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Buddhist Meditation Center Files Suit Against the
City of Mobile, City of Mobile City Council and City of Mobile Planning Commission

On July 25, 2016, Storzer & Associates, P.C. client Thai Meditation Association of Alabama, Inc. filed suit against
the City of Mobile, Alabama and its City Council and Planning Commission, challenging the denial of the Center’s
application to build a small Buddhist meditation center — a hall for quiet meditation and a cottage for visiting monks
—on a 6.7-acre heavily wooded lot located at 2410 Eloong Road. The Complaint was filed in federal district court
and alleges violations of the First and Fourteenth Amendments to the U.S. Constitution, the federal Religious Land
Use and Institutionalized Persons Act (“RLUIPA”) and the Alabama State Constitution. The Center is also
represented by Alabama attorney John L. Lawler.

The Complaint describes the substantial hostility faced by the Center from local residents during the zoning
proceedings on the Center’s planning approval applications. It states that City officials treated Buddhist worship
activity, which includes meditation, chanting, Buddhist lectures and alms offering ceremonies, differently and worse
than other forms of worship that are accepted by the City. Specifically, the Complaint alleges:

The primary focus of the City’s Planning Department, Planning Commission and City Council
proceedings--which resulted in a decision denying outright the meditation center use--was the
Defendants’ hostility toward the religious denomination and practices of the Center.

The Center’s Complaint states that it was subjected to different and worse treatment than other religious
organizations in violation of nondiscrimination principles included in RLUIPA, and the Alabama and federal
constitutions. The Complaint also includes allegations that City officials attempted to mask the religious
discrimination that motivated the decision, choosing to issue a letter of denial that outlined pretextual reasons for
the denial of the application, and that any legitimate land use issues could have been resolved by imposing
conditions on the approval, as the City has done with many other religious organizations.

“This is exactly the kind of hostility against new or unfamiliar faiths that motivated Congress to enact RLUIPA,”
said Roman P. Storzer, attorney for the Center. “The Center played by the rules, but the City moved the goalposts.
There is no good reason why a small Buddhist meditation center cannot exist harmoniously at this location.”

Religious land uses are protected from undue burdens, discrimination and arbitrary treatment under RLUIPA, which
was passed by Congress sixteen years ago to prevent undue burdens on and discrimination against religious
institutions in land use regulation. The attorneys of Storzer & Associates, P.C. have represented scores of churches,
temples, mosques and synagogues in land use conflicts from Hawaii to Florida. Storzer has been described by the
Religion Newswriters Association as “one of the country’s most experienced litigators” in religious land use law,
and has successfully represented Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, Native American, Sikh and other
religious organizations in RLUIPA and First Amendment cases throughout the nation.

Mr. Lawler, who specializes in Land Use and Zoning Law, was, for more than 20 years, the attorney for the City of
Mobile Planning Commission. He has represented municipalities and private land owners concerning Land Use
and Zoning Law for over 30 years. He has been a frequent speaker at seminars on Zoning and Land Use. The
Complaint is available on request.



