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SUMMARY

The Appellate Division, Second Department, reversed an order denying the plaintiffs' motion for a
unified trial on liability and damages in a personal-injury action. The court held that conflicting
accounts of the accident and evidence concerning the infant plaintiff's injuries made the nature of the
injuries probative of how the accident occurred. The court therefore granted the motion for a unified

trial.
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DISPOSITION reversed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE The plaintiffs appealed from an order denying their motion for a

unified trial on liability and damages in a personal-injury action.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Whether to bifurcate or unify a trial rests within the trial court's
discretion and will not be disturbed absent an improvident exercise of
discretion.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the trial court improvidently exercised its discretion by denying the plaintiffs' motion for a

unified trial on liability and damages.

2. Whether the nature of the infant plaintiff's injuries had an important bearing on the disputed issue of

liability and therefore supported a unified trial.

HOLDINGS

1. A unified trial should be granted where the nature of the plaintiff's injuries has an important bearing on
liability; because the parties offered conflicting accounts of the accident and the injury evidence was
probative of how the accident occurred, the trial court improvidently exercised its discretion in denying

the motion.

2. The decision whether to conduct a bifurcated or unified trial is committed to the trial court's discretion

and should not be disturbed absent an improvident exercise of that discretion.

KEY QUOTATIONS
“Unified trials should only be held 'where the nature of the injuries has an important bearing on the issue of
liability'” (*1)

“Although [*2]bifurcation is encouraged in appropriate settings, bifurcation is not an absolute given and it is
the responsibility of the trial judge to exercise discretion in determining whether bifurcation is appropriate in
light of all relevant facts and circumstances presented by the individual cases” (*2)

“The decision whether to conduct a bifurcated trial rests within the discretion of the trial court, and should

not be disturbed absent an improvident exercise of discretion” (*2)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The infant plaintiff allegedly suffered an injury on May 16, 2020, when the right foot was run over by a van
operated by Wilber Gonzalez and owned by Jacinto Santos. Gonzalez disputed that account, testifying that the
van was not operating and that he saw the infant plaintiff's father picking her up beside a fallen bicycle. The
plaintiffs argued that the nature and extent of the injuries was probative of whether the injury resulted from being

run over by the van or from a bicycle fall.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

After discovery was completed, the plaintiffs moved for a unified trial on liability and damages. The Supreme

Court, Suffolk County, denied the motion. The Appellate Division reversed and granted the motion.

DISPOSITION



reversed

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The order was reversed, with costs, and the plaintiffs' motion for a unified trial on liability and damages was
granted.
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