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HANSEN, Gircuit Judge.

Mary Amerson brought this civil rights action pursuant to 42 U. S. C
8 1983, alleging a host of constitutional and statutory violations,
i ncluding conplaints of discrimnation and violation of the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), 20 U S. C. 8§ 1400-91o. The origins
of this dispute lie in Arerson's disagreenent with the nmanner in which the
Des Moines | ndependent Community School District responded to alleged
m sbehavi or by her mnor son. A whole series of events followed, including
Anerson's jailing for contenpt of state juvenile court orders, culninating
in state court proceedings that ultimately term nated Anerson's parental
rights. This federal action, a separate federal habeas corpus action, see
Anerson v. State of lowa, Dep't of Human Servs., 59 F.3d 92 (8th Cr. 1995)
(affirmng the district court's determ nation that no habeas jurisdiction

exists to collaterally attack a state court child custody determ nation),
and several state court actions dealing with Arerson's custody rights were
proceedi ng si mul t aneously.

The district court! granted summary judgnent to the State of |owa,
Heartl and Area Educati on Agency, and the Des Mdi nes | ndependent Community
School District on Anerson's |IDEA clains; granted judicial inmunity to
Chi ef Judge Wl le, Kent Kunze, Nancy Read, Child Psychiatry Associates, and
Youth Hones of Md Anerica; and disnissed the conplaint against Ochard
Pl ace and attorneys Raynond Sullins and Frank Steinbach, IIl, for failure
to state a claim upon which relief nmay be granted. Concl udi ng that
Amerson's remaining clainms for relief could not be granted wthout
di sturbing the state juvenile court decision to terminate her parental
rights and considering the sinultaneously pending state court appeal s of
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the parental rights termnation decision,2the district court disnissed the
remai nder of the federal conplaint on principles of abstention as
enunci ated in Younger v. Harris, 401 U.S. 37 (1971), Burford v. Sun Q|
Co., 319 U S. 315 (1943), and Colorado River Water Conservation Dist. v.
United States, 424 U S. 800 (1976). Anerson appeals, challenging only the
district court's decision to dismiss the remainder of the case on

princi ples of abstention.

We concl ude wi thout extended discussion that the district court's
detail ed di scussion of the abstention principles cited above is correct as
applied to Arerson's equitable clains, including those for injunctive
relief. The relief Amerson seeks is redress for "alleged tortious
interference with her parental rights." (Appellant's Br. at 6.) Because
the state courts have terminated her parental rights, redress for this
all eged interference cannot be granted without first disturbing the state
court adjudication termnating her parental rights, a matter of substantia
public concern. See Colorado River, 424 U S. at 814 (noting federal courts

shoul d decline to interfere with state court proceedings where federa
review "woul d be disruptive of state efforts to establish a coherent policy
with respect to a matter of substantial public concern,” citing Burford as
an exanple). Contrary to Anerson's assertion, the status of her donestic
relationship as determned by the state courts is crucial to her clains for
relief inthis case. Cf. Ankenbrandt v. Richards, 504 U S. 689, 706 (1992)
(hol ding Burford abstention inappropriate where the status of the donestic

relationship has been deternined as a matter of state law and has no
bearing on the underlying torts alleged). Additionally, several state
court proceedi ngs and appeal s concerning the sane issues asserted here were

pending at the tine of the district court's decision. See Younger, 401
u. S

2The juvenile court's parental rights term nati on decision was
affirmed by the Court of Appeals of lowa. See In the Interest of
MH., No. 6-045/95-340 (lowa Ct. App. Apr. 23, 1996).
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at 43-54 (holding that, with a few exceptions, federal courts cannot
interfere with pending state court crimnal proceedings). See also
Ankenbrandt, 504 U S. at 705 (noting that Younger abstention has been
extended to the civil context). Thus, the district court did not err in

appl ying these principles of abstention to Anerson's equitable clains.

Anerson' s conpl ai nt, however, also includes a prayer for "unspecified
damages" (though it appears to be beyond dispute that nost all of her
clains for relief are equitable in nature). Recently, the Suprene Court
decided that "federal courts have the power to disnmss or remand cases
based on abstention principles only where the relief being sought is

equi tabl e or otherw se discretionary." Quackenbush v. Allstate Ins. Co.
116 S. C. 1712, 1728 (1996).° The Court noted that "certain classes of
declaratory judgnents" are within the discretionary category that is
subject to disnissal on abstention principles, but in actions at law, the
Court explained, abstention principles permt federal courts only to enter
an order that stays the adjudication, not one that dism sses the federa
action altogether. |1d. at 1722. Neverthel ess, we have determned that our
conclusion that the district court properly dismssed this case is not
contrary to the Court's decision in Quackenbush

Al t hough the holding of Quackenbush precludes the disnissal on
abstention principles of "a damages action," id. at 1728, we believe that
a close reading of the case indicates that a plaintiff's incidental
insertion of a general claimfor damages will not suffice to prevent the
dismissal of a 8§ 1983 case where the damages sought cannot be awarded
wi thout first declaring

3Citing Quackenbush, the Suprene Court recently vacated and
remanded our opinion in Warmus v. Mehlan, 62 F.3d 252 (8th Grr.
1995), where we applied Younger abstention principles in a 8§ 1983
case seeking only damages. Warmus v. Mehlan, 116 S. Ct. 2493
(1996).




unconstitutional a state court judgnent on a matter firmy commtted to the

st at es. See id. at 1722. I n Quackenbush, the Court preserved and
di stinguished the very limted holding of Fair Assessnent in Real Estate,
Ass'n Inc. v. McNary, 454 U S. 100, 115 (1981), where the Court disnissed
a 8§ 1983 danmmges case. 116 S. C. 1722 (noting that Fair Assessnment was
about the scope of the § 1983 cause of action, not abstention principles,

but discussing the case "to the extent [it] does apply abstention
principles"). The plaintiff in Fair Assessnent sought danages fromthe

al | egedly unconstitutional application of a state tax schene, but the Court
di sm ssed the case, holding that the claim was akin to an action for
declaratory relief because the danmages sought could not be awarded wi t hout
first, in effect, declaring that the state tax schenme was unconstitutional

454 U. S. at 115. Such a declaration "“would operate to suspend coll ection
of the state taxes,' a form of federal court interference previously
rejected by the Court on principles of federalism" |1d. (internal citation

omtted). In Quackenbush, the Court distinguished but did not overrule
this holding of Fair Assessnent.

Wil e we recogni ze that the abstention holding of Fair Assessnent is

very limted, we also believe that it is very analogous to the case at
hand. Anerson's clains in effect require a prelimnary declaration that
the state court judgnent terninating her parental rights is invalid. As
inthe state tax | aw context of Fair Assessnent, federal court interference

in a donestic relations context where the state courts have entered
judgnent is also inappropriate, as expl ai ned bel ow.

The Suprene Court has long rejected federal court interference in
state donestic relations policy. See Ankenbrandt, 504 U S. at 701-02
(noting that clains seeking to restore a child to the custody of a parent

are within the subject of donestic relations, which belongs to the states);
Lannan v. Maul, 979 F.2d 627, 630-31 (8th Gr. 1992) (discussing
Ankenbrandt and noting that the




donestic relations exception is narrow and "divests federal courts of power
to issue divorce, alinony decrees and child custody orders"). Furthernore,
it would be inappropriate for a federal district court to address a claim
that necessitates invalidating a state court judgnent on a nmatter committed
to the states in order to grant the relief sought. See District of
Colunbia Court of Appeals v. Feldman, 460 U.S. 462, 482 & n.16 (holding,
in the context of a strong state interest in regulating state bar

adm ssion, a federal district court has no authority to review a state
court final judgrment or clains that are so inextricably intertwined with
the state court determination as to necessitate review of that decision).

In its abstention decision, the district court characterized the
remai ning issue in this case as follows:

| conclude that the predom nant issue in the case is no | onger
the |IDEA issue which was appropriately the province of the
federal courts, but rather has becone the custody of M chael
which is a matter for the state courts. As the case has
progressed in both federal and state courts, the issues
primarily of federal concern have becone inseparably interwoven
wWith the issues prinmarily given to the |aw of the states.

(Appel lant's Addend. at 3.) Thus, under Feldman, the district court |acked
authority to review the state court termnation of Anmerson's parental
rights (which the court would necessarily be required to do in order to
redress Anerson's clains of tortious interference with her parental
rights), and the dismissal was proper. Even assumng the district court
had the authority to prelinmnarily declare invalid the state court
term nation of Amerson's parental rights on which her claimfor danmages is
dependent, that prelinmnary declaration is itself akin to a declaratory
judgnent, which is discretionary in nature wthin the neaning of
Quackenbush and Fair Assessnent and therefore subject to dismssal
Quackenbush, 116 S. C. at 1722.




Accordingly, we affirmthe judgnment of the district court dismssing

Anerson's remai ni ng cl ai ns.
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