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OPINION

PER CURIAM:

Appellants, a group of West Virginia residents who applied for dis-
ability benefits from the Social Security Administration (SSA), appeal
an order of the district court dismissing their claims against Appellee
John S. Jeffers, Director of the Division of Rehabilitation Services of
West Virginia (DRS). Because we conclude that Appellants lack
standing to pursue this litigation, we affirm.

Applications for disability benefits are subject to a four-step
administrative review process which involves both the federal and
state governments. The first two levels of review are conducted by a
state disability determination service—in this case, the DRS—and
consist of an initial determination regarding disability and reconsider-
ation of any denial of disability benefits. After completion of these
stages of review, a claimant’s file is transferred to the SSA, which
retains possession of it thereafter. The second two levels of adminis-
trative review are conducted by the SSA.

In December 1997, Appellants filed this action pursuant to 42
U.S.C.A. 8 1983 (West Supp. 2001), claiming that the DRS failed to
comply with certain federal regulations. At that time, all of Appel-
lants’ initial disability claims had passed beyond the first two stages
of administrative review. Ultimately, the district court dismissed the
action. The court concluded that it could not grant the relief Appel-
lants sought—reconsideration of their disability applications—
because Jeffers was no longer in possession of Appellants’ files and
the court could not force the SSA, which was not before it, to return
the files to the DRS.

.
The Constitution provides that "[t]he judicial Power™ of the federal

courts extends only to specified "Cases" and "Controversies." U.S.
Const. art. 111, 8§ 2, cl. 1. "The doctrine of standing has always been
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an essential component of [the] case or controversy requirement of
federal jurisdiction,” Marshall v. Meadows, 105 F.3d 904, 906 (4th
Cir. 1997), and is assessed as of the filing of the complaint, see
Friends of the Earth, Inc. v. Laidlaw Envtl. Servs. (TOC), Inc., 528
U.S. 167, 180 (2000). In order to establish standing, a plaintiff bears
the burden of showing that he suffered an actual or threatened "injury
in fact"; that the injury is "fairly traceable™ to the defendant’s
complained-of conduct; and that the injury likely will be redressed by
the relief sought. Id. at 180-81 (internal quotation marks omitted).
Because standing is a jurisdictional requirement, the question of
whether it exists must be addressed before consideration of the merits.
See Steel Co. v. Citizens for a Better Env’t, 523 U.S. 83, 93-94
(1998).

We conclude that Appellants lacked standing at the outset of this
litigation. When the complaint was filed, Appellants’ disability claims
had passed out of the first two stages of administrative review, with
the result that there was no relief that the district court could grant
against Jeffers that would redress the injury allegedly suffered by
Appellants. Accordingly, Appellants lacked standing and the action
was properly dismissed.

For the reasons set forth above, we affirm the dismissal of this
action by the district court.

AFFIRMED



