
SUPREME COURT OF THE STATE OF NEW MEXICO

Acosta v. Shell Western Exploration and Production, Inc.
Acosta v. Shell W. Expl. & Prod., Inc., 2016-NMSC-012 (2016) · No. S-1-SC-33884 · Decided March 3, 2016

SUMMARY

The New Mexico Supreme Court held that the district court applied an incorrect standard when
excluding expert and scientific evidence offered to establish that petrochemical exposure caused
autoimmune disorders. The court concluded that the epidemiological study, animal studies, and related
expert testimony were probative of causation and should have been admitted, even if they were not
independently sufficient to establish the plaintiffs' entire burden of proof. It reversed the partial
summary judgment for Shell and remanded for further proceedings.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiffs sought review by certiorari of the Court of Appeals'
affirmance of the district court's exclusion of expert causation
evidence and partial summary judgment for Shell on claims involving
lupus and other autoimmune disorders.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The Supreme Court reviewed the threshold question whether the
district court applied the correct evidentiary standard de novo,
reviewed the related partial-summary-judgment ruling de novo, and
ordinarily reviews admission or exclusion of evidence for abuse of
discretion.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the district court applied an incorrect standard when it excluded Dr. Dahlgren's epidemiological
study, animal studies, and causation testimony as irrelevant or insufficient to establish general causation.

2. Whether New Mexico law permits exclusion of expert testimony because of an allegedly excessive
analytical gap between the underlying data and the expert's conclusions.

3. Whether partial summary judgment was proper after exclusion of the plaintiffs' general-causation
evidence.

HOLDINGS

1. Expert evidence is admissible under Rule 11-702 when the expert is qualified, the testimony assists the
trier of fact, and the testimony concerns scientific, technical, or specialized knowledge with a reliable
basis. Relevance is a minimal threshold; evidence need only have a tendency to make a fact more or less
probable.

2. New Mexico does not adopt the Joiner rule permitting a judge to reject expert testimony merely because
the analytical gap between the underlying evidence and the expert's conclusion is too great.

3. A toxic-tort plaintiff must establish general causation—that the suspected agent is capable of causing the
injury in the general population—and specific causation—that the agent actually caused the plaintiff's
injury. Evidence need not conclusively establish general causation to be admissible if it is scientifically
valid and probative of causation.

4. Partial summary judgment for Shell on the lupus and autoimmune-disorder claims was improper because
it resulted from the erroneous exclusion of plaintiffs' general-causation evidence, which created a
genuine issue of material fact.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Admissibility is a minimal standard for individual items of evidence, including expert opinions.” (¶ 21)

“New Mexico has never adopted the Joiner rule that a judge may reject expert testimony where the
“analytical gap” between the underlying evidence and the expert’s conclusions is “too great,”” (¶ 27)

“Given the capabilities of jurors and the liberal thrust of the rules of evidence, we believe any doubt
regarding the admissibility of scientific evidence should be resolved in favor of admission, rather than
exclusion.” (¶ 28)

“We conclude that the methodology of Dahlgren’s study supports a valid scientific inference that is probative
of causation, even if it does not conclusively establish that the specific chemicals at issue here, the agents, can



cause lupus or other autoimmune disorders.” (¶ 42)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Shell conducted oil and gas operations in Hobbs, New Mexico, including use of an unlined hydrocarbon storage
pit and a nearby tank battery. Extensive hydrocarbon contamination was later discovered in the Westgate
subdivision and surrounding soil and groundwater. Plaintiffs alleged that exposure to benzene, hydrocarbons,
mercury, and other crude-oil chemicals caused or aggravated lupus and other autoimmune disorders. Dr. James
Dahlgren offered epidemiological, toxicological, animal-study, and exposure evidence supporting general and
specific causation.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The district court excluded portions of Dr. James Dahlgren's causation evidence, including animal studies, his
epidemiological study, and his causation opinion, and granted Shell partial summary judgment on the
autoimmune-disorder claims. The Court of Appeals affirmed, concluding that the evidence did not sufficiently
bridge the analytical gap between association and causation. The New Mexico Supreme Court granted certiorari,
reversed the lower courts, and remanded.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Remand to the district court for proceedings consistent with the opinion, including consideration of the admitted
causation evidence and further proceedings on the autoimmune-disorder claims.
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