“My Word”

By Slade O’Brien

Did you know that a Florida court could require you to pay for damages caused by other people?  As unfair as that sounds, it’s the law.  

Unfortunately, Florida is one of the few states in the nation where you might not be most at fault in a lawsuit but you could still end up paying most of the damages. Under Florida’s joint and several liability law, you could be required to pay up to $2 million dollars more than the damages you actually caused. This unfair approach has become an open invitation to personal injury lawyers to file questionable lawsuits that target individuals and organizations based on their ability to pay, not their degree of responsibility. This isn’t justice and this isn’t fair; it is greed and we all pay for it.

Every day over 1,200 lawsuits are filed in Florida, creating a lawsuit environment that threatens our families, our small businesses, our healthcare providers and our communities. And when personal injury lawyers go after Florida employers, jobs are threatened and so is our state’s economy. This month, Governor Bush called joint-and-several "a job-killer in the first degree," during his state-of-the-state speech because, after all, why should a business choose to locate in a state that makes it a target for lawsuits when it can locate a few hours away in a state that has more balanced laws?  

And even if you are not the target of one of these abusive lawsuits, you still pay the price. Just the fear of litigation can lead to skyrocketing liability costs for businesses. These litigation and liability costs are passed on to Florida’s consumers, workers, taxpayers and working families in the form of higher prices for goods and services. 

Luckily, the Florida legislature has a golden opportunity to pass reform legislation this session that will offer relief from questionable lawsuits and make our legal system fairer. House and Senate reform bills, HB146 and SB2006, will help improve our state’s lawsuit environment by changing the law so that a person can only be made to pay for his or her fair share of a loss – not for the damages caused by another.  This reform would be a significant step forward in bringing Florida back into line with the majority of states on this basic issue of fairness.  More importantly it would help take the lawsuit target off the back of Florida citizens and businesses.  
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