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SUMMARY

The Rhode Island Supreme Court affirmed summary judgment for The Narragansett Electric Company

in a negligence action arising from an eighteen-year-old trespasser’s severe injuries at an electrical

substation. The court held that, under Rhode Island premises-liability law, an adult trespasser is owed

no duty unless actually discovered in a position of peril, and that alleged repeated trespassing did not

establish constructive discovery. The court also concluded that the cited Public Utilities Commission

regulations did not create a duty owed to the plaintiff and that an alternative duty argument was

waived.
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Plaintiff appealed the Providence County Superior Court's grant of the
defendant's motion for summary judgment in a negligence action
arising from injuries suffered while plaintiff was trespassing in an

electrical substation.

Summary judgment is reviewed de novo. The evidence is viewed in
the light most favorable to the nonmoving party, and summary
judgment is proper when no genuine issue of material fact exists and
the moving party is entitled to judgment as a matter of law. The

existence of a legal duty is a question of law.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether National Grid owed an adult trespasser a duty of care under Rhode Island premises-liability law

absent actual discovery of the trespasser in a position of peril.

2. Whether Rhode Island Public Utilities Commission safety regulations created a duty of care running

from National Grid to Borgo.

3. Whether National Grid's conduct as an electrical distributor independently created a duty under the
factors identified in Banks v. Bowen's Landing Corp.

4. Whether the plaintiff's expert affidavit created a genuine issue concerning breach when no legal duty had
been established.

HOLDINGS

1. Under Rhode Island law, a landowner owes an adult trespasser no duty of care unless the trespasser is
actually discovered in a position of peril; constructive knowledge, repeated trespassing, or a beaten-path
exception does not create such a duty. Because Borgo was not actually discovered, National Grid owed
her no premises-liability duty.

2. The PUC regulations did not create a duty of care running from National Grid to Borgo because the
regulations were not shown to be designed to protect adult trespassers or members of the general public

injured inside an electrical facility.

3. The expert affidavit could not prevent summary judgment because evidence of breach is immaterial

unless the plaintiff first establishes that the defendant owed a legal duty.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Because it is undisputed that at the time of the accident plaintiff was an adult trespasser, under our well-
settled law she was owed no duty unless she was actually discovered in a position of peril by National Grid.”
(-14)

“Accordingly, because here the plaintiff has not shown the existence of a duty owed to her by National Grid
through any of her alternative theories, summary judgment was not only proper, it was necessary, as evidence

of a breach cannot be considered without first establishing a duty.” (-20)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



In April 2014, eighteen-year-old RISD student Flavia Linnea Borgo entered National Grid's active electrical
substation with another student to take photographs for an art project. While inside, Borgo came into contact
with electrical equipment and suffered severe injuries, including amputation of her left hand. She admitted for
purposes of summary judgment that she was an adult trespasser, and there was no evidence that National Grid

actually discovered her in a position of peril before the accident.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Borgo filed a negligence complaint in Providence County Superior Court in 2016. After discovery, National Grid
moved for summary judgment on the ground that an adult trespasser was owed no duty of care as a matter of
law. The Superior Court granted the motion and entered judgment for National Grid on October 14, 2020. The
Supreme Court of Rhode Island affirmed after directing the parties to show cause why the appeal should not be

summarily decided.
DISPOSITION

affirmed

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The record shall be returned to the Superior Court.
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