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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Mississippi held that Honeywell, alleged to have designed but not
manufactured or sold a seatbelt buckle, was not a manufacturer subject to liability under the
Mississippi Products Liability Act. The court further held that the Act does not preclude a common-
law negligence claim against a nonmanufacturing and nonselling product designer. The judgment was
affirmed in part, reversed in part, and remanded.

CASE DETAILS

COURT Supreme Court of Mississippi

WRITING FOR THE COURT Waller, Chief Justice; Waller, C.J.; Carlson, P.J.; Dickinson, P.J.;
Randolph, J.; Lamar, J.; Kitchens, J.; Chandler, J.; Pierce, J.; King, J.

JURISDICTION Mississippi

DECIDED November 16, 2010

DOCKET No. 2010-CA-01924-SCT
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Lawson appealed from the Wayne County Circuit Court's final
judgment granting Honeywell summary judgment on her Mississippi
Products Liability Act claim and common-law negligence claim
arising from an allegedly defective automobile seatbelt buckle.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Summary-judgment rulings are reviewed de novo. Summary judgment
is proper when the record shows no genuine issue of material fact and
the moving party is entitled to judgment as a matter of law; evidence is
viewed in the light most favorable to the nonmoving party.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Honeywell was a manufacturer subject to liability under the Mississippi Products Liability Act
for allegedly designing the Gen-3 seatbelt buckle without manufacturing or selling it.

2. Whether the Mississippi Products Liability Act precludes a common-law negligence claim against a
nonmanufacturing and nonselling product designer.

HOLDINGS

1. A mere designer that does not bring a product into tangible form for direct sale or resale to the
consuming public is not a manufacturer under the MPLA. Because the record characterized Honeywell
as, at most, a product designer, the trial court properly granted summary judgment on Lawson's MPLA
design-defect claim.

2. The MPLA does not preclude common-law negligence claims against a product designer that is neither a
manufacturer nor a seller within the meaning of the statute. The trial court therefore erred by granting
Honeywell summary judgment on Lawson's negligence claim.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We affirm the trial court’s grant of summary judgment as to Lawson’s MPLA claim, as Honeywell is not the
“manufacturer” of the buckle for purposes of liability under the MPLA. However, we reverse the trial court’s
grant of summary judgment as to Lawson’s negligence claim, and remand for trial, as the MPLA does not
preclude common-law claims of negligence against a nonmanufacturing and nonselling designer of a
product.” (¶1)

“We hold that the MPLA does not preclude common-law negligence claims against nonmanufacturing
designers who do not fall under the purview of the statute.” (¶19)

“AFFIRMED IN PART; REVERSED IN PART AND REMANDED.” (¶22)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

On July 31, 2005, Pamela Lawson's 1999 Jeep Cherokee veered off a Mississippi highway and rolled over
several times. Lawson alleged that her properly fastened Gen-3 seatbelt buckle malfunctioned because of a
defective design, causing her ejection and severe injuries. She alleged that Honeywell had originally designed
the buckle before selling it to Chrysler, but Honeywell denied designing the buckle and asserted that its
predecessor had sold the relevant safety-restraint division before Honeywell was formed.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



Lawson sued Honeywell for strict liability under the Mississippi Products Liability Act, negligence, and
negligence per se. The circuit court held that the MPLA was the exclusive remedy for products-liability claims
and that its plain language did not permit a design-defect claim against an entity that neither manufactured nor
sold the product. The court denied reconsideration, entered final judgment dismissing Honeywell with prejudice,
and Lawson timely appealed. The Supreme Court of Mississippi affirmed the MPLA ruling, reversed the
negligence ruling, and remanded.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Remanded for further proceedings consistent with the opinion, including trial proceedings on Lawson's
common-law negligence claim against Honeywell.
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