SUPREME COURT OF IOWA

In re Estate of Vajgrt

801 N.W.2d 570 (Iowa 2011) - No. No. 10-1088 - Decided August 5, 2011

SUMMARY

The Iowa Supreme Court affirmed the denial of punitive damages against the estate of Johnny Vajgrt,

holding that Iowa precedent bars recovery of punitive damages when the tortfeasor dies before

judgment. The court concluded that Iowa’s survival statute and punitive-damages statute did not

displace that precedent, and it declined to adopt a different rule based on deterrence or other policy

considerations. Justices Wiggins and Appel concurred specially, while Justice Hecht dissented.
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Bill Ernst, Inc. appealed from an Iowa district court ruling denying its

claim for punitive damages against the estate of a deceased tortfeasor.
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1. Whether a claim for punitive damages survives the death of the tortfeasor and may be pursued against

the tortfeasor's estate.

2. Whether Iowa's survival statute, punitive-damages statute, and deterrence policies warranted

reconsideration of ITowa precedent barring punitive damages against a deceased tortfeasor's estate.

HOLDINGS

1. Under Iowa law, punitive damages may not be recovered from the estate of a deceased tortfeasor when
the tortfeasor dies before judgment.

2. Jowa's survival statute does not preserve a claim for punitive damages against the estate of a tortfeasor

who dies before judgment.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The long-standing rule in this state bars the recovery of punitive damages when the tortfeasor dies before
judgment.” (573)

“In short, reliance on the survival statute did not carry the day when Sheik was decided. If anything, the
argument has less force today, given the legislature’s repeated reenactment of the survival statute without
attempting to disturb the holding in Sheik.” (574)

“For the foregoing reasons, we affirm the judgment of the district court, including its refusal to award
punitive damages against Vajgrt’s estate.” (578)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Vajgrt received permission to enter Bill Ernst, Inc.'s property to remove one fallen tree near Burnett Creek.
Instead, Vajgrt and another person removed approximately forty live trees from the property. Vajgrt died before
Ernst pursued judicial relief, and Ernst later filed a probate claim against Vajgrt's estate seeking compensatory
and punitive damages.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Ernst filed a probate claim seeking compensatory and punitive damages after Johnny Vajgrt died. Following a
contested hearing, the district court awarded $2,300 in compensatory damages for trees removed from Ernst's

property but denied punitive damages. Ernst appealed only the denial of punitive damages.
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