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If a court holds portions of a rule unlawful, and the agency has been silent about
severability, then the default remedy is to vacate the entire rule, including those portions that the
court did not hold unlawful.1 This outcome can impose unnecessary costs on the agency, if it
chooses to re-promulgate the portions of the rule that the court did not hold unlawful but
nonetheless set aside, and on the public, which would forgo any benefits that would have accrued
under those portions of the rule.
In recent years, as administrative rules have become more complex,2 some agencies have
adapted the concept of severability originally developed in the legislative context. Specifically,
some agencies have included provisions in some of their rules stating that if portions of the rule
are held unlawful in court, other portions not held unlawful should be allowed to go into or
remain in effect.3 To date, only a handful of agencies have used these severability clauses,4 yet
many other agencies issue rules that may be good candidates for considering the possibility of
severability.
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This Recommendation suggests best practices for agencies in addressing severability in a
rulemaking. Addressing severability is not appropriate in every rulemaking. Indeed, if agencies
include severability clauses without a reasoned discussion of the rationale behind them and how
severability might apply to a particular rule, the courts will be less likely to give them much
weight. By contrast, addressing severability can be particularly valuable when an agency
recognizes that some portions of its proposed rule are more likely to be challenged than others
and that the remaining portions of the rule can and should function independently.
It is not yet clear how principles of severability developed in the context of judicial
review of legislation should be adapted to judicial review of agency rules. Nor is it clear how
much weight the courts will or should give to an agency’s expression of its views on severability.
The Supreme Court has never addressed the issue, and the lower courts have reached different
results in the context of particular rulemakings.5
General principles of administrative law suggest that the agency’s views on severability
should be most persuasive when: (1) the agency includes its severability proposal in the text of
the proposed rule and the agency’s initial rationale for severability is explained in the preamble
to the proposed rule; (2) these initial positions are made available for comment by interested
parties; (3) the agency addresses its determination of severability in the text of the final rule; (4)
the agency addresses the rationale for severability in the statement of basis and purpose
accompanying the final rule (in the same manner as any other substantive policy issue in the
rulemaking); and (5) the agency explains how specific portions of the rule would operate
independently. While courts may also be willing to consider the agency’s view on severability as
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expressed in agency briefs or at oral argument,6 courts may be less likely to agree with the
agency if the issue of severability comes up for the first time in litigation because of “‘the
fundamental principle that agency policy is to be made, in the first instance, by the agency
itself—not by courts, and not by agency counsel.’”7
Sometimes courts have concluded that an agency’s intentions are sufficiently clear to
support severability, despite the absence of a severability clause or discussion of the issue in the
rulemaking.8 This outcome is more likely, however, if the agency includes a severability clause
in the proposed regulatory text; invites comment; and includes in the rule’s statement of basis
and purpose a reasoned explanation for why the agency believes some portions of the rule can
and should function independently.
A separate but related question is how parties to a challenge to an agency rule should
address the question of severability during litigation. Litigants may be reluctant to address the
issue of severability in their briefs because: (1) it is often not clear in advance which portions of
a rule a court may hold unlawful and on what basis; or (2) they may fear that addressing
severability would suggest weakness in their positions on the merits.9
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RECOMMENDATION
1. Early in the process of developing a rule, in addition to other programmatic
considerations, agencies that anticipate litigation should consider whether a rule is
divisible into portions that could and should function independently if other portions were
to be held unlawful on judicial review.
a. If the agency intends that portions of the rule should continue in effect even if
other portions are later held unlawful on judicial review, it should draft the rule so
that it is divisible into independent portions that reflect this purpose.
b. In order to provide members of the public an opportunity for comment, agencies
should address the issue of severability in the text of the proposed rule and
provide a reasoned explanation for the proposal.
c. Agencies should likewise address their determination of severability in the text of
the final rule and provide a reasoned explanation for that determination in the
statement of basis and purpose. Agencies should identify which portions, if any,
they intend to be severable and explain how they relate to other portions in the
event a court holds some portions of the rule unlawful.
2. When severability becomes an issue on judicial review, and it has not been previously
briefed, courts should solicit the parties’ views on severability.
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