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On March 4, 2019, the Supreme Court held that copyright owners must wait to file an infringement suit until the Copyright Office has

registered the work at issue. The decision in Fourth Estate Public Benefit Corp. v. Wall-Street.com LLC et al., Case No. 17-571

(2019), resolved a long-standing circuit split on the question of whether copyright owners can bring an infringement suit upon filing

an application to register their copyrights or whether they must wait until the registration is actually issued.

Fourth Estate Public Benefit Corp. sued a website called Wall-Street.com, claiming that Wall-Street had reposted Fourth Estate's

articles without permission. The district court judge dismissed the case on the grounds that Fourth Estate filed its lawsuit before it

had obtained registration of the copyrights for the articles at issue. The Eleventh Circuit affirmed that decision, and Fourth Estate

asked the Supreme Court to decide on the issue.

The Copyright Act’s registration requirement

Section 411(a) of the Copyright Act requires that a work be "registered" before an infringement lawsuit is filed. Prior to the Fourth

Estate decision, some courts, including the Fifth and Ninth Circuits, had adopted an "application approach," holding that this

requirement is met when the copyright owner simply files completed application paperwork with the Copyright Office and pays the

registration fee. Others, including the Tenth and Eleventh Circuits, had adopted a "registration approach," holding that owners

cannot sue until the Copyright Office actually takes action on the application, either granting or refusing registration. The Supreme

Court granted certiorari.

The Supreme Court’s decision

The Court agreed with the Tenth and Eleventh Circuits, and held that "registration" under the statute requires action on the part of

the Copyright Office.

In ruling that the "registration approach" is the correct application of the statute, the Court rejected Fourth Estate’s argument that

waiting for the Copyright Office to register a work runs the risk that the Copyright Act's three-year statute of limitations may expire

before the Copyright Office takes action on an application. While the Court acknowledged that processing times for copyright

applications have increased to several months, it noted that these delays are largely the result of staffing and budgetary shortages

within Congress’s power to alleviate, but not within the power of courts to cure. The Court further noted that, notwithstanding the

administrative lag, the average processing time is currently seven months, leaving "ample time to sue after the Register's decision."

The Court also pointed out that the Copyright Act provides exceptions to the registration requirement. One example is Section

408(f)(2) of the Copyright Act, which allows preregistration of works being prepared for commercial distribution, such as a movie or

musical composition. Another example is Section 411(c) of the act, which allows for an infringement suit to be brought for live

broadcasts before they are registered. Moreover, for an additional $800 fee, the Copyright Office allows copyright claimants to

seek expedited processing of a claim for special situations, including "pending or prospective litigation." Upon receiving an

expedited application, the Copyright Office will "make every attempt to examine the application … within five working days."



Key takeaways

In making a decision to commence an infringement action, copyright owners should factor in sufficient time – several months – for

the Copyright Office to process their applications and register their copyrights. In time-sensitive situations, copyright owners

typically opt to pay an additional $800 fee to expedite the process, which takes about a week to complete.

This content is provided for general informational purposes only, and your access or use of the content does not create an

attorney-client relationship between you or your organization and Cooley LLP, Cooley (UK) LLP, or any other affiliated practice or

entity (collectively referred to as “Cooley”). By accessing this content, you agree that the information provided does not constitute

legal or other professional advice. This content is not a substitute for obtaining legal advice from a qualified attorney licensed in

your jurisdiction and you should not act or refrain from acting based on this content. This content may be changed without notice. It

is not guaranteed to be complete, correct or up to date, and it may not reflect the most current legal developments. Prior results do

not guarantee a similar outcome. Do not send any confidential information to Cooley, as we do not have any duty to keep any

information you provide to us confidential. This content may be considered Attorney Advertising and is subject to our legal
notices.

Key Contacts

This information is a general description of the law; it is not intended to provide specific legal advice nor is it intended to create an

attorney-client relationship with Cooley LLP. Before taking any action on this information you should seek professional counsel.

 

Copyright © 2023 Cooley LLP, 3175 Hanover Street, Palo Alto, CA 94304; Cooley (UK) LLP, 22 Bishopsgate, London, UK EC2N

4BQ. Permission is granted to make and redistribute, without charge, copies of this entire document provided that such copies are

complete and unaltered and identify Cooley LLP as the author. All other rights reserved.

Bobby Ghajar 
Santa Monica

bghajar@cooley.com 
+1 310 883 6404

Colette Ghazarian 
Los Angeles

cghazarian@cooley.com 
+1 213 561 3222

https://www.cooley.com/legal-notices

	Supreme Court Rules Copyright Owners Must Obtain Registration Before Suing
	The Copyright Act’s registration requirement
	The Supreme Court’s decision
	Key takeaways
	Key Contacts


