department of Justice regarding your nomination? If yes,
please detail what individuals or groups made the endorsements, when the
endorsements were made, and to whom the endorsements were made.

Response: No.

Please describe with particularity the process by which these questions were
answered.

Response: | received these questions from the Department of Justice and prepared my
responses. | discussed my responses with a representative of the Department of Justice,
and | authorized the Department of Justice to submit my responses to the Committee.



20. Do these answers reflect your true and personal views?

Response: Yes.



