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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Alabama considers consolidated appeals arising from injuries inflicted by an

escaped inmate and claims against correctional officials. The opinion addresses the scope of the no-

duty rule in Donahoo v. State and the application of State-agent immunity under Ex parte Cranman

and related cases. The court distinguishes the special-duty rule applicable to parole officials from the

case-by-case duty analysis applicable to other State agents.
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Plaintiffs injured by an escaped prison inmate appealed consolidated
summary judgments entered for four Alabama prison officials sued in

their individual capacities.

Summary judgment is reviewed de novo. Questions concerning the
applicability of State-agent immunity and the existence of a legal duty
are questions of law, although immunity and duty may depend on the

factual record.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the broad no-duty rule announced in Donahoo v. State barred negligence and wantonness

claims against prison officials for injuries caused by an escaped inmate.

2. Whether Donahoo should be overruled or limited to parole officials rather than applied to all State

officials.

3. Whether the defendants' State-agent-immunity defenses should be resolved before or together with the

duty issue on remand.

HOLDINGS

1. Donahoo is overruled to the extent that it announced a comprehensive no-duty rule applicable to all
State officials; its special-duty rule remains applicable to parole officials because of their unique

statutory functions and responsibilities.

2. The trial court must address the defendants' State-agent-immunity defenses under the State-agent-
immunity rule adopted in Ex parte Cranman and Ex parte Butts, including whether the defendants
performed discretionary functions and whether an exception such as willful, malicious, fraudulent, bad-

faith, unauthorized, or legally mistaken conduct applies.

3. The summary judgments for the prison officials must be reversed because they were based solely on the
improperly broad application of Donahoo, and the cases must be remanded for the trial court to consider

State-agent immunity and, if necessary, duty.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We today overrule Donahoo to the extent that it announced a rule of duty that comprehensively and
indiscriminately embraced all State officials, rather than just parole officials, the special class of State
officials to which its rationale was directed; therefore, we must remand this case for further consideration.”
(at 30-31)

“We have today overruled Donahoo to the extent that it announced a no-duty rule as to all State officials, not

just parole officials.” (at 33)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Scourterrious Lofton, a maximum-security inmate with a history of escapes and violent offenses, escaped from
an outdoor disciplinary chain gang at Limestone Correctional Facility. The prison failed to act on notice of
Lofton's reclassification, failed to presumptively place him under close supervision while awaiting that decision,
and used leg irons known to be ineffective. While supervising the chain gang alone during a lunch break at an



inmate cemetery, correctional officer Jim Yarbrough failed to maintain adequate observation, allowing Lofton to

escape and later assault, rob, and terrorize the plaintiffs.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The Ryans, the Smiths, and the Pedens filed separate negligence and wantonness actions in the Circuit Court of
Limestone County against prison officials. After extensive discovery, the defendants moved for summary
judgment based principally on State-agent immunity under Ex parte Cranman and the no-duty rule stated in
Donahoo v. State. The trial court entered nearly identical summary judgments for all defendants solely on the

basis of Donahoo. The Alabama Supreme Court reversed and remanded.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The trial court must reconsider the State-agent-immunity and duty issues, in either order, although immunity
generally should be addressed first. The court must determine those issues on the developed factual record and

may reach the duty issue only as necessary after resolving immunity.
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