Appeals: A district court’s reasons for judgment

The Louisiana Code of Civil Procedure provides that a party may request written findings
of fact and reasons for judgment within ten days after the mailing of the signing of the judgment
in appealable non-jury cases. A trial court’s failure to issue written reasons, however, is not a
basis for reversing the judgment.? What is the relationship between the court’s judgment and its
reasons, and what functions do they serve in the appellate process?

A trial court’s judgment and its reasons for judgment are legally distinct.®> An appeal is
taken from a signed final judgment, not from the court’s written reasons.* No appeal lies where
a district court has issued written reasons but has not signed a judgment.”> Once a district-court
clerk mails notice of the signing of final judgment, the delays for filing an appeal commence,
even if the district court has not issued reasons for judgment® An appellate court reviews the
judgment for correctness, not “the soundness of the reasons for the judgment.”’

If a judgment is otherwise complete but also contains reasons in the same document, the
judgment is nonetheless valid, and the court of appeal can treat the reasons as surplus language.®
In particular, in submitting proposed judgments parties sometimes list a number of findings of
fact and conclusions of law, and then continue, “Considering the foregoing: IT IS ADJUDGED
that . . . .” What precedes the decretal language, however, should be considered reasons for
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judgment and not part of the judgment itself, and so not presented to an appellate court for
review.

When a judgment and the written reasons for it diverge, the final judgment controls.’
Written reasons for judgment are considered to be merely interlocutory rulings, which do not
embody the finality of a final, appealable judgment.’® “Prior to final judgment, a trial judge may,
at his discretion, change the substance or the result of interlocutory rulings.”"*

Appellate rules specify that a district court’s reasons for judgment, if any, whether
transcribed oral reasons or written reasons, be included in the record and attached to appellate
briefs and writ applications.’> But the reasons in themselves do not diminish an appellate court’s
authority to render any judgment that is “just, legal, and proper upon the record on appeal”
within the limits of the applicable standards of review."® Judgments are “often” upheld on appeal
for reasons different from those assigned by the district court.™*

Reasons for judgment may nonetheless serve to explain or explicate the trial judge’s
determinations.”®> Although the appellate court’s duty is to review the trial court’s judgment, not
its reasons, the reviewing court may “use those reasons to gain insight into the district court’s
judgment.”*® While not dispositive in themselves, the court’s reasons “provide an important aid
for a reviewing court to use in determining if the trial court applied correct legal
principles. .. .”*" With the reasons as a frame of reference, the appellate court can better
scrutinize the judgment. Reasons for judgment ultimately “improve the quality of justice” by
eliminating confusion and guesswork for all concerned.*®
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