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SUMMARY

The Texas Court of Appeals, Second Appellate District, considered a hospital’s challenge to an
attorney’s-fee award in a declaratory-judgment action concerning the reasonable and regular rate
supporting a hospital lien. The court held that the trial court did not abuse its discretion in awarding
fees to the patient while denying fees to the hospital, but modified the judgment to reduce the fee
award by $9,056 because of legally insufficient evidence and a discrepancy in billing records. As
modified, the judgment was affirmed.
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DISPOSITION affirmed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE The Hospital appealed the trial court's discretionary award of
attorney's fees to Featherly under the Uniform Declaratory Judgments
Act and its denial of the Hospital's request for attorney's fees. The
Hospital also challenged the sufficiency of the evidence supporting
portions of the fee award.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Attorney's-fee awards under the Uniform Declaratory Judgments Act
are reviewed for abuse of discretion. The reviewing court considers
whether the trial court had sufficient information to exercise its
discretion under legal- and factual-sufficiency standards and whether
the trial court made a reasonable decision based on the evidence and
applicable guiding principles. A trial court abuses its discretion when it



acts arbitrarily, unreasonably, or without reference to guiding legal
principles.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the trial court abused its discretion by awarding Featherly $196,166 in attorney's fees under the
Uniform Declaratory Judgments Act.

2. Whether legally sufficient evidence supported the portions of the fee award attributable to legal
assistants and the amount claimed in one attorney's affidavit.

3. Whether the trial court abused its discretion by denying the Hospital attorney's fees for defending against
Featherly's declaratory-judgment action.

HOLDINGS

1. The trial court did not abuse its discretion in determining that an award of attorney's fees to Featherly
was reasonable, equitable, and just, even though the award exceeded the amount by which the Hospital's
lien was reduced.

2. The evidence was legally insufficient to support $6,101.50 in presumed legal-assistant fees because the
record did not establish the assistants' qualifications, substantive legal work, supervision, or the
reasonableness of their rates and time.

3. The evidence was insufficient to support $2,954.50 because the amount requested in Michel's affidavit
did not match the total fees shown in the billing records.

4. The trial court did not abuse its discretion by denying the Hospital's request for attorney's fees.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We therefore hold that the trial court did not abuse its discretion by determining that this case presented
unique circumstances that warranted a fee award that exceeded the amount in dispute.” (at 34)

“Because there was no evidence concerning the legal assistants’ qualifications, whether they performed
substantive legal work under the direction and supervision of an attorney, or whether their fees were
reasonable, we hold that the evidence is legally insufficient to support the legal-assistant fees that were
included in the fee award based on the total fees submitted by Michel.” (at 42)



“As modified, we affirm the trial court’s judgment.” (at 49)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Featherly was injured in a 2014 motor-vehicle accident and received emergency-room treatment from the
Hospital. The Hospital claimed charges of $24,682 and filed a statutory hospital lien, while Featherly contended
that the reasonable and regular rate was lower. After a declaratory-judgment action and an earlier appeal, a
second jury determined that the reasonable and regular rate was $18,559.25. The trial court awarded Featherly
attorney's fees under the UDJA and denied the Hospital's fee request; the record showed that both sides had
incurred or budgeted approximately $200,000 in fees while litigating the lien.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

After a prior appeal resulted in a remand for a new trial on the Hospital's ratification defense, a second jury
found that $18,559.25 was the reasonable and regular rate for the Hospital's services. The trial court declared the
Hospital's lien invalid to the extent it exceeded that amount, awarded Featherly $196,166 in attorney's fees, and
denied the Hospital's fee request. The court of appeals held that the trial court did not abuse its discretion in
awarding fees to Featherly and denying fees to the Hospital, but modified the judgment to remove $9,056 from
the award because the evidence did not support presumed legal-assistant fees and part of the amount claimed in
counsel's affidavit.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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