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SUMMARY

The Alabama Supreme Court held that a publicly funded mental-health organization may receive
reasonable expert-witness fees when its qualified employees provide expert testimony in involuntary
civil-commitment proceedings. The court interpreted Alabama Code § 22-52-14 according to its plain
language, concluding that the statute does not exclude salaried employees or publicly funded
organizations from eligibility. The court reversed the Mobile County Probate Court’s denial of fees
and remanded for further proceedings.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether § 22-52-14, Ala. Code 1975, authorizes reasonable expert-witness fees when a publicly funded
mental-health organization provides expert testimony through a qualified employee in an involuntary
civil-commitment proceeding.

2. Whether the probate court may deny expert-witness fees because the expert is a salaried employee of the
requesting organization or because the organization receives funding from other sources.

HOLDINGS

1. Section 22-52-14 authorizes payment from the state general fund of reasonable expert-witness fees when
a qualified employee of Altapointe provides expert testimony in an involuntary civil-commitment
hearing.

2. Once a qualified expert provides expert testimony within the scope of § 22-52-14, the probate court may
determine the amount of a reasonable fee but may not categorically refuse payment based on the expert's
employment relationship or public funding.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Words used in a statute must be given their natural, plain, ordinary, and commonly understood meaning, and
where plain language is used, a court is bound to interpret that language to mean exactly what it says.”
(1002)

“Once the AHS employee qualifies as an expert witness, reasonable fees “shall be paid.”” (1003)

“Neither the probate court nor this Court, however, is free to limit the scope of the statute through an
exclusionary judicial construction not stated in its text.” (1003)

“We therefore reverse the Mobile County Probate Court’s order of April 19, 2012, and remand the case for
further proceedings consistent with this opinion.” (1004)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Altapointe is a publicly funded community mental-health agency serving Mobile and Washington Counties. Its
employee Joyce Barber conducted preparation and provided expert testimony concerning court-ordered mental-
health evaluations in involuntary civil-commitment hearings. Although Altapointe received public and private
funding for its services, it asserted that those funds could not be used to pay expert-witness fees and sought
payment from the state general fund under § 22-52-14. The probate court denied payment because Barber was a
salaried employee and the testimony was viewed as an integral part of an already compensated evaluation
process.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The probate court had discontinued payment of Altapointe's $160-per-hearing fee after determining that the
organization was already compensated for mental-health evaluations through other funding sources. After an
earlier fee request was denied without appeal, Altapointe filed a new petition seeking $188,800 for testimony at
1,180 commitment hearings. The probate court again denied the petition, concluding that the statute did not



reimburse an employer for an employee's testimony and that the testimony was part of the compensated
evaluation process. The Alabama Supreme Court reversed and remanded.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The Mobile County Probate Court must reconsider Altapointe's fee petition consistently with the opinion and
determine the reasonable amount of expert-witness fees. It may distinguish between expert and non-expert
testimony and need not award fees for non-expert factual testimony.
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