Belt Rules Keep Juries in the Dark

By Jeff Longstreth
The Ohio Supreme Court has recently heard an important case that touches the lives of millions of Ohio residents – anyone, in fact, who owns or rides in a car equipped with air bags. The case is also important for what it tells us about our current legal climate. 

The incident in question involved David Gable of Gates Mill, who was paralyzed in a 1995 accident in Cuyahoga County. He was a passenger in his wife’s car when, sadly, the car was involved in a collision. He blamed his injuries on airbag impact and sued DaimlerChrysler, the automaker.  

DaimlerChrysler totally disagreed it was at fault. It argued in court that Mr. Gable’s injuries were not caused by the airbag at all. Instead, he had struck the interior of the car, and that would not have happened if he had been wearing his seatbelt. His wife, after all, was wearing her belt and was not injured. Their small child, who was restrained in the back seat, was not injured either. 

The jury, sensibly in my view, agreed that Mr. Gable bore more responsibility for his injuries than the automaker. Most people would probably say the jury had decided wisely. After all, if an accident victim does everything reasonable to protect himself, and is grievously injured nonetheless, more blame might be apportioned to the automaker. Yet if a passenger fails to take the most necessary safety precaution of buckling up – which is the law in many states, including Ohio – then more of the blame should rest with the injured party. 

Here’s where the story gets interesting: The jury’s sensible decision was overturned on appeal. Why? The appeals court ruled the jury had no business knowing Mr. Gable had failed to put on his belt. This vital evidence, the court ruled, was improperly allowed. 

How did we get to the point where crucial evidence is withheld from juries? Not by accident. These rules are the handiwork of the trial lawyer industry, and are yet another example of how this powerful group manipulates the legal system to its own ends. 

Trial lawyers know that juries try very hard to be fair, and when they hear that an injured party had not bothered to put on a seat belt, they are likely to conclude the injured party should bear the brunt of responsibility. Accordingly, trial lawyers have succeeded in convincing state legislators -- many of whom receive massive campaign contributions from the plaintiff’s bar -- to greatly restrict the circumstances in which seat belt testimony is allowed. 

This is somewhat ironic, to be sure. Trial lawyers are all for full disclosure of information – as long as it serves their purposes. But any sort of evidence, including vital evidence such as seat belt usage, is suppressed if it can possibly get between the lawyers and a large settlement. This is clearly wrong. I believe legislators who back reform will in turn be backed by every fair-thinking citizen of Ohio. This issue should be put front and center, soon, and I hope this Supreme Court case will inspire reform.    

Most Americans, it is safe to assume, believe juries should be allowed to hear all the pertinent evidence in a case. They recognize that if juries aren’t allowed to hear the vital facts, their final decision cannot be considered fair. If a decision isn’t fair, then the court system has failed to deliver justice, and the rule of law is undermined. 

It is indisputably clear that juries are routinely denied the opportunity to hear crucial evidence – or, if such evidence is heard, that the jury’s decision is overthrown on appeal, as happened in the Gable case. That has nothing to do with justice, and everything to do with manipulation. That is the case for reform, and I think the case is airtight. In the meantime, we should never forget that while airbags can reduce injuries, seat belts are vital. Buckling up is not only the law in Ohio. It is the smart thing to do.     
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