UNITED STATES COURT OF APPEALS

TENTH CIRCUIT

PITTSBURG COUNTY RURAL
WATER DISTRICT NO. 7, an agency
and legally constituted authority of the
State of Oklahoma,

Plaintiff-Appellant,

V.

CITY OF McALESTER, a
municipality, and THE McALESTER
PUBLIC WORKS AUTHORITY, a
public trust,

Defendants-Appellees.
and

KENNETH W. SHERILL; LINDA F.
SHERILL; BAR-19; HUNTSMAN
EDISON FILMS CORPORATION,
successor to Blessing Corp., d/b/a
Edison Plastics; MIG, INC.;
SOUTHEAST OKLAHOMA BOX
COMPANY; TRI-CAT, INC.;
SIMMONS POULTRY FARMS, INC.;
DENNIS DEFRANGE; TERRY
KINYON; PITTSBURG COUNTY
REGIONAL EXPOSITION
AUTHORITY; THE BOARD OF
COUNTY COMMISSIONERS OF
THE COUNTY OF PITTSBURG; H.

No. 02-7080



G. GILLTAM; BILL WEBBER; OBEN
WEEKS; THUNDERCREEK GOLF
COURSE TRUST AUTHORITY,

Defendants.

ORDER
Filed February 6, 2004

Before HENRY, HOLLOWAY, and MURPHY, Circuit Judges.

The parties’ petitions for rehearing and for rehearing en banc are denied,
except with regard to the “internal inconsistency,” see Appellee’s Pet. for Reh’g
at 8-9 n.5, regarding the description of “Group 3” customers in the panel opinion.

See Pittsburg County Rural Water Dist. No. 7. v. City of McAlester, 346 F.3d

1260, 1270, 1277 (10th Cir. 2003). With regard the discussion of “Group 3~
customers, the court now clarifies the panel opinion as follows:

The district court’s holding that “[w]hen a municipality is serving
water to a property prior to a water district’s FMHA loan date, the
rural water district has no right to serve water to that property, and
thus, no 1926(b) protection,” see id. at 1277 (quoting Aplt’s App. at
1101), did not concern “Group 3” customers

Instead, that district court ruling concerned customers served by
McAlester prior to the date of the 1994 FMHA loan. It is as to those
customers that the panel held: “all § 1926 claims based on service by
McAlester to customers within the limitations period were not
otherwise barred by the fact that McAlester was serving those
customers prior to the 1994 loan.” Id. at 1277.



The amended opinion reflecting this clarification is attached.
Entered for the Court,
Patrick Fisher, Clerk

By:
Deputy Clerk
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Before HENRY, HOLLOWAY, and MURPHY, Circuit Judges.

HENRY, Circuit Judge.

The Pittsburg County Rural Water District Number 7 (Pitt-7) is a rural
county water association in Oklahoma. The City of McAlester (McAlester) is a
municipality in Oklahoma. Both Pitt-7 and McAlester are subdivisions of the
State of Oklahoma, and both are water providers. Pitt-7 sued McAlester and a
number of other entities under: (1) 42 U.S.C. § 1983, based on the claim that the

defendants violated Pitt-7’s exclusive right under 7 U.S.C. § 1926 to provide
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water to customers within the protected area; (2) federal antitrust law; and (3)

state antitrust law. The district court, faced with a difficult set of issues, granted
summary judgment for the defendants on certain § 1926 claims, dismissed certain
other § 1926 claims, and dismissed Pitt-7’s federal and state antitrust claims. For

the reasons detailed below, we affirm in part, reverse in part, and remand.

I. BACKGROUND

A. 7US.C. §1926

In 1961, Congress amended 7 U.S.C. § 1926(a) to authorize the United
States Farmer’s Home Administration (FMHA) to make loans to nonprofit water
service associations for “the conservation, development, use, and control of
water.”! Congress enacted 7 U.S.C. § 1926(b), in turn, to govern the terms of
federal loans made to those associations. Section 1926(b) provides that, for an
association indebted by a loan to the federal government under the statute, “[t]he
service provided or made available through any such association shall not be
curtailed or limited by inclusion of the area served by such association within the

boundaries of any municipal corporation or other public body, or by the granting

' FMHA loans are now administered by the United States Department of
Agriculture. See Pub. L. No. 103-354 (1994)). For the sake of simplicity, we
refer to the creditor entity as the FMHA throughout the opinion.
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of any private franchise for similar service within such area during the term of

such loan.” 7 U.S.C. § 1926(b).

B. The Board of County Commissioners of Pittsburg County, Pitt-7, the
Loan from the FMHA, and McAlester

In 1963, Oklahoma lawmakers responded to Congress’s 1961 amendment of
7 U.S.C. § 1926 by enacting a statute that “authorizes rural water districts to
borrow money from the federal government to accomplish the purposes for which

they are established.” Sequoyah County Rural Water Dist. No. 7 v. Town of

Muldrow, 191 F.3d 1192, 1194 (10th Cir. 1999) (citing Okla. Stat. Ann. tit. 82, §
1324.10(A)(4)). In 1966, the Board of County Commissioners of Pittsburg
County, Oklahoma (importantly, as will be seen later, an entity distinct from Pitt-
7), incorporated Pitt-7 to “develop[ ] and provid[e] an adequate rural water supply
.. . to serve and meet the needs of rural residents within the territory of the
district.” Okla. Stat. Ann tit. 82, § 1324.3.

In 1967, Pitt-7 first took advantage of the availability of the federal loans
by borrowing $300,000 from the FMHA. Pitt-7 remained continuously indebted
to the FMHA until February 24, 1989, when Pitt-7 repurchased its outstanding
debt to the FMHA. On June 15, 1994, Pitt-7 once again entered into a loan
agreement with the FMHA, borrowing $162,500. See Aplt’s App. at 1005

(Mortgage, dated June 15, 1994).



From its inception, Pitt-7’s territory included both land within McAlester’s
territorial limits and land near, but outside of, McAlester’s territorial limits. For
nearly three decades through June 30, 1999, Pitt-7 serviced these portions of its
area with water purchased from McAlester. During the 1980s and 1990s, the
relationship between Pitt-7 and McAlester became increasingly strained,
apparently due to Pitt-7’s demands that McAlester stop selling water in areas over
which Pitt-7 held an exclusive service right under § 1926, McAlester’s refusal to
comply, and McAlester’s threats to terminate water sales to Pitt-7.

C. The Complaint, the Petition for Deannexation, and the Termination of

Water Sales by McAlester to Pitt-7

On March 25, 1997, Pitt-7 filed this action in federal district court, alleging
violations of 7 U.S.C. § 1926(b) as enforced through 42 U.S.C. § 1983, federal
antitrust law, and various Oklahoma state laws, including antitrust. McAlester
responded in two ways.

First, on May 12, 1997, more than six weeks after Pitt-7 had filed this
action, McAlester, several other local government entities, and landowners within

Pitt-7’s territory petitioned the defendant-appellee Pittsburg County Board of



County Commissioners to deannex a portion of Pitt-7’s territory.”> The deannexed
properties included those properties previously designated for service by Pitt-7
that are disputed in this case: Industrial Park, the Pittsburg County Regional
Exposition Center, the Thundercreek Golf Course, the Sherrill property, and the
Fender residence. The petitions documented complaints by McAlester and by
landowners within Pitt-7’s territory concerning customer service, capacity, and
pricing. Pitt-7 moved before the Board to strike the petitions on the grounds that
federal law — specifically § 1926 — preempted the requested deannexation.

Second, in June 1998, the McAlester City Council passed a motion
instructing that Pitt-7 “be given written notice by the City Manager that effective
June 30, 1999, the City Council would no longer enter into a contract for the
purpose of selling water to them.” Aplt’s App. at 437 (Minutes of McAlester City
Council Session, dated June 23, 1998). As of June 30, 1999, McAlester

terminated water sales to Pitt-7.

? Oklahoma law provides a mechanism for county commissioners to release
designated lands from a water district. Under 82 Okla. Stat. tit. 1991, § 1324.21,
“fifty-one percent . . . of the affected landowners may petition the county
commissioners to release those lands from the district.” Upon review of that
petition, if the Board of County Commissioners determines that “the granting of
the petition is to the best interests of the affected landowners and the affected
district,” id., then the designated lands are released, or “deannexed” from the
water district’s territory.
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D. The Deannexation Order and the Resulting Decisions by the
Oklahoma District Court and the Oklahoma Court of Civil Appeals

In June 1997, after a hearing at which counsel for Pitt-7 and for the
petitioners each argued its side of the question, the Board voted to enter a
Deannexation Order, stating that “it is in the best interests of the landowner, and
in the best interest of [Pitt-7], that such lands be released from [Pitt-7].” Aples’
Supp. App. at 355 (Certificate Releasing Lands from Rural Water Dist. No. 7,
Pittsburg County, Oklahoma, dated Jun. 27, 1997). The Deannexation Order did
not address the legality of the deannexation under federal law.

Under Oklahoma law, “an appeal lies from an order of the Board of County
Commissioners to the District Court whenever their orders or decisions are of a

judicial or quasi judicial nature.” Chandler Materials Co. v. Bd. of County

Comm’rs of Tulsa County, 254 P.2d 767, 770 (Okla. 1953). Pitt-7 appealed the
deannexation to the Oklahoma District Court in Pittsburg County, which exercised
jurisdiction over the appeal and then dismissed the appeal as not properly
perfected on the ground that Pitt-7’s service upon the Pittsburg County Board of
County Commissioners was “not sufficient” under Oklahoma law. Aples’ Supp.
App. at 459 (Order of the Oklahoma District Court for Pittsburg County, dated
Sept. 15, 1997).

Pitt-7 then appealed the Oklahoma District Court’s ruling to the Oklahoma

Court of Civil Appeals (OCCA). The OCCA initially stated that “the
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deannexation decision at issue here . . . clearly determines land use and is a
legislative function. It therefore follows that the trial court was without
jurisdiction to hear Pitt-7’s appeal.” Aples’ Supp. App. at 252 (Memorandum
Opinion No. 90,114, dated May 19, 1998).

Though the prevailing party, McAlester filed a Petition for Rehearing in the
OCCA. The OCCA granted the petition, vacated its initial opinion, and held that
the Oklahoma district court did properly exercise jurisdiction over Pitt-7’s appeal,
reasoning that “[a]s a neutral tribunal whose decision affects the legal relation of
particular lands vis-a-vis a corporate body, the board of county commissioners
acts in a judicial or quasi-judicial capacity.” Id. at 209 (Opinion on Rh’g, dated
Sept. 8, 1998). The OCCA further held — with no discussion — that “the decision
of the Board of County Commissioners releasing lands from the water district . . .
is final and binding on [Pitt-7] even if based on an erroneous application of
federal law™ and that “[i]t is not subject to collateral attack or an equitable
challenge, such as declaratory relief.” Id. at 210. The OCCA therefore affirmed
the trial court’s dismissal. Id. Pitt-7’s subsequent petition to the Oklahoma

Supreme Court for a writ of certiorari was denied.



E. The First Amended Complaint, the Various Motions Filed in the
District Court, and the District Court’s Orders

Meanwhile, Pitt-7’s federal district court action remained pending. In May
1997, Pitt-7 filed a motion in the federal district court for partial summary
judgment. In June 1997, while the proceeding before the Board was pending,
Pitt-7 filed a First Amended Complaint in federal district court, adding as
defendants the groups that had petitioned for deannexation and the Board of
County Commissioners and also challenging the prospective deannexation. See
Aplt’s App. at 71-89 (First Amended Complaint, dated June 2, 1997).
Subsequently, McAlester and the other defendants filed a series of motions for
partial summary judgment and motions to dismiss.

Between November 1997 and September 1998, the federal district court
issued a series of dispositive orders adjudicating the motions in favor of the
defendants, ultimately either dismissing or granting summary judgment against
Pitt-7 on all of Pitt-7’s claims. See Aplt’s App. at 143 (Judgment of the United
States District Court, filed Oct. 15, 1998). Two of the district court’s holdings in
these orders are relevant to this appeal.

First, the district court examined the impact of Pitt-7’s repurchase
of its debt in 1989 and determined that any protections afforded Pitt-7 under §

1926(b) were extinguished along with its indebtedness to FMHA. Because Pitt-7



became indebted to FMHA again in 1994, the district court decided that the only
viable claims at issue arose from actions taken by McAlester after June 15, 1994.
Second, the district court assessed whether Pitt-7 had made service
“available” under § 1926. The district court found that Pitt-7 had “water lines in
proximity to the properties,” Aplt’s App. at 139 (District Court Order, dated Sept.
30, 1998), but that Pitt-7 “must also demonstrate that the lines in place are of
sufficient capacity to handle the water needs of the customers to be served at the
present time.” Id. “With each property referenced,” found the district court, “Pitt-
7 will require the customer to pay for an extension to its existing water lines in
order to provide service.” Id. Based on these findings, the district court
determined that Pitt-7 “has not made service available to the disputed areas and is,

therefore, not entitled to § 1926(b) protection.” Id. at 140.

F. This Court’s May 22, 2000 Order & Judgment
On Pitt-7’s appeal of the district court’s orders, a unanimous panel of this

court reversed. See Pittsburg County Rural Water Dist. No. 7 v. City of

McAlester, No. 98-7148, 2000 WL 525942 (10th Cir. May 2, 2000). In an Order
& Judgment, we held that the fact that Pitt-7’s debt was satisfied in 1989 did not
extinguish otherwise valid claims for violations of Pitt-7’s § 1926 rights during

the period of indebtedness. We stated that to hold otherwise “‘would defeat the
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purpose of [§ 1926(b]) because a water association which repurchased . . . its debt
but which otherwise met the statutory requirements would have no recourse for
encroachments that occurred or began while it was indebted to the government.’”
Id. at **3 (quoting Sequoyah, 191 F.3d at 1200) (brackets and ellipses in

original). We also held that the district court employed the test for determining
whether Pitt-7 had made service “available” in “an inappropriately restrictive
manner” because the district court did not consider service that could have been
made available in a reasonably short time. Id. at **4. The Order and Judgment
declined to reach an array of issues, including the question of whether Pitt-7’s §
1926 rights over the deannexed territory survived the deannexation, and remanded
the case “for further proceedings consistent with this Order and Judgment.” Id.
On remand, the case was reassigned by the United States District Court for the

Eastern District of Oklahoma to a different district court judge (from Burrage, J.

to Payne, J.).

G. The Second Amended Complaint

In January 2001, Pitt-7 filed a Second Amended Complaint. The Second
Amended Complaint summarized the proceedings before the Pittsburg County
Board of County Commissioners, the state court, the federal district court, and

this court, and added the now finalized deannexation to the items complained of

-11-



in the suit. The Second Amended Complaint alleged causes of action for
violation of: (1) 42 U.S.C. § 1983 under 7 U.S.C. § 1926; (2) federal antitrust
laws; and (3) state antitrust laws. As for remedies, the Second Amended
Complaint sought a declaratory judgment on the City’s right to sell water in Pitt-
7’s territory, a declaratory judgment clarifying the various interested parties’
rights and legal relations, multiple injunctions relating to the land areas
deannexed, an injunction requiring McAlester to provide water to Pitt-7, and a

declaratory judgment stating that the deannexation was unlawful.

H. The District Court’s Order on Remand

On June 7, 2002, the district court issued an order rejecting all of Pitt-7’s
claims. That order granted summary judgment for McAlester and the other
defendants on Pitt-7’s § 1983 claims based on the alleged violation of 7 U.S.C. §
1926 and dismissed Pitt-7°s claim for injunctive relief under § 1926, federal
antitrust, and Oklahoma antitrust law. For purposes of understanding the district
court’s order, the water customers consist of three groups:

Group 1:  those customers McAlester first served during the first period

of indebtedness, July 3, 1967 to February 24, 1989;
Group 2: those first served between February 24, 1989 and June 15,

1994, when Pitt-7 was not in debt to the federal government;
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Group 3: those first served after the June 15, 1994 federal loan, when
Pitt-7 incurred its latest debt to the federal government.

Regarding Group 1 customers, the district court concluded that Pitt-7’s §
1926 claims involving those customers were time-barred. The district court
reasoned that a two-year statute of limitations applied and that since the “instant
case was filed March 25, 1997 . . . all alleged encroachments occurring prior to
March 25, 1995 are barred by the statute of limitations.” Id. at 1101-02 (Dist. Ct.
Order, filed June 7, 2002, at 5.). As discussed below, we affirm this conclusion.

Regarding the other customers, the district court found that all properties
on which McAlester was serving water as of the beginning of the period (all but
one of the properties at issue) “do not fall within [Pitt-7"s]§ 1926(b) protected
territory.” Id. at 1101 (Dist. Ct. Order at 5). The district court reasoned that
“[w]hen a municipality is serving water to a property prior to a rural water
district’s F[M]HA loan date, the rural water district has no right to serve water to
that property, and thus [is entitled to] no 1926(b) protection.” Id. at 1101. In
addition, the district court held that “[a]pplication of Section 1926(b) protection
to customers that were served by the City prior to the June 1994 loan date would
constitute an unconstitutional taking.” Id.

As for the § 1926 claims based on sales to customers in the deannexed area,

the district court rejected those claims by Pitt-7 on three independent grounds:



(1) that the Rooker-Feldman doctrine bars the district court from exercising

jurisdiction over the claim; (2) that “exercise of subject-matter jurisdiction to
review the Board’s deannexation  order is also barred by res judicata, collateral
estoppel, claim and issue preclusion, and the Full Faith and Credit Act,” id. at
1104 n.5; and (3) that “state law adjustment of the boundaries of a rural water
district does not fall within the categories of actions that are prohibited by Section
1926(b).” 1d. at 1105. As detailed below, we affirm in part and reverse in part
the district court’s holdings concerning claims arising from sales to Group 3

customers.

II. DISCUSSION
Overview
Our review of the district court’s ruling proceeds in six parts, (A)-(F). Part
(A) holds that the district court erred in concluding that it lacked jurisdiction

under the Rooker-Feldman doctrine. Part (B) analyzes the application of issue

preclusion, claim preclusion, and full faith and credit to this case, and holds that
the district court erred to the extent it held that each of those doctrines barred
Pitt-7’s suit. In Part (C), we hold that the district court did not violate the law of
the case. Part (D) holds that the district court erred in part in applying the

applicable statute of limitations. In Part (E), we discuss 7 U.S.C. § 1926 in some
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detail and hold that the district court erred in its application of that statute.
Finally, Part (F) analyzes the district court’s dismissal of Pitt-7’s claims for
injunctive relief under § 1926, federal antitrust laws, and state antitrust laws to
compel McAlester to sell water to Pitt-7 and holds that the dismissal was not

crror.

A. Jurisdiction and Rooker-Feldman

The district court held that due to the proceedings in the Oklahoma courts,

Pitt-7 is precluded by the = Rooker-Feldman doctrine “from challenging the validity
of the final state administrative rulings that removed the [denannexed area] from

[Pitt-7°s] territory.” Aplt’s App. at 1104. “The Rooker-Feldman _doctrine is a

jurisdictional prohibition.”  Kenmen Eng’g v. City of Union , 314 F.3d 468, 479

(10th Cir. 2002) (emphasis in original). We note that this court has previously
exercised jurisdiction in this case. Further, our earlier decision acknowledged,
and was decided subsequent to, the county and state court proceedings that were

the basis of the district court’s ~ Rooker-Feldman jurisdictional holding on remand

and are the basis of McAlester’s jurisdictional arguments on appeal. Nonetheless,
we have an ongoing duty to ensure that our jurisdiction is proper; the right to
challenge jurisdiction is not subject to waiver. We review the district court’s

holding regarding subject matter jurisdiction de novo. See id. at 473.
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Subject matter jurisdiction generally does not vanish once it properly

attaches. See Freeport-McMoRan, Inc. v. K N Energy, Inc.  , 498 U.S. 426, 428

(1991) (“We have consistently held that if jurisdiction exists at the time an action
is commenced, such jurisdiction may not be divested by subsequent events.”).
There are exceptions to this general rule, although none apply to this case. For
example, mootness will end jurisdiction =~ where a controversy no longer exists.

See Spencer v. Kemna , 523 U.S. 1, 7 (1998). But mootness has not divested the

federal courts of jurisdiction in this case; the controversy is alive and well. And,
as we now discuss in detail, the proceedings before the Pittsburg Board of County
Commissioners concerning deannexation and the subsequent Oklahoma state court
decisions did not divest the federal district court of jurisdiction under the Rooker-
Feldman doctrine.
In this case, when Pitt-7 filed its initial Complaint in March 1997, the

federal district court possessed valid federal question jurisdiction over the federal
law claims arising under 42 U.S.C. § 1983, 7 U.S.C. § 1926, and federal antitrust

laws. See Chicago v. Int’l Coll. of Surgeons , 522 U.S. 156, 174 (1997)

(reaffirming that a case arises under federal law when “‘federal law creates the

cause of action or . . . the plaintiff’s right to relief necessarily depends on
resolution of a substantial question of federal law’”) (quoting Franchise Tax Bd.
of State of Cal. v. Constr. Laborers Vacation Trust for S. Cal. ,463 U.S. 1, 13
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(1986)). The federal district court also had supplemental jurisdiction over the
pendent state law antitrust claims to the extent the federal claims survived legal
challenge and the district court exercised its discretion to exercise supplemental
jurisdiction. See Chicago , 522 U.S. at 177 (stating that because the district court
had original jurisdiction over the plaintiff’s claims arising under federal law, the
district court “thus could exercise supplemental jurisdiction over the
accompanying state law claims so long as those claims constitute ‘other claims
that . . . form part of the same case or controversy.’”) (quoting 28 U.S.C. §
1367(a)). The jurisdictional question we must resolve is whether, under the

Rooker-Feldman doctrine, the proceedings in the Pittsburg Board of County

Commissioners and the Oklahoma state courts subsequent to the commencement
of the federal action operated to divest the federal district court of jurisdiction
over this action.

By federal statute, “[f]inal judgments or decrees rendered by the highest
court of a State in which a decision could be had, may be reviewed by the
Supreme Court by writ of certiorari.” 28 U.S.C. § 1257(a). The negative
inference from this statutory authorization is that “federal review of state court
judgments can be obtained only in the United States Supreme Court.” Kenmen ,

314 F.3d at 473 (internal quotation marks omitted). Thus, * Rooker-Feldman

precludes a party losing in state court from seeking what in substance would be
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appellate review of a state judgment in a United States district court, based on the
losing party’s claim that the state court judgment itself violates the loser’s federal
rights.” Id. (internal brackets, ellipses and internal quotation marks omitted).

The Supreme Court has applied the  Rooker-Feldman jurisdictional bar to

two categories of claims, those (1) actually decided by a state court, see Rooker v.

Fid. Trust Co. , 263 U.S. 413, 415 (1923); or (2) “inextricably intertwined” with a

state court judgment, see Dist. of Columbia Ct. of App. v. Feldman , 460 U.S. 462,

482 n.16 (1983) . Plainly, the merits of Pitt-7’s claims for relief based on alleged
violations of federal water rights law under 7 U.S.C. § 1926 and federal and
antitrust law were not actually decided by the Oklahoma district court, which
performed no merits analysis and dismissed Pitt-7’s appeal due to defective
service of process. Whether Pitt-7’s federal court claims are “inextricably
intertwined” with the Oklahoma state court’s judgment is the question that we
must resolve.

To apply the “intextricably intertwined” standard, we ask “‘whether the
injury alleged by the federal plaintiff resulted from the state court judgment itself
or is distinct from that judgment.””  Kenman , 314 F.3d at 476 (quoting Garry v.
Geils, 82 F.3d 1362, 1365 (7th Cir. 1996)). “In other words, we approach the
question by asking whether the state-court judgment caused, actually and

proximately, the injury for which the federal-court plaintiff seeks redress.”
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Kenman , 314 F.3d at 476 (emphasis omitted). If it did, Rooker-Feldman deprives

the federal court of jurisdiction; if it did not, Rooker-Feldman provides no bar.

Applying that standard, Pitt-7’s claims do not result from the state court
judgments dismissing, and then affirming that dismissal of, Pitt-7’s appeal of the
Board of County Commissioners’ deannexation for failure to perfect the appeal
with proper service. Rather, Pitt-7’s claims of alleged injury arise from (1) sales
by McAlester to customers that were within Pitt-7’s territorial boundary as of the
June 1994 loan from the federal government, when Pitt-7 argues that the
protections of 7 U.S.C. § 1926 attached; (2) the specter of McAlester refusing to
sell water to Pitt-7 in alleged violation of § 1926 and federal and state antitrust
laws; and (3) the act of deannexation by the Board of County Commissioners in
alleged violation of Pitt-7’s § 1926 rights. The remedies Pitt-7 seeks — damages,
an injunction, and a declaratory judgment — are not dependent on an overturning
in form or substance the state district court’s dismissal of Pitt-7’s appeal of the
deannexation order or the OCCA’s affirmance of that decision.

The timing of the deannexation proceedings corroborates this notion: with
the exception of the deannexation, which had not yet occurred at the time of the
filing of the Complaint and First Amended Complaint, the actions of the
defendants that formed the basis of both iterations of the complaint had all been

completed prior to the deannexation proceedings. The core of Pitt-7’s claim, even
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as pleaded in the Second Amended Complaint, which was filed subsequent to the
deannexation, is that McAlester has for years been selling water to certain

customers that Pitt-7 claims it has the exclusive right to service under 7 U.S.C. §
1926, an argument the merits of which we address later in this opinion. We thus
hold that the Oklahoma state court proceedings provide no bar to Pitt-7’s claims

under Rooker-Feldman . Accord Kenmen, 314 F.3d at 477 (holding that the claim

was barred in part because the plaintiffs sought “monetary damages attributable to
losses they sustained as a result of being forced — by state court order — to

remove magnesium from their Union City storage facility”). 3

B. Preclusion

In addition to finding Pitt-7’s claims barred by the Rooker-Feldman

doctrine, the district court held that its “exercise of subject-matter jurisdiction” is

also barred by (1) issue preclusion, (2) claim preclusion and (3) the Full Faith and

3 See also Charles Wright and Arthur Miller, 18 B Fed. Prac. & Proc. §
4469.1 (2003) (A decision not on the merits also does not oust federal
jurisdiction to decide on the merits.”); Whiteford v. Reed , 155 F.3d 671, 674 (3d.
Cir. 1998) (“[T]his court has consistently held that where a state action does not
reach the merits of a plaintiff’s claims, then Rooker-Feldman does not deprive the
federal court of jurisdiction.”).
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Credit Act. Aplt’s App. at 1104 n.5. As we now discuss, the district court erred

in its application of these three preclusion doctrines.*

1. Issue Preclusion
We apply Oklahoma state law to determine the preclusive effect, if any, of
the Pittsburg County and Oklahoma proceedings on this federal court action. See

McFarland v. Childers, id. at 1185 (10th Cir. 2000). “Under Oklahoma law, ‘once

a court has decided an issue of fact or law necessary to its judgment, the same
parties or their privies may not relitigate the issue in a suit brought upon a

different claim.”” Id. at 1185 (quoting Fent v. Okla. Natural Gas Co., 898 P.2d

126, 133 (Okla. 1994)). Here, none of the issues disputed in this federal case
were actually decided by the Oklahoma state courts or necessary to their
judgments; the state court rulings were essentially limited to determining the
propriety of service by Pitt-7 in attempting to perfect its appeal of the
deannexation. Thus, under issue preclusion doctrine, the Oklahoma state courts’

rulings do not bar Pitt-7’s claims in this action.

* We note also that unlike Rooker-Feldman, none of these doctrines goes to
“jurisdiction” as the district court phrased it. Rather, preclusion doctrines provide
affirmative defenses once a court exercises jurisdiction over a civil action, and
they are subject to waiver where not timely raised. See. e.g., Horwitz v. State Bd.
of Med. Exam’rs of State of Colo., 822 F.2d 1508, 1512 (10th Cir. 1987).
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Regarding whether issue preclusion flowed directly from the Pittsburg
County Board of Commissioners’ deannexation order, we note initially that the
Board was sitting as a quasi-judicial body. Regardless, though, of the resolution
of that question, the Board’s order does not preclude Pitt-7’s claims in this case
because it did not resolve the merits of any of the § 1926, federal or state antitrust
claims at issue in this action. The Board merely found that the statutory standard
for deannexation—that “the granting of the petition is to the best interests of the
affected landowners and the district,” Okla. Stat. Ann, tit. 82, § 1324.21 — was
satisfied, and the Board thus granted the deannexation petition. See Aples’ Supp.
App. at 355 (Certificate Releasing Lands, issued Jun. 27, 1997). In contrast, the
questions before us concern primarily the legality under federal law of sales by
McAlester before and after the deannexation to customers within Pitt-7’s
territorial border as it stood on June 15, 1994, the date Pitt-7 entered into an
FMHA loan. Accordingly, issue preclusion flows from neither the proceedings
before the Board nor the proceedings before the Oklahoma courts to bar Pitt-7’s

claims in this case.

2. Claim Preclusion
We next analyze whether, under Oklahoma law, the doctrine of claim

preclusion bars Pitt-7’s claims in this case. We consider the alleged preclusion of
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both the deannexation order and the subsequent state court appeal dismissed for
lack of jurisdiction. Under Oklahoma law (which does not differ importantly
from federal law in its treatment of claim preclusion), “a final judgment on the
merits of an action precludes the parties or their privies from relitigating issues

that were or could have been raised in that action.” Panama Processes. S.A. v.

Cities Serv. Co., 796 P.2d 276, 283 n.27 (Okla. 1990) (emphasis in original). The

question then is whether the claims raised by Pitt-7 in this action could have been
raised and adjudicated on the merits in the proceedings before the Pittsburg Board
of County Commissioners and the subsequent appeal of the deannexation Order to
the state courts. We conclude that they could not have been.

The administrative proceeding at issue here — the deannexation proceeding
— was one of quite limited substantive and remedial scope. Although a party
may, as Pitt-7 did, file a petition in such a proceeding opposing deannexation on
the ground that deannexation would violate federal law, the applicable standard in
such a proceeding is not one established by federal law. Rather, the issue is
whether Oklahoma’s statutory standard for deannexation is met. Unlike
Oklahoma district courts, the Board is not a court of general jurisdiction. Rather,
the Board is a state-created agency with a narrow and specific jurisdiction when it
comes to water districts, determining whether “the granting of the petition is to

the best interests of the affected landowners and the district.” Okla. Stat. Ann.,
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tit. 82, § 1324.21. That determination is a fact-based, political, and policy-based
calculus; it is not on its face one requiring, beyond that one judgment, application
of federal or state law.

Thus, in the state administrative proceeding, Pitt-7 could not have “raised”
— in the sense of lodging a complaint of law and seeking a legal or equitable
remedy — the § 1926, federal antitrust, or Oklahoma antitrust claims at issue in the
current suit. Under these circumstances, ordinary claim preclusion principles
would not prevent the later assertion of a § 1983 claim (or any other beyond the
competence of the Board of County Commissioners) following the Board’s
determination, even for a claim based on the same set of transactions that led to

the deannexation proceeding. See Dority v. Green Country Castings Corp., 727

P.2d 1355, 1360 (stating that “[t]he Restatement (Second) of Judgments [§ 83(3)

(1982)] withholds res judicata effect from an agency’s adjudicative decision if
pursuit of a related claim in another tribunal would not disturb ‘the scheme of

remedies affordable by the administrative tribunal’”); Restatement (Second) of

Judgments § 26(1)(c) (1982) (noting that claim preclusion is inapplicable where a
plaintiff is “unable to rely on a certain theory of the case or to seek a certain
remedy or form of relief in the first action because of the limitations on the

subject matter jurisdiction of the [administrative tribunal]™).
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Moreover, the Supreme Court has recognized that “Congress realized that
in enacting § 1983 it was altering the balance of judicial power between the state
and federal courts,” and that “in doing so, Congress was adding to the jurisdiction
of the federal courts, not subtracting from that of the state courts.” Allen v.
McCurry, 449 U.S. 90, 99 (1980) (internal citation and internal quotation marks
omitted). Section 1983 was enacted “to afford a federal right in the federal

courts.” Monroe v. Pape, 365 U.S. 167, 180 (1961), overruled on other grounds,

Monell v. New York City Dept. of Soc. Servs., 436 U.S. 658 (1978). “There is no

support in § 1983°s legislative history for a conclusion that, contrary to traditional
claim preclusion principles, an adjudication in a state administrative tribunal of
limited jurisdiction should preclude a later § 1983 action in federal court.”

Dionne v. Mayor and City Council of Baltimore, 40 F.3d 677, 684 (4th Cir.

1994); see also Haring v. Prosise, 462 U.S. 306, 322 n.11 (1983) (“[|W]e fail to

understand how [judicial economy] interests justify the adoption of a rule that
would bar the assertion of [federal law] claims which have never been

litigated.”); Frazier v. King, 873 F.2d 820, 824 (5th Cir. 1989) (concluding that a

rule of claim preclusion “would encourage plaintiffs to bypass administrative
proceedings in order to preserve their claims under § 1983”). Indeed, due to

Congress’s desire to provide a federal forum for the vindication of federal rights,

5.



§ 1983 contains no exhaustion requirement. Patsy v. Bd. of Regents of State of

Fla., 457 U.S. 496, 516 (1982).

It was therefore wholly proper for Pitt-7 to initiate this federal court action
in March 1997 to attempt to vindicate its federal § 1926 and antitrust and pendent
state antitrust claims in a federal forum without any predicate state proceedings.
Pitt-7 could have filed a § 1983 action in state court alleging the § 1926 and

antitrust claims at issue in this case. See. e.g.., Hondo. Inc. v. Sterling, 21 F.3d

775, 780 (7th Cir. 1994) (noting that the plaintiffs in that case “could have
brought a § 1983 claim in state court”). However, as was its right under § 1983,
Pitt-7 chose a federal forum to vindicate its federal rights.

Accordingly, we conclude that the district court erred in applying claim
preclusion from the Oklahoma proceedings to this case. We turn now to review

the district court’s full faith and credit holding.

3. Full Faith and Credit
A judgment of a state court must be accorded “the same full faith and credit
in every court within the United States . . . as [it has] by law or usage in the

courts of such State.”” Saavedra v. City of Albuquerque, 73 F.3d 1525, 1534 n.2

(10th Cir. 1996) (quoting 28 U.S.C. § 1738). As noted above, regarding “the

decision of the Board of County Commissioners releasing lands from the water
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district,” the OCCA held that “[t]hat decision is final and binding on the water
district even if based on erroneous application of federal law. It is not subject to
collateral attack or an equitable challenge, such as declaratory relief.” Aples’
Supp. App. at 210. Thus, the district court was (and is on remand) bound under
the full faith and credit statute not to overturn the Board’s deannexation.
However, contrary to the district court’s holding, the full faith and credit
statute does not bar the various claims and remedies sought by Pitt-7 other than
striking the deannexation order: neither the Board nor the Oklahoma courts made
any holdings on the § 1926 and antitrust claims brought in the instant suit by Pitt-
7, nor did any of their judgments foreclose any of the additional remedies sought
by Pitt-7. Nor, as we discuss below in our analysis of the merits of Pitt-7’s §
1926 claims, did the deannexation order lessen Pitt-7’s § 1926 rights. Thus, the
district court erred to the extent it held that the claims filed by Pitt-7 were barred

by full faith and credit.

C. Law of the Case

Pitt-7 argues that the district court’s rulings on both the statute of
limitations of the § 1926 claim and the merits of the § 1926 claim violated the law
of the case. “The ‘law of the case’ doctrine requires every court to follow the

decisions of courts that are higher in the judicial hierarchy.” Guidry v. Sheet
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Metal Workers Int’l Ass’n. LLocal No. 9, 10 F.3d 700, 705 (10th Cir. 1993)

(emphasis supplied). “The doctrine applies to issues previously decided, either
explicitly or by necessary implication.” Id. “When further proceedings follow a
general remand, the lower court is free to decide anything not foreclosed by the

mandate issued by the higher court.” Id. The law of the case doctrine is “not an

inexorable command but a rule to be applied with good sense.” Mason v. Texaco,
Inc. 948 F.2d 1546, 1553 (10th Cir. 1991) (internal quotation marks omitted). It
is “a rule of practice, based upon sound policy that when an issue is once litigated

and decided, that should be the end of the matter.” Id. (quoting United States v.

Smelting Ref. & Mining Co., 339 U.S. 186, 198 (1950)).

Applying those standards, we hold that law of the case did not bar the
district court’s rulings on remand. Most significantly, nothing in the district
court’s ruling violated this court’s previous Order & Judgment. Further, to the
extent that the district court’s ruling contradicted the previous district court
rulings in this case, two factors counsel that we decline to apply the law of the
case bar. First, the remand to the district court was general, stating only that the
remand was “for further proceedings consistent with this opinion.” Pitt-7, 2000

WL 525992, at **5; see also Mason, 948 F.2d at 1552 (“[ W]hen the further

proceedings are specified in the mandate the district court is limited to holding|s]

such as are directed. When the remand is general, however, the district court is
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free to decide anything not foreclosed by the mandate.”). Second, “the purposes
of 7 U.S.C. § 1926(b) are to encourage rural water development and to safeguard
the interest of the United States in having its loans repaid — both purposes aimed

at promoting the public interest.” Jennings Water. Inc. v. City of North Vernon,

Indiana, 682 F. Supp. 421, 426 (S.D. Ind. 1988), aft’d, 895 F.2d 311 (7th Cir.
1989).

We are therefore reluctant to exercise our discretion under the law of the
case doctrine to avoid the merits in a § 1926 case. Cf. id. (“[A]s a matter of law
estoppel cannot be involved to subvert the application of a statute enacted in the
public interest.”). Accordingly, based on our discretion and sound policy
considerations, we hold that none of the district court’s rulings violated the law of

the case.

D. Statute of Limitations

Because the district court’s statute of limitations rulings present questions
requiring the interpretation of federal statutory law, our review is de novo. See
Seneca-Cayuga Tribe of Oklahoma v. Nat’l Indian Gaming Comm., 327 F.3d
1019, 1030 (10th Cir. 2003). Regarding the statute of limitations, Pitt-7 argues

that the district court’s holding that Pitt-7’s § 1926 claims were time-barred
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conflicts with our decision in Sequoyah County Rural Water Dist. No. 7 v. Town

of Muldrow, 191 F.3d 1192 (10th Cir. 1999).

Pitt-7’s challenge to the district court’s statute of limitations ruling is
correct in part. As we now discuss, the district court’s ruling that the claims
based on the Group 1 customers (those first served by McAlester from July 3,
1967 to February 24, 1989) are time-barred was not inconsistent with Sequoyah;
however, the ruling that § 1926 claims based on sales to other customers are
time-barred was error under Sequoyah.

Regarding the claims for sales to Group 1 customers, Sequoyah did not
reach either the issue of whether the claims were filed within the applicable
statute of limitations or whether application of § 1926 would constitute an
unconstitutional taking, the key bases for the district court’s ruling on the § 1926
claims concerning Group 1 customers. We have noted that “§ 1983 claims are
best characterized as personal injury actions,” and that therefore “the forum
state’s personal injury statute of limitations should be applied to all § 1983

claims.” Blake v. Dickason, 997 F.2d 749, 750 (10th Cir. 1993) (internal

quotation marks omitted). The district court found, and the parties do not dispute,
that a two-year statute of limitations applies to the § 1983 action, since that is the
limitations period under Oklahoma law for a personal injury cause of action. See

Aplt’s App. at 1100 n.3; Okla. Stat. Ann. tit. 12, § 95. The original complaint in
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this case was filed on March 25, 1997. Thus, unless there is an applicable
exception, all claims that accrued prior to March 25, 1995, are time-barred.

As noted above, it is settled under our previous Order & Judgment in this
case that Pitt-7 was “not indebted to [the FMHA] from February 24, 1989, the
date of the repurchase, to June 15, 1994, the date of the most recent loan, and
[therefore] cannot claim § 1926 protection for this time period.” Pittsburg
County, 2000 WL 525942, at **3. This necessarily means that no violations
could have occurred during the period between February 24, 1989, the date the
first loan was extinguished, and June 15, 1994, the date Pitt-7 next assumed
obligations under the second loan agreement with the FMHA. Thus, the prior
alleged violations could not have been “continuing” between 1989 and 1994;
claims based solely on the pre-January 24, 1989 loan period became time-barred
in 1991. This case is thus distinguishable from the case primarily relied on by

Pitt-7, Rural Water System # 1 v. City of Sioux Center. lowa, 967 F.Supp. 1483,

1508 (N.D. Iowa 1997)(“Actions that are alleged to be part of this series or
pattern of wrongful acts have continued to occur until well within the limitations
period.”), aff’d, 202 F.3d 1035 (8th Cir. 2000). The district court thus did not err
in dismissing those claims based on alleged pre-March 25, 1995 violations.

In contrast, the district court’s ruling on claims based on sales to other

customers was problematic. The district court held that “[w]hen a municipality is
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serving water to a property prior to a water district’s F[M]HA loan date, the rural
water district has no right to serve water to that property, and thus, no 1926(b)
protection.” Aplt’s App. at 1101. However, faced with claims identical in
structure to the continuing violation claims at issue here (i.e., claims that the
municipality violated § 1926 by continuing to provide service during the protected
period), Sequoyah authorized a cause of action by a water district that became
indebted on an FMHA loan against a municipality where two conditions are
satisfied. To prevail under Sequoyah, a water district must demonstrate for the
property in question that during the protected period, it (1) was in debt to the
federal government through a loan administered by the FMHA and (2) made
service available. Sequoyah, 191 F.3d at 1201-05 (analyzing § 1926(b)).
Sequoyah held that there existed disputed issues of material fact on the second
prong of § 1926 and remanded the case. The fact that a municipality had
provided service to those properties prior to the FMHA loan was no bar in
Sequoyah to claims arising out of a city’s service during the period of
indebtedness.

Nothing in our prior Order and Judgment in this case was to the contrary.
The district court’s ruling conflicts with Sequoyah and was therefore error.
Contrary to the district court’s ruling, all § 1926 claims based on service by

McAlester to customers within the limitations period were not otherwise barred
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by the fact that McAlester was serving those customers prior to the 1994 loan.

We turn now to assess the merits of the district court’s § 1926 rulings.

E. Did the district court err on the merits in granting summary judgment
on the § 1926 claims?

We review the district court’s grant of summary judgment de novo,

applying the same legal standard used by the district court. Kaul v. Stephan , 83

F.3d 1208, 1212 (10th Cir. 1996). Summary judgment is appropriate “if the
pleadings, depositions, answers to interrogatories, and admissions on file,
together with the affidavits, if any, show that there is no genuine issue as to any
material fact and that the moving party is entitled to a judgment as a matter of
law.” Fed. R. Civ. P. 56(c). In applying this standard, we draw all justifiable

inferences in favor of Pitt-7 as the non-moving party. Anderson v. Liberty Lobby.

Inc., 477 U.S. 242, 255 (1986). We review de novo the district court’s
determination that Pitt-7’s § 1926(b) rights were terminated by the deannexation
because it involves an interpretation of federal statutory law. Seneca , 327 F.3d at
1030. We analyze Pitt-7’s § 1926 claim in two steps. First, we analyze the rights
Pitt-7 possessed under § 1926 prio