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The United States District Court for the Northern Mariana Islands first published a pro se 
guide to filing a civil action in August 2001. This 2021 edition Handbook is its second 
edition.  
 
It has been modeled after the District Court for the Northern District of California’s 2020 
edition of Representing Yourself in Federal Court: A Handbook for Pro Se Litigants while 
also keeping some of its original content from the 2001 version. The District Court for the 
Northern Mariana Islands acknowledges the efforts of the Northern District of California 
in providing resources like its handbook for public use and appreciates their willingness 
to share their work product with this district.  
 
For any questions about this Handbook, please contact the Clerk’s Office at 
clerks@nmid.uscourts.gov.  
 

mailto:clerks@nmid.uscourts.gov
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Introduction 
This Handbook is intended to assist people with civil lawsuits in federal court without the help of 
a lawyer.  When you are without a lawyer, you are proceeding “pro se.”  
 

If you represent yourself in court, you are called a 
“pro se litigant.” A litigant is a person who is either 
suing someone or being sued in court. Pro se litigants 
are strictly for civil lawsuits. This Handbook is NOT 
designed to help people who want to defend 
themselves in a criminal case without a lawyer.  
 

A civil lawsuit usually refers to all cases other than criminal cases. A civil case is the only type of 
case you can start without an attorney. If you start a civil case as a pro se litigant, you should be 
prepared to pursue it to completion on your own. This means that you must research and learn 
the facts in your case. You must also learn and obey detailed procedural rules that may affect 
your case. Sometimes these rules can be confusing. However, the rules are important, and failing 
to follow them can affect the outcome of your case. Litigation is already stressful and time-
consuming for the people involved; that stress is even greater for people who are trying to be 
their own lawyer.  
 
This Handbook does not try to cover all the procedures that may apply to your case; it is only a 
summary. Therefore, you should NEVER rely entirely on these materials, and you should ALWAYS 
review the law before taking any action in your lawsuit.  
 
It is your responsibility to find answers to your questions or to learn about the law. Representing 
yourself means that you are responsible for following the law. Not knowing the law is no excuse. 
As you read this Handbook, remember that deciding to act without a lawyer is a major step, and 
that not presenting your arguments effectively can have a dramatic effect on your case and, in 
turn, your life. The Court strongly urges everyone who needs to participate in a lawsuit to obtain 
a lawyer, if possible. 

The staff of the Clerk’s office can only help with court filing procedures. They are unable to 
provide you any legal advice. They cannot help you interpret the law; recommend courses of 
action; suggest legal strategies; or even advise you about when documents are due.   
  

WHAT IS PRO SE? 
In Latin, it translates to “for 
oneself”.  In court, this means 
to represent one’s self.  

The Clerk’s office CANNOT give you legal advice. 
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Tips for Pro Se Litigants 
There is a lot to learn in representing yourself in federal court, but here are some key pointers: 
 

1. READ EVERYTHING YOU GET FROM THE COURT AND THE OTHER SIDE RIGHT AWAY, 
including the papers you get from the Clerk’s office when you file. It is very important that 
you know what is going on in your case and what deadlines have been set.  

2. MEET EVERY DEADLINE. If you do not know exactly how to do something, try to get help 
and do your best. It is more important to turn things in on time than to do everything 
perfectly. You can lose your case if you miss deadlines. If you need more time to do 
something, ask the Court in writing for more time as soon as you know that you will need 
it and before the deadline has passed. 

3. USE YOUR OWN WORDS AND BE AS CLEAR AS POSSIBLE. You do not need to try to sound 
like a lawyer. In your papers, be specific about the facts that are important to the lawsuit. 

4. ALWAYS KEEP ALL OF YOUR PAPERWORK AND STAY ORGANIZED. Keep paper or 
electronic copies of everything you send out and/or file with the Court. When you file a 
paper in the Clerk’s office, bring at least the original and two copies so that you can keep 
a stamped copy for yourself. Know where your papers are so that you can use them to 
work on your case. 

5. HAVE SOMEONE ELSE READ YOUR PAPERS BEFORE YOU TURN THEM IN. Be sure that 
person understands what you wrote; if not, rewrite your papers to try to make your points 
more clearly. The judge may not hear you in person and may rely only on your papers 
when making decisions about your case. 

6. BE SURE THE COURT ALWAYS HAS YOUR CORRECT ADDRESS AND PHONE NUMBER. If 
your contact information changes, contact the Clerk’s office in writing immediately. 
Always include your case number on any paperwork you submit to the Court. 

7. OMIT CERTAIN PERSONAL IDENTIFYING INFORMATION FROM DOCUMENTS 
SUBMITTED TO THE COURT FOR FILING. All documents filed with the Court will be 
available to the public on the Internet. Protect your privacy by leaving off social security 
and taxpayer identification numbers, names of minor children, dates of birth and financial 
account numbers. 
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Chapter 1. Before Filing A Lawsuit 
Are you in the right Court? 
Before you file a case, you should ensure that you are filing your case in the right court. This can be 
especially important if you are working with a deadline for certain statutes of limitations (laws requiring 
the filing of a case within a certain time period). Filing in the wrong court might affect whether you meet 
those deadlines or not.  
 
The Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands’ (CNMI) judicial authority is vested in the U.S. District 
Court for the Northern Mariana Islands (District Court) and a local court system.  The judicial branch of 
the CNMI has a trial level court (the Superior Court) and a local appellate court (the Supreme Court).  
 
Although the local court must enforce the federal constitution and laws, most of the cases it decides 
involve the laws of the CNMI, such as divorce and family disputes, probate cases, local traffic cases and 
landlord-tenant matters. You can learn more about the judicial branch of the CNMI at 
https://nmijudiciary.com/.  
 
The District Court is a trial level federal court with the same jurisdiction as a district court and bankruptcy 
court of the United States. This Court’s jurisdiction is limited to certain types of cases and generally only 
hears the following: 
 

• Cases in which the United States is a party; 
• Cases involving a violation of the U.S. constitution or federal laws (called federal question 

jurisdiction); 
• Cases between citizens of different states or citizens of different countries and where the amount 

in controversy exceeds $75,000 (called diversity jurisdiction); and 
• Bankruptcy, tax, copyright, patent, and maritime law cases.  

 
Here are some questions that you should ask to ensure you are in the right place: 
 

• Is your case about divorce, child custody, adoption, a will, a name change, a broken contract, or a 
landlord-tenant dispute? If your answer is “Yes,” you may be in the wrong court. The CNMI 
Superior Court generally decides these types of cases.  

 
• Is your case about the U.S. constitution or a federal law, the denial of Social Security or other 

federal benefits, a decision of a federal agency, or bankruptcy, tax, copyright or maritime issues? 
If your answer is “Yes,” you are probably in the right court. 

 
• Are you suing a citizen of a different state or country for more than $75,000? If your answer is 

“Yes,” you are probably in the right court. 
 
If in doubt, contact an attorney for legal advice about your specific situation. The Clerk’s Office cannot 
make this determination for you. 
 
  

https://nmijudiciary.com/
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Where do you start? 
To start your lawsuit, you must file a complaint. A complaint is a written explanation of your claim with 
the Court. The party who starts the civil lawsuit by filing a complaint is called a plaintiff. If you are filing a 
complaint and representing yourself, you are a plaintiff and a pro se litigant. The party being sued is the 
defendant. A complaint gives a formal notice of your lawsuit to the defendant and the Court.  
 
To be heard in this Court, your case must meet all FIVE of these requirements: 
 

1. YOU MUST HAVE A LEGAL CLAIM. 
a. You have a legal claim if (a) someone broke a law, AND, as a result, (b) you were personally 

harmed. You usually cannot sue on the basis of someone else being harmed.  
2. YOU MUST START YOR CASE BEFORE THE DEADLINE. 

a. There are very strict deadlines for lawsuits called statutes of limitation. If you miss the 
deadline that applies to your case, the court may be required to dismiss your case—even 
if you are only a day late. 

b. To find out the deadline for your case, you can:  
i. Ask a lawyer, if you know one; or 

ii. Use online legal research tools to research the statute of limitation for your case. 
3. YOU MUST SUE IN THE CORRECT COURT. 
4. YOU MUST SUE SOMEONE WHO IS UNDER THE COURT’S JURISDICTION. 
5. THE PERSON OR AGENCY YOU ARE SUING MUST NOT HAVE IMMUNITY.  

 
Do the federal courts have subject matter jurisdiction over your case? See Figure 1 to help in making this 
determination. 
 
 

  
Did someone break a law, 
AND by doing so, cause 
personal harm to you? 

Did you file your case before 
the deadline (statute of 
limitations? 

Does your case involve 
federal law? 

There is probably federal 
subject matter jurisdiction 
over your case. 

You do not have a legal claim. 

The Court may have to dismiss 
your case, even if you are only 

one day late. 

Your case will probably be 
dismissed because there is no 
federal jurisdiction. (You may still 
be able to sue in state court.) 

Are all the plaintiff’s in your 
case from different states 
than all of the defendant’s? 

Does your case involve an 
amount over $75,000? 

YES 

YES 

YES 
YES 

YES 

NO 

NO 

NO NO 

NO 

Figure 1. 
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Chapter 2. How do I research the law? 
There are two kinds of law that you will need to know to represent yourself: procedural rules and 
substantive law. The United States Code (U.S.C.) contains both, but you may also need to look at state 
codes and at federal and state judicial opinions or “case law.”  
 

1. Procedural rules describe the different steps required to pursue a lawsuit. You must follow these 
four sources of rules to have the Court consider your case. 

a. Federal Rules of Civil Procedure: These apply in every federal court in the country. Review 
them online: 

i. www.uscourts.gov/rules-policies/current-rules-practice-procedure  
b. Federal Rules of Evidence: These rules define the types of evidence that a federal court 

considers to be admissible. You can only prove your case to the Court using admissible 
evidence. Review these rules early in your case online: 

i. www.uscourts.gov/rules-policies/current-rules-practice-procedure 
c. Local Rules of the United States District Court for the Northern Mariana Islands: These 

are procedural rules that build on the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure and apply only in 
this Court.  

i. https://www.nmid.uscourts.gov/localrules  
d. General Orders/Decisions: These are rulings that apply in certain cases. You can find them 

on the Court’s website:  
i. https://www.nmid.uscourts.gov/decisions  

2. Substantive law describes what you must prove to establish your claims. Each claim has a 
different set of laws that you need to learn. For example, different laws apply to an employment 
discrimination case than a wage and hour case.  You can find some statutes and cases online for 
free on sites such as the Legal Information Institute 
(https://www.law.cornell.edu/lii/get_the_law), FindLaw (https://caselaw.findlaw.com/) or 
Google Scholar (https://scholar.google.com).  

 

Chapter 3. How do I file a complaint? 
The first step in a lawsuit is to file a complaint with the 
Court at the Clerk’s office. The complaint tells the Court 
and the defendant how and why you believe the 
defendant violated the law and injured you. Before you 
draft your complaint, read Chapter 1, which explains 
some requirements for a case to proceed in this Court. 
 
What does a complaint look like? 
Formal documents that you submit to the court are 
called pleadings. A complaint is one type of pleading. 
Pleadings are written in pleading format, which is a 
letter-sized page that has the numbers 1 through 28 
running down the left side.  See Figure 2 on page 9 for 
an example of the legal pleading format.   

http://www.uscourts.gov/rules-policies/current-rules-practice-procedure
http://www.uscourts.gov/rules-policies/current-rules-practice-procedure
https://www.nmid.uscourts.gov/localrules
https://www.nmid.uscourts.gov/decisions
https://www.law.cornell.edu/lii/get_the_law
https://caselaw.findlaw.com/
https://scholar.google.com/
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What information must be in a complaint? 
Each page of your complaint must be numbered. Each paragraph that follows the caption must also be 
numbered. The complaint should contain all the following: 
 

1. Caption Page. 
a. On the first page of your complaint, list your name, address, telephone number, and email 

address. 
b. List the names of the defendants and the title of the document (“Complaint”). 
c. Write “Demand for Jury Trial” if you want your case to be heard by a jury. 

2. Jurisdiction. The first numbered paragraph in your complaint (labeled “Jurisdiction”) should 
explain why this Court has the power to decide this kind of case.  

a. Federal question jurisdiction (a violation of federal law) ― for more information, read 28 
U.S.C. § 1331, or 

b. Diversity jurisdiction (when all plaintiffs and all defendants are citizens of different states 
disputing more than $75,000) ― for more information, read 28 U.S.C. § 1332. 

3. Parties. In separate paragraphs, identify the plaintiff(s) and the defendant(s) in the case. 
4. Statement of Facts. This section should explain the important facts in your case in numbered 

paragraphs. It should explain to the Court how the defendant violated the law and how you have 
been injured. If you refer to any documents in this section, you can attach them to the complaint 
as exhibits. 

5. Claims. This section should list your legal claims―basically, the laws you think the defendant 
broke. You should include a separate section for each claim (Claim 1, Claim 2, etc.) identifying the 
specific law that you think the defendant violated and explaining what the defendant did to 
violate each law.  

6. Request for Relief. 
a. This section should explain what you want the Court to do. For example, you can ask the 

Court to order the defendant to pay you money or to give you your job back. Each type 
of relief you request should be in a separate numbered paragraph. 

7. Demand for Jury Trial. 
a. If you want a jury trial, you can request it at the end of your complaint or in a separate 

document. It is best to include this in your complaint because, if you do not request a jury 
trial within 14 days of filing your complaint, you may give up your right to a jury trial. You 
may decide you do not want to have a jury trial. Then the judge will decide the facts of 
your case at a bench trial, if a trial is held.  

8. Plaintiff’s Signature. 
a. At the end of the complaint, sign your name. When you sign your name, you are certifying 

to the court that you are filing your complaint in good faith. This means that you believe: 
• You have a valid legal claim; AND 
• You are not filing the case to harass the defendant; AND 
• You have good reason to believe that what you say in the complaint is true. 

 
An online fillable PDF form can be found at 
https://www.uscourts.gov/sites/default/files/complaint_for_a_civil_case.pdf.  
  

https://www.uscourts.gov/sites/default/files/complaint_for_a_civil_case.pdf
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If your complaint does not meet these standards, the Court can require you to pay fines for harassment, 
frivolous arguments, or a lack of factual investigation. Refer to Rule 11 of the Federal Rules of Civil 
Procedures. See Figure 2 below for a sample pleading.  
 

 
Figure 2. Sample Complaint Layout. 

Format of Documents 
Every document you file must begin with a caption page as shown above.  Your name, address, telephone 
number, and an email address, if any, must be placed in the upper left-hand corner of the first page of all 
pleadings. The caption should also include the name of this Court, the name of the case, the case number 
and a title describing the document. You are also required to sign each document you file. “Pro Se” must 
be placed after your name. 
 
If you change your address, email, or telephone number, it is your responsibility to notify the Court in 
writing so that you will receive copies of orders and other papers.  

Pleadings are formal 
documents submitted to 
the Court. A complaint is 
a type of pleading and is 
written in pleading 
format. Pleading format 
is a letter-sized 8.5x11 
page with the numbers 1-
28 running down the left 
side. 

Fill in your personal 
information; name, address, 
telephone number and email 
addresses. 

Jurisdiction explains why this Court 
has the power to decide this case. 
Venue explains why this Court is 
the proper location for lawsuit. 

Parties identifies who 
the parties 
(Plaintiff(s) and 
Defendant(s)) are in 
this case. 

Other Information to Include: 
Statement of facts explains the important facts in your case. It tells the 
Court how the defendant violated the law and in doing so, harmed you. 
Claims is where you list your legal claims. Each claim should have 
different sections (Claim 1, Claim 2, etc.). In each section, you state what 
law was violated.  
Request for Relief states what you want the Court to do. 
Demand for Jury Trial is best included at the end of your complaint. In 
some cases, you may choose not to have a jury trial in which case, a judge 
will decide the case.  
Plaintiff’s Signature is included at the end. Your signature certifies to the 
Court that you are filing your complaint in good faith.  
 
  

General Rules: 
1. When assigned your case number, 

always include it on the document you 
are filing.  

2. Number each page of your document. 
3. Type “Complaint” or the name of the 

document in the footer. 
4. Number each paragraph. 
  

The title of the document is placed 
here. It can be a complaint, a 
motion, a notice, etc.  



10 
 

What information must be included in a summons? 
In addition to preparing a formal complaint, you 
must also prepare a form called “Summons in a Civil 
Action” and attach it to your complaint. The 
summons form is available at the Clerk’s Office. See 
Figure 3 for an example of a summons. When filling 
the form, you must: 
 

1. Fill in the caption, leaving the case number 
blank.  

It is left blank because a case has not yet 
been officially opened. 

2. Fill in your own name and address in the 
space provided for the plaintiff’s attorney.  

This is because you have chosen to 
represent yourself as a pro se litigant. 

3. Fill in the number of days the defendant will 
have to answer the complaint.  

The number of days differs depending 
on the type of claim. It is your 
responsibility to fill in the correct 
number of days the defendant has to file 
an answer.  

 
The second part of the summons form will be filled 
out when the service process is made.  
 
Remember, the time for filing an answer begins from 
the date the complaint and summons are served, 
not the date they are issued.  
 
Once you have drafted your complaint and 
completed your summons, you must officially file it 
with the District Court in order to begin your lawsuit. 
 
General Rules for Filing 
The following rules apply: 

 
1. YOU MUST COMPLETE A CIVIL COVER SHEET 

(JS-44). This is a required document. It is an 
information sheet used by the Court when 
opening your case. Ask for this form from the 
Clerk’s Office. Submit this form with the 
complaint and summons. See Figure 4 on page 
11 for a sample civil cover sheet. 

Figure 3a. Front Side of Summons in a Civil Case. 

Figure 3b. Back Side Page of a Summons in a Civil Case. 



11 
 

2. FILE DOCUMENTS AT THE CLERK’S OFFICE FOR 
YOUR CASE. Refer back to page 3 if you are 
unsure if you are in the correct court. 

3. HAVE THE CORRECT NUMBER OF COPIES. 
a. Bring the signed original complaint, 

one (1) copy of the signed original, 
and copies for each of the defendants 
you name. 

b. Bring the signed original summons, 
one (1) copy of the signed original, 
and copies for each of the defendants 
you name.  

4. GIVE THE CLERK THE ORIGINAL DOCUMENT  
(THE ONE YOU ACTUALLY SIGNED). 

5. PAY THE DESIGNATED FILING FEE. 
a. Fees are due at the time of filing. 
b. If no filing fee is received with the filing 

of a complaint, the complaint will not 
be filed until the fee requirement is 
met. 

Filing Fees 
As of publication of this Handbook, there is a filing 
fee of $402.00 for civil lawsuits. The fee must be paid 
at the time your complaint is filed. If you are paying 
by check or money order, it should be made payable 
to: Clerk, United States District Court, NMI. See https://www.nmid.uscourts.gov/fees 
for a complete schedule of the Court’s current fees.  

 
If you cannot pay the filing fee, you may file an application to proceed in forma pauperis (IFP). These forms 
are available at the Clerk’s Office. There is a different form for prisoners. If the Court grants this request, 
it means that you will not have to pay the filing fee at the time your complaint is filed.  

 
When completing the forms, it is very important that you answer all questions related to your income, 
assets, and liabilities. If you provide incomplete and inaccurate information, your request may be denied, 
or you may be required to provide more information. If your request is denied, you will be allowed a 
reasonable amount of time to pay the fee.  

 

         

         

You are NOT a prisoner 
and the District Court 

GRANTS your IFP 
appliation.

The District Court will not 
require you to pay the fee 
at the time you file your 

complaint in order to 
proceed with your lawsuit. 

Note: You may still be 
required to pay the filing 

fee at a later date. 

You are NOT a prisoner 
and the District Court 

DENIES your IFP 
appliation.

The District Court will 
require you to pay the 

filing fee in order to 
proceed with your lawsuit. 

If you do not pay the 
filling fee, your case will 

be dismissed.

Figure 4. Civil Cover Sheet. 

Figure 5a. 

https://www.nmid.uscourts.gov/fees
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When filing as a prisoner, in addition to the IFP application, you must submit an affidavit that includes a 
statement of all the assets you possess. 
 

 
 
If you submit the appropriate number of copies of the necessary documents and pay the filing fee, or are 
allowed to proceed IFP, a case will be “opened.” The Clerk’s Office will assign a civil case number, enter 
information on the Court’s electronic docket system, and create a case file folder.  

 
Once a case is opened, it is sent to a judge for review. The judge will look at any motions filed with the 
complaint and see if it contains all the necessary information.  
 
What happens if my initial complaint does not have all the necessary information? 
Should your complaint lack the necessary information, the judge may order the dismissal of your case 
without prejudice. When a case is dismissed without prejudice, this means that although the case is 
dismissed, you are free to refile. In some cases of dismissal without prejudice, the judge may allow you to 
file an amended complaint within a given timeframe. If your case has been dismissed with prejudice, the 
case has been closed and you will not be allowed to reopen the case.  

Chapter 4. Service of Process  
What is the service of process? 
The service of process refers to notifying a defendant that a lawsuit has been filed, what it is about, and 
the time for filing a response.  
 
When you first filed your complaint, you also filed a summons form. The Clerk’s Office must sign, seal, and 
“issue” the summons to the plaintiff before it can be served on the defendant. This means that the issued 
summons will be returned to you. You must give the other parties in your lawsuit a copy of every 
document that you file with the Court. This is called “serving” or “service on” the other parties.  
 

Rule 4(c)(2) says that you cannot serve the defendant yourself. 
 
It is important that you serve your papers to the other parties in exactly the way the rules require. See 
www.uscourts.gov/rules-policies/current-rules-practice-procedure.  
 
  

You ARE a prisoner and the 
District Court grants your IFP 

appliation.

The District Court will not 
require you to pay the fee at 

the time you file your 
complaint. You may still be 

required to pay the filing fee 
through an installment plan.

The Court will assess and 
collect an initial partial filing 

fee. 

After payment of the initial 
partial filing fee, you will be 
required to make monthly 

payments of 20% of the 
preceding month's income 
credited to your account. 

1-CV-20-00099 Case number (numbering starts 
at 00001 on Jan. 1 of each year) 

Civil (CV)  
District Court No.  
The CNMI only has one 
district court. 

Figure 6. Sample Civil Case Number. 

Figure 5b. 

Year case was opened 

http://www.uscourts.gov/rules-policies/current-rules-practice-procedure
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How do you serve the defendant(s)?  
You must have someone else who is at least 18 years old serve the defendant with the complaint and 
summons. You can have a friend, family member, or any other person over 18 years old serve the 
complaint and summons for you. The person should not be a potential party or a potential witness in your 
case.  
 
Remember, the rules for serving the complaint are different from the rules for serving other documents. If 
the complaint is not properly served on the defendant, the case will not proceed and may be dismissed 
by the Court. 

 
  

 
 
Alternatively, you may ask the defendant to waive service. Waiving service means agreeing to give up the 
right to service in person and instead accept service by mail. If a defendant waives service, you will not 
have to go to the trouble and/or expense of serving that defendant. If the defendant agrees to waive 
service, you need the defendant to sign and send back to you a form called a “waiver of service,” which 
you then file with the Court. 
 
To request waiver of service from a defendant, you will need two forms: 

1. AO-398 – A notice of a lawsuit and request to waive service of a summons and 
2. AO-399 – A waiver of the service of summons form. 

 

Individuals 
in the 
United 
States

Hand delivery to the 
defendant

Hand delivery to another 
responsible person who 
lives in the defendant's 

home

Hand delivery to an 
agent authorized by the 
defendant or by law to 

receive service of 
process for the 

defendant

Individuals 
in Foreign 
Countries

Any internationally 
agreed means that is 

reasonably calculated to 
give notice 

If there is none, by using 
methods prescribed by 
the foreign country’s 
law or government, 

hand delivery, certified 
mail delivery, or in the 

manner the Court 
orders

Businesses 
in the 
United 
States

Hand delivery to an 
officer of the business, a 

managing or general 
agent for the business, 

or any other agent 
authorized by the 

defendant to accept 
service of process

Hand delivery to any 
other agent authorized 

by law to receive service 
of process for the 

defendant and, if the 
law authorizing the 

agent to accept service 
of process requires it, 
you must also mail a 

copy of the summons 
and complaint to the 

defendant

The United 
States

Hand delivery to the 
United States Attorney's 

Office
Service by registered or 
certified mail addressed 
to the civil process clerk 

at the office of the 
United States Attorney

Mail a copy of all served 
documents by certified 

mail to the Attorney 
General of the United 
States in Washington, 

D.C.; and if your lawsuit 
challenges the validity 
of an order of a United 
States officer or agency 
but you have not named 
that officer or agency as 
a defendant, also send a 
copy by registered or 

certified mail to the 
officer or agency

Figure 7. Different ways in which to serve the defendant.  
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You can obtain these forms from the Clerk’s 
Office. To request a waiver of service, 
complete and send these two forms to the 
defendant by first-class mail. You must also 
send a copy of the complaint, summons, and 
other required documents, plus an extra 
copy of the request to waive service and a 
self-addressed, stamped envelope. In 
choosing a due date on the form, you must 
give the defendant a reasonable amount of 
time to return the waiver of service―at least 
30 days from the date the request is sent (or 
60 days if the defendant is outside the 
United States). If the defendant sends you 
back the signed waiver of service, you do not 
need to do anything else to serve that 
defendant. Just file the defendant’s signed 
waiver of service form with the Court and 
save a copy for your files. 
 
What if the defendant does not send back 
my request for a waiver of service? 
If the defendant does not return a signed 
waiver of service by the due date, you need 
to arrange to serve that defendant in one of 
the other ways approved by Rule 4 of the 

Federal Rules of Civil Procedure. You may ask the Court to order the defendant to pay the costs you 
incurred serving that defendant. 
 
What if you filed In Forma Pauperis (IFP)? 
If you previously filed an application to proceed IFP, the Court will not issue a summons for the 
defendant(s) until your application is either granted or denied. If you were granted to appear IFP, the 
Court may ask the United States Marshal to serve the summons along with the complaint. You will be 
asked for more information. It is your responsibility to provide the Court with a physical address of the 
defendant(s) where the service can be made.  
 
What if you did not file In Forma and Pauperis and have already paid the filing fee? 
You are required to serve ALL copies of the following documents on each defendant: 

1. Complaint; 
2. Any motions or other documents fled along with the complaint; and  
3. Summons issued by the Clerk of Court and returned to you. 

 
If there is more than one defendant, each defendant must be served with all copies of the documents 
listed above. The U.S. Marshal does not serve summonses and complaints in cases where the filling fee 
has been paid. 
 

Figure 8. Sample of Notice of a Lawsuit and Request to Waive Service of Summons. 
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Is there a time limit for serving the complaint and the summons?  
Yes. You must serve each defendant within 20 or 60 days, depending on who the defendant is, after the 
complaint is filed. If you do not meet this deadline, the Court may dismiss all claims against any 
defendant who was not served. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What happens after the service process? 
The person who effects the service is expected to file with the Court a “certificate of service.” The 
certificate of service allows the Court to determine whether the service met legal requirements. It must 
contain:  
 The date service was completed;  
 The place where service was completed; 
 The method of service used;  
 The names and street address or e-mail address of each person served;  
 The documents that were served; and 
 The dated signature of the person who actually served the complaint and summons. 

 
The person who served the complaint to the defendant must swear under penalty of perjury that the 
statements in the certificate of service are true. 
 

Rules for Service of Documents other than the Complaint 
Rule 5 of the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure sets the rules for serving documents other than the original 
complaint. If the party you served has a lawyer, then you must serve that party’s lawyer. If the other party 
does not have a lawyer, you must serve the party. For every document that you file and serve on other 
parties, you need to file a certificate of service. 
 
Rule 5 allows you to serve documents using any one of the following methods: 

• Hand it to the person; or 
• Leave it at the person’s office with a clerk or other person in charge, or, 

if no one is in charge, leave it in a conspicuous place in the office; or 
• If the person has no office or the office is closed, leave it at the person’s 

home with an adult who lives there; or 
• Mail a copy to the person’s last known address; or 
• If the person you want to serve has no known address, you may leave a 

copy with the clerk of the court; or 
• Send it by e-mail if the person has consented in writing; or 
• Deliver a copy by any other method that the person you are serving has 

consented to in writing. 

Figure 9. 

Figure 10. 

Certificate of Service 
 

I hereby certify that on this ___ day of 
July 2021, a copy of the Motion for 

Extension of Time was mailed, postage 
prepaid, to: 

 
John Doe 
PO BOX 12345 
Saipan MP 96950 

_______________ 
Signature 
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Chapter 6. How can you know what is happening in your case?  
After the complaint is filed and the case is opened, the docket and all documents in the case are 
maintained in an electronic format so that they can be viewed on a computer. The docket is a computer 
file maintained by the Court for each case that includes: (1) the names and addresses of all the attorneys 
and unrepresented parties and, (2) in chronological order, the title of every document filed along with the 
filing date, who filed it, and other information. 
 
The electronic docket can be accessed using the public terminals at the Clerk’s Office or from any 
computer with internet access if you have a PACER account.  
 
PACER stands for “Public Access to Court Electronic Records.” It is a service of the United States Courts. 
You should sign up for PACER as soon as possible after you become a party to a case in federal court. 
 

1. PACER USERS CAN:  
• Review dockets online. 
• Print or download a .pdf copy of a docket. 
• Search by case number, party name, or for all cases filed within a specified range of dates. 
• Search for specified parties in federal court cases nationwide by U.S. party/case index at 

https://pcl.uscourts.gov/search, 
2. TO VIEW DOCUMENTS AND OBTAIN DOCKET INFORMATION:  

• Visit the PACER system at www.pacer.gov. 
3. YOU MUST REGISTER TO BECOME A PACER USER: 

• Register online at pacer.gov/register.html OR call (800) 676-6856 to obtain a PACER 
registration form by mail. If you provide your credit card information at the time of 
registration, you will receive an e-mail with instructions on how to retrieve your login 
information. If you do not provide your credit card information at the time of registration, 
you will receive login instructions by mail. Please allow two weeks for delivery. 

4. PACER FEES: 
• There are no registration costs. 
• Internet access to PACER is billed at 10 cents per page of information viewed.  
• You will be billed quarterly by the PACER Service Center. 
• The charge for any single document is capped at $3.00, the equivalent of 30 pages. The 

cap does not apply to name searches, reports that are not case-specific, and transcripts 
of federal court proceedings 

• If your usage does not exceed $30.00 in a quarter, fees for that quarter are waived. If your 
usage exceeds $30.00, you will be charged. 

• An order designated as a written opinion by the judge is free to view. 
• The PACER fee information in this Guide changes frequently. Refer to PACER’s FAQ on 

fees for the most current information (https://pacer.uscourts.gov/help/faqs).  
 
Attorneys are required to file the documents electronically (e-file).  Parties representing themselves are 
not required to e-file. If you register with the Court’s Electronic Case Filing (CM/ECF) system, each time a 
document is e-filed in your case, you will receive a “Notice of Electronic Filing” e-mail, which will allow 
you to view the document for free one time. This “free look” is only for the first time you open the 
document. You only have to click once on the link. Double-clicking will automatically skip over your free 
look, so be cautious. You will be charged for subsequent viewings of the document even if you skip over 

https://pcl.uscourts.gov/search
http://www.pacer.gov/
https://pacer.uscourts.gov/help/faqs
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your first look. You should click once to view and then print or save an electronic copy of the document 
during your initial viewing. 

Chapter 7. What’s next after your complaint has been served? 
Once a defendant is served several things may happen: 

• The defendant may file an answer; or 
• The defendant may file a motion under Rule 12; or 
• The defendant may do nothing. 

 
Note: If there is more than one defendant, more than one of these things can happen. 
 
A scheduling order sets deadlines for doing or filing certain things in a particular case. It may include 
deadlines for initial disclosure, case management conferences, completing discovery, filing motions, 
and/or filing status reports. 
 
Initial disclosure is when parties are required to hand each other certain types of information before 
discovery begins. Other disclosures that take place during different stages of a lawsuit include expert 
disclosures and pretrial disclosures. 
 
A case management conference, (CMC), is scheduled for every case. Its purpose is for the judge and the 
parties to set a schedule for the case, including the trial date and other key deadlines. While no issues or 
claims are decided at the case management conference, it is an important event in a new civil case.  
 
Discovery is the process of obtaining relevant information and evidence from the opposing party or from 
nonparty witnesses before trial. Discovery is allowable in most civil cases. See the five types of discovery 
shown in Figure 12. 
 
 

Figure 11. 
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Figure 12. Types of Discovery. 

 
 
Be sure to make your discovery requests promptly so that the responding party has enough time to answer 
or object before the discovery deadline. You must respond to any discovery request served on you. 
Anyone who does not respond to a discovery request may be subject to sanctions such as the dismissal of 
the case. You do not need to send copies of discovery requests or answers to the Court unless so ordered. 
Send copies of your discovery requests to the other party and keep the original. When answering a 
discovery request, send the original to the asking party and keep a copy for yourself.  
 
What is a motion and how do I make or respond to one? 
There are a number of different motions which may be filed before an answer is filed. A motion is a formal 
request you make to the judge for some sort of action in your case. Most motions are brought by parties, 
but certain motions can be brought by non-parties. In general, you do not need a motion for clerical things 
like changing your address on the docket or requesting copies.  
 
Here are some common motions that may be filed at any point in a civil case:  
 

Motion for extension of time to file document 
Motion to appear by telephone 
Motion for sanctions 
Motion for appointment of counsel 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Deposition
•a question-and-

answer session that 
takes place outside of 
Court but is recorded 
by a court reporter

•one party to a lawsuit 
asks another person 
— either a party or a 
witness — who is 
under oath, questions 
about the issues 
raised in the lawsuit 

Interrogatories
•written questions 

sent by one party to 
any other party to the 
lawsuit and must be 
answered in writing 
and under oath

•Rule 33 of the Federal 
Rules of Civil 
Procedure covers 
interrogatories in 
detail

Request for the 
Production of 
Documents
•documents which you 

reasonably believe 
the other side has 
and contains 
information about 
the issues in the 
lawsuit

•document requests 
can be served on any 
person, not just 
parties to the lawsuit

Request for 
Admission 
•a written truthful 

admission from the 
other party regarding 
the lawsuit's facts, 
application of law, 
and/or genuineness 
of documents

•the Court will 
consider any 
admissions as proven

Physical or 
Mental 
Examinations
•if the mental or 

physical condition of 
a party is at issue in a 
lawsuit, the Court can 
order the person to 
submit to a physical 
or mental 
examination

•these can only be 
obtained by filing a 
motion with the 
Court
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Here are some specialized motions that are sometimes filed during specific phases of a civil case: 
 

Stage in progress of case Motions commonly filed 
In connection with filing a complaint Motion to amend 
In response to a complaint Motion to dismiss 

Motion for a more definite statement 
Motion to strike 
Motion to set aside default judgment 

During discovery Motion to compel deposition/document 
production/response to interrogations 
Motion for a protective order 

Before and during trial Motion for summary judgment 
Motion in limine 
Motion for judgment as a matter of law 

After the trial or judgment  Motion to set aside the verdict 
Motion to amend or vacate the judgment 

      Table 1. 

If the motion is to extend time for the defendant to answer, the Court will most likely grant it unless you 
promptly file an opposition and have a good reason why it should not be granted. For more substantive 
motions, unless directed otherwise, you will be allowed 14 days to file a response. When needed, you 
may request an extension of time to file your response. 
 
A motion for summary judgment asks the Court to decide a lawsuit without going to trial because there 
is no dispute about the key facts of the case. A motion for summary judgment can address the whole 
lawsuit or it can address one or more individual claims. When the parties agree upon the facts or if one 
party does not have any evidence to support its version of what actually happened, the court may decide 
the issue without a trial based on the papers that are filed by the parties. If the summary judgment motion 
addresses the whole lawsuit, and the court grants summary judgment, the lawsuit is over. 
 
If you are unsure what motion is appropriate to use, research on the internet what each of the motions is 
used for. Motions are decided by judges, usually at or shortly after hearings. 

Chapter 8. What happens at the Court? 
What is a hearing? 
A hearing is a formal court proceeding in which the parties present their arguments to the judge and 
answer the judge’s questions about the motion or other matter being heard. Sometimes witnesses and 
evidence are presented during hearings. Hearings may include case management conferences, status 
conferences, and motion hearings.  
 
A status conference is a case management conference that the judge holds later in the case to check in 
with the parties about what is happening in the case. It is for the parties to tell the judge about the 
progress of their case and any problems they have had in the preparing for the trial or in meeting the 
schedule.  
 
A motion hearing is a hearing in which the judge hears argument and may rule on a pending motion.  
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IMPORTANT: Judges can choose to cancel or “vacate” scheduled hearings for the motions on their 
calendars. The judges may have enough information from the papers filed by the parties and will decide 
cases “on the papers.” While a hearing date is required when a motion is filed, there may not necessarily 
be a hearing on a particular motion. 

 
Figure 13. 

What is the difference between a jury trial and a bench trial? 
If your case is not dismissed during pretrial proceedings, then your case will go to trial on the date set 
forth in the Scheduling Order. If your case is scheduled for a jury trial, the judge will instruct the jury about 
the law, and the jury will apply the law to the facts. The jury will review the evidence presented, figure 
out which evidence to believe, and decide what actually happened. At a bench trial, the judge decides 
both the legal and the factual issues. 
 
How do you prepare for a trial? 
The judge sets the date on which the trial will begin. Expert disclosures, witness and exhibit lists, and trial 
briefs must be filed before the trial. In addition to submitting documents, you may also need to arrange 
for all of your witnesses to be present at trial. If a witness does not want to come to trial, you can serve 
that witness with a trial subpoena. A trial subpoena is a court document which requires a person to come 
to Court and give testimony on a particular date. As such, it is important that you are prepared and have 
all your required documents, witnesses, etc. ready for your trial.  
 
Jury Selection  

If you have demanded for a jury trial in your initial complaint, a jury must be selected. 
The goal of jury selection is to select a jury that can serve for the whole trial and be fair 
and impartial through a process called voir dire. This is when potential jurors are 
questioned by the attorneys and the judge in the courtroom and/or through a 
questionnaire.  The questions are meant to bring out any biases that a juror may have 
that would prevent fair and impartial service on that jury.   

 
  

How do you prepare for a 
hearing?

• Review all papers that have been filed for the hearing.
• Expect to answer questions about issues that are being addressed at the 
hearing. You may find it helpful to practice answering the questions you think 
the judge will ask.

• Organize all your papers so that you can find things easily when you need to 
answer the judge’s questions.

How should you dress and 
behave at a hearing?

• Dress nicely in compliance with the court's dress code.
• Be on time.
• When the judge enters the courtroom, you must stand and remain standing 
until the judge sits down.

• When you speak to the judge, call him or her “Your Honor.”
• The courtroom deputy will tell the parties to “state your appearances.” Step 
up to the microphone and say: “Good [morning or afternoon], your Honor, my 
name is [your name] and I am the [plaintiff or defendant] in this case.”
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Figure 14. Timeline of A Trial. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
After judgment has been made, the outcome is either you have won, or you have lost your case. Under 
some circumstances, the winning party may ask that the losing party pays attorney fees. The winning party 
may also be entitled to certain costs, such as deposition transcripts, witness fees, copy work expenses. In 
many cases, these costs can add up to thousands of dollars. It is common for the winning party to seek 
these costs from the losing party. Before filing a lawsuit, you should consider the consequences of losing, 
including paying the opposing parties’ attorney fees and costs.  

Chapter 9. What can you do if you think the judge or jury made a 
mistake? 
You can appeal the final judgment. All final judgments can be appealed to the United States Court of 
Appeals for the Ninth Circuit. Just as the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure set forth the procedures for 
litigating a lawsuit in this Court, the Federal Rules of Appellate Procedure set forth the procedures for 
litigating an appeal in the Ninth Circuit. See Title II of the Federal Rules of Appellate Procedure and of the 
Ninth Circuit Rules.  

• Federal Rules of Appellate Procedure can be found online at  https://www.uscourts.gov/rules-
policies/current-rules-practice-procedure/appellate-rules-forms  

• The Ninth Circuit’s Local Rules can be found or online at https://www.ca9.uscourts.gov/  
 
The filing fee for an appeal is found on the court’s website https://www.nmid.uscourts.gov/fees. The fee 
on the date of publication of this manual is $505.00. If you cannot afford to pay the fee, you may file an 
application to proceed in forma pauperis.  
 
To file an appeal, you must file with the Clerk’s Office a notice of appeal along with one (1) copy for the 
District Court and one (1) copy for each attorney or pro se party other than yourself. A form of a notice to 
appeal is available at the Clerk’s office. You must pay the filing fee or submit an IFP application when 
submitting your notice to appeal. You must also attach the judgment or order being appealed.  
 

  

At a Jury Trial 

At a Bench Trial JUDGMENT 

This is a speech made by 
each party that describes 
the issues of the case and 
states what the evidence 
will prove during the trial.  

Each party may present a closing argument 
that: 

1. Summarizes the evidence, AND 
2. Argues how the jury or judge should 

decide the case based on that evidence.  

The plaintiff presents witness 
testimony and other evidence,  to 
the jury or judge first. 

After all the witnesses have 
testified, the judge will 

instruct the jury about the 
law that applies to the case. 

The defendant then may 
present evidence  to the jury or 
judge. 

The plaintiff has one more 
chance to present evidence 
in response to the 
defendant’s side of the 
case. 

https://www.uscourts.gov/rules-policies/current-rules-practice-procedure/appellate-rules-forms
https://www.uscourts.gov/rules-policies/current-rules-practice-procedure/appellate-rules-forms
https://www.ca9.uscourts.gov/
https://www.nmid.uscourts.gov/fees
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Resources 
The forms referred to in this Handbook can be obtained from the Clerk’s Office.  
 
The Clerk’s office is open Monday to Friday 8:00 am to 12:00 pm and 1:00 pm to 4:30 pm. It is closed on 
federal holidays. You can refer to the District Court’s website at https://www.nmid.uscourts.gov/.  
 
Phone: 1-670-237-1200 
Fax: 1-670-237-1201 
eMail: clerks@nmid.uscourts.gov  
 
Street Address 
NOT FOR POSTAL MAILING    
United States District Court 
for the Northern Mariana Islands 
1671 Gualo Rai Road 
Saipan, MP 96950  

Mailing Address 
United States District Court 
for the Northern Mariana Islands 
P.O. Box 500687 
Saipan, MP 96950 

 
 

https://www.nmid.uscourts.gov/
mailto:clerks@nmid.uscourts.gov
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