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SUMMARY

The Georgia Court of Appeals affirmed a $3.8 million jury verdict for Felicia Blake in a products-

liability action arising from injuries allegedly caused by a defective seat-belt system. The majority

held that the trial court did not abuse its discretion by denying General Motors’ request for a

continuance after Blake’s expert disclosed a specific defect theory shortly before trial. A dissent

argued that the disclosure constituted unfair surprise and prejudiced General Motors’ ability to prepare

a defense.
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General Motors appealed from a judgment entered on a jury verdict
awarding Felicia Blake $3,800,000 in a products-liability action. GM
challenged the denial of its motion for a continuance based on alleged
surprise concerning a newly disclosed expert and theory of seat-belt

defect, along with other enumerations of error.

Denial of a motion for continuance is reviewed for manifest abuse of

the trial court's sound legal discretion.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the trial court manifestly abused its discretion by denying General Motors' renewed motion for
a continuance based on alleged surprise and prejudice arising from Blake's newly disclosed expert

testimony and theory of seat-belt defect.

2. Whether the remaining enumerations of error required reversal of the judgment.

HOLDINGS

1. The trial court did not manifestly abuse its broad discretion by denying General Motors' motion for a
continuance. GM did not adequately explain the alleged change in theory or demonstrate genuine,

justified prejudice, and it had had ample opportunity to investigate the seat-belt system before trial.

2. In a products-liability case, precise identification of the specific defect is not essential when the plaintiff

can show that the product failed to operate as intended and that the failure proximately caused the injury.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“King indicates that precise specificity is not essential for recovery so long as plaintiff can show that the seat

belt did not operate as intended and this was the proximate cause of her injuries.” (237 Ga. App. at 430)

“Defendant should not be permitted to avoid learning the facts by lack of thoroughness and then claim
surprise.” (237 Ga. App. at 431)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

On November 4, 1992, a taxicab crossed into oncoming traffic and collided head-on with the 1988 Chevrolet
Spectrum driven by Felicia Blake. Blake was wearing the vehicle's seat belt but suffered crippling leg injuries,
which she attributed to a defective seat-belt system that failed to restrain her. Shortly before trial, Blake's expert
identified a theory involving failures in the retractor and cinching latch plate rather than the previously asserted
theory that the belt had unlatched.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Blake sued the taxicab driver, the taxicab company, and General Motors after a collision caused her severe leg
injuries. The case was referred to arbitration, after which Blake demanded a jury trial. The state trial court denied

GM's motions for a continuance, the jury returned a verdict for Blake, and the Court of Appeals affirmed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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