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SUMMARY

The Florida Third District Court of Appeal held that a trial court could not direct a verdict against a

contribution claim based on displeasure with the terms of a good-faith settlement where the parties had

agreed to its reasonableness. The court also held that the parties' pretrial stipulations were binding and

that conflicting evidence supporting the contribution claim required submission to the jury. The

judgment was reversed and the case remanded for a new trial.
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Lotspeich appealed after the trial court directed a verdict for the third-

party defendant in an action for contribution between joint tort-feasors.

Whether the evidence was sufficient to submit the issues to the jury
and whether the trial court abused its discretion in refusing to reopen

the case to admit the release document.
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1. Whether a trial court may direct a verdict against a third-party plaintiff in a contribution action based on
the court's disapproval of the terms of a good-faith settlement when the parties agreed that the settlement

was reasonable.

2. Whether the parties' stipulation that the settlement would not be an issue in the contribution action was

binding on the court and precluded requiring testimony from the tort victim about the settlement.
3. Whether the evidence was sufficient to require submission of the contribution issues to the jury.

4. Whether refusing to reopen the case to admit the original release document constituted an abuse of

discretion under the circumstances.

HOLDINGS

1. A trial court's personal dislike of the terms of a good-faith settlement cannot justify directing a verdict

for the third-party defendant when the settlement's reasonableness was agreed to by all parties.

2. A stipulation that a settlement occurred, fixed damages at $600,000, and would not be an issue in the

contribution action was binding on the parties and the court and had to be strictly enforced.

3. Where evidence, even if conflicting or susceptible to different reasonable inferences, tends to prove the
third-party plaintiff's case, the issues must be submitted to the jury rather than resolved by directed

verdict.

4. On the facts presented, refusing to reopen the case to admit the original release document was an abuse
of discretion.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“In an action for contribution against a joint tort-feasor the trial court's personal dislike for the terms of a
good faith settlement between the tort victim and defendant/third-party plaintiff could be no basis for
directing a verdict for the third-party defendant where the reasonableness of the settlement was agreed to by
all the parties.” (1164)

“Settlement agreements are highly favored in the law and will be upheld whenever possible because they are
means of amicably resolving doubts and preventing lawsuits” (1165)

“Pretrial stipulations prescribing the issues on which a case is to be tried are binding upon the parties and
the court, and should be strictly enforced.” (1165)

“There is evidence, though conflicting, or susceptible to different reasonable inferences, tending to prove

third-party plaintiff's case, therefore the issues should have been submitted to the jury.” (1166)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The tort victim and the defendant/third-party plaintiff entered into a settlement fixing damages at $600,000, with
$500,000 payable upon execution of release documents and $100,000 payable after trial on the contribution
claim so that the victim would remain available to testify. The parties stipulated on the record that the settlement
had occurred, that its amount was reasonable, and that the settlement would not be an issue in the contribution

action. The trial court nevertheless directed a verdict, apparently because it disapproved of the settlement terms



and because the release document had not been introduced. The record contained conflicting evidence and

evidence susceptible to different reasonable inferences concerning the third-party plaintiff's contribution claim.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The trial court directed a verdict against the third-party plaintiff after expressing disapproval of the terms of a
settlement between the tort victim and the defendant/third-party plaintiff. The court also refused to reopen the
case to admit the original release document. The Third District Court of Appeal reversed and remanded for a

new trial.
DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Remanded for a new trial, with the settlement stipulation enforced and the contribution issues submitted to the

jury if supported by the evidence.
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