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illiams brought in the big-
gest settlement of his career
by far in February in a field

of law outside his typical practice area.
Usually, he represents large pension
funds in securities class actions. For
instance, in April he settled a pension
fund’s action against insurance giant

Metlife Inc. for S84 million. The court
also awarded more than $19 million in
fees and expenses in June.

The February settlement was a whop-
ping $650 million. It resolved a class
action accusing Facebook of violating
Ilinois’ tough online privacy law with
its facial recognition feature. In re Face-
book Biometric Information Privacy Liti-
gation, 3:15-cv-03747 (N.D. Cal., filed
Aug. 17, 2015).

The lawsuit alleged Facebook used
photos posted by users to create “face
templates” of the photo subjects, which
could be used to identify those people
later in other photos. “It was a very pop-
ular feature,” Williams said.

The Illinois Biometric Information
Privacy Act requires written consent
before a person or entity may collect or
store someone’s biometric data, which
Facebook did not have.

When he approved the all-cash settle-
ment—plus $97.5 million in fees for the
three class counsel firms—U.S. District
Judge James Donato called it “a land-
mark result” that was “achieved in the
context of a new and untested statute.”
He said it will pay every interested class
member at least $345.

“For me and everyone on the plain-
tiffs’ litigation team, it was a unique
experience because of the uniqueness
of the issues,” Williams said.

In the class action against MetLife,
Williams alleged that the company was
scouring the Social Security Admin-
istration’s Death Master File to find
deceased annuity beneficiaries. But it
was not using the file to find people due
life insurance benefits.

That meant MetLife was overstating
earnings and understating liabilities,
the class action alleged, causing its
stock price to tumble once the news
broke and hurting shareholders.

“We prosecuted that case for nine
years,” he said. “It was just a tough case
with complicated issues of how insur-
ance works.”

Williams concedes another set of
his cases have not done well. In those,
he represents shareholders attempt-
ing to compel companies to make their
boards of directors more diverse.

“I wish we were a little bit more suc-
cessful, but the story has not been en-
tirely written yet,” he said.

— Don DeBenedictis
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