
  
EXXON VALDEZ OIL SPILL DISASTER 

TIMELINE AND HISTORY OF THE LITIGATION   

Date Description of Event 

03/24/89 Exxon

 
Valdez runs aground shortly after midnight. 

03/30/89 The first of hundreds of complaints are filed by those harmed by the spill. 

02/25/94 United States District Judge H. Russel Holland grants Exxon s motion to 
certify a mandatory punitive damage class, so that all claims against it for 
punitive damages will be resolved in one proceeding.  The class includes over 
30,000 members. 

05/02/94 Trial begins in United States District Court.  The trial was to include four 
phases, with the first three phases tried to a single jury. 

06/13/94 The jury returns its verdict in Phase I of the trial, determining that both Exxon 
and Hazelwood had acted recklessly in causing the spill.1 

08/11/94 The jury returns its verdict in Phase II of the trial, determining that the spill 
caused approximately $287 million of economic harm to fishermen in the 
major salmon and herring fisheries.  Further proceedings would eventually 
determine that the total economic harm to the members of the class was 
approximately $504 million. 

09/16/94 The jury returns its verdict in Phase III, determining that punitive damages 
necessary in this case to achieve punishment and deterrence should be 

imposed against Exxon in the amount of $5 billion and against Hazelwood in 
the amount of $5,000.  

01/27/95 Judge Holland issues orders denying post-trial motions filed by Exxon and 
Hazelwood.  These orders include Order No. 267, the first of Judge Holland s 
reviews of the punitive damage award against Exxon, upholding the award. 

01/30/97 Following the settlement of Phase IV, which was to have resolved some of the 
compensatory damage claims not resolved in Phase II, an amended judgment is 
entered in the trial court. 

02/12/97 Exxon and Hazelwood appeal to the United States Court of Appeals for the 
Ninth Circuit. 

11/07/01 The Court of Appeals issues its decision, denying the challenges of Exxon and 
Hazelwood to the trial, with the exception of determining that the $5 billion 

                                                

 

1 For purposes of this litigation, Exxon Corporation and its subsidiary Exxon Shipping Company stipulated that they 
would be treated as one entity and that the conduct of each of them would be treated as the conduct of both of them. 
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punitive damage award against Exxon is excessive.  The Court of Appeals does 
not determine what amount of punitive damage is permitted.  Instead, it 
remands to Judge Holland to determine that question in the first instance.

 
12/09/02 Judge Holland issues Order No. 358, again conclud[ing] that a $5 billion 

award was justified by the facts of the case and is not grossly excessive, but 
reducing the award to $4 billion in light of the Court of Appeals order that the 
award be reduced. 

02/24/03 Exxon again appeals to the Ninth Circuit. 

08/18/03 The Court of Appeals, prior to receiving briefing and argument, remands to 
Judge Holland to reconsider Order No. 358 in light of the Supreme Court s 
April 7, 2003, decision in State Farm Mut. Auto. Ins. Co. v. Campbell, 538 
U.S. 408 (2003). 

01/28/04 In Order No. 364, Judge Holland conducts his third review of the punitive 
damage award against Exxon, entering judgment against Exxon for $4.5 billion 
in punitive damages, [i]n light of State Farm, which tells us that single-digit 
multipliers pass constitutional muster for highly reprehensible conduct, which 
is what we have here.

 

02/26/04 Exxon appeals Order No. 364 to the Ninth Circuit. 

12/22/06 The Ninth Circuit issues its opinion on the appeal, determining that the 
punitive damage award against Exxon should be reduced to $2.5 billion (the 
opinion is amended slightly on May 23, 2007). 

08/20/07 Exxon petitions the United States Supreme Court for review of the Ninth 
Circuit s decision. 

10/29/07 The Supreme Court accepts review of Exxon s petition. 

12/17/07 Exxon s opening brief filed. 

01/22/08 Due date for Plaintiffs brief. 

02/13/08 Due date for Exxon s reply brief. 

02/27/08 Oral argument held before the Supreme Court. 

June 2008 The Supreme Court is expected to issue its decision between now and the close 
of the Court s term on June 27, 2008.   


