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SUPREME COURT OF THE UNITED STATES

Syllabus

McDONALD ». CITY OF WEST BRANCH, MICHIGAN,
ET AL.

CERTIORARI TO THE UNITED STATES COURT OF AFPEALS FOR
THE SIXTH CIRCUIT

No. 83-219. Argued February 27, 1984—Decided April 18, 1984

When petitioner was discharged from respondent eity’s police force, he
filed a grievance pursuant to the collective-bargaining agreement be-
tween the city and a labor union, contending that there was “no proper
cause” for his discharge. The grievance was ultimately taken to arbitra-
tion, and the arbitrator ruled against petitioner, finding that there was
just eause for his discharge. Petitioner did not appeal this decigion, but
filed an action in Federal Distriet Court under 42 U. 8. C. § 1983 against
the city and certain of its officials, including the Chief of Police, alleging
that he was discharged for exercizing his First Amendment righta of
freedom of speech, freedom of association, and freedom to petition the
government for redress of grievances. The jury returned a verdict
against the Chief of Police but in favor of the other defendants. The
Court of Appeals reversed the judgment against the Chief of Police,
holding that petitioner’s First Amendment claims were barred by res
judicata and collateral estoppel.

Held: In a § 1983 action, a federal eourt ghould not afford res judicata or
collateral estoppel effect to an award in an arbitration proceeding
brought pursuant to the terms of a collective-bargaining agreement, and
henee petitioner’s § 1983 action was not barred by the arbitration award.
Pp. 3-8,

(a) Title 28 U. 8. C. §1738—which provides that the “judicial pro-
ceedings” of any court of any State shall have the same full faith and
credit in every court within the United States as they have by law or
usage in the courts of such State from which they are taken—does not
require that preclusive effect be given to the arbitration award in ques-
tion. Arbitration is not a “judicial proceeding” and, therefore, § 1738
does not apply to arbitration awards,
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(b) Although arbitration is well suited to resolving contractual dis.
putes, it eannot provide an adequate substitute for a judicial proceeding
in protecting the federal statutory and eonstitutional rights that § 1983 is
designed to safeguard. As a result, according preclusive effect to an ar-
bitration award in a subsequent § 1983 action would undermine that stat-
ute’s efficacy in protecting federal rights. This conclusion is supported
by the facts that an arbitrator may not have the expertise to resolve the
complex legal questions that arise in § 1983 actions or the authority to
enforee § 1983; that a unien's usual exclusive control over grievance pro-
cedures may result in an employee's loss of an opportunity to be compen-
sated for a constitutional deprivation merely because it was not in the
union's interest to press his grievance vigorously; and that arbitral
factfinding is generally not equivalent to judicial factfinding. Pp. 4.8

709 F. 2d 1505, reversed and remanded.

BRENNAN, J., delivered the opinion for a unanimous Court,
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