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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Texas affirmed the court of appeals’ reversal of summary judgment for Sabine
Pilot Service, Inc. in an employee’s wrongful-discharge action. The court recognized a narrow public-
policy exception to employment at will when an employee is discharged solely for refusing to perform
an illegal act, and placed on the employee the burden of proving that reason by a preponderance of the
evidence.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Employee brought a wrongful-discharge action alleging he was fired
for refusing to perform an illegal act. The trial court granted the
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STANDARD OF REVIEW On review of summary judgment, the court accepts the nonmovant's
version of the evidence as true, draws every reasonable inference in
the nonmovant's favor, and requires the movant to establish as a matter
of law that no genuine issue of material fact exists.
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PARTIES Sabine Pilot Service, Inc. v. Michael Andrew Hauck

TOPICS

wrongful termination employment at-will employment law summary judgment civil procedure



PRACTICE AREAS

employment law wrongful termination civil procedure remedies

QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether an employee's allegation that he was discharged solely for refusing to perform an illegal act
states a cause of action under Texas law.

2. Whether summary judgment for the employer was proper when the employee presented evidence that he
was discharged for refusing to perform an illegal act.

HOLDINGS

1. Texas public policy, as expressed in state and federal laws carrying criminal penalties, creates a narrow
exception to the employment-at-will doctrine for an employee discharged for the sole reason that the
employee refused to perform an illegal act.

2. The employee must prove by a preponderance of the evidence that the discharge was for no reason other
than the employee's refusal to perform an illegal act.

3. Summary judgment was improper because the employee's evidence, viewed in his favor, presented a
legally cognizable claim and a fact issue concerning the reason for his discharge.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We now hold that public policy, as expressed in the laws of this state and the United States which carry
criminal penalties, requires a very narrow exception to the employment-at-will doctrine announced in East
Line & R.R.R. Co. v. Scott. That narrow exception covers only the discharge of an employee for the sole
reason that the employee refused to perform and illegal act.” (735)

“We further hold that in the trial of such a case it is the plaintiff's burden to prove by a preponderance of the
evidence that his discharge was for no reason other than his refusal to perform an illegal act.” (735)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Michael Andrew Hauck worked as a deckhand for Sabine Pilot Service, Inc. and was instructed to pump the
bilges of the boat into the water. After observing a placard stating that such conduct was illegal and confirming
the illegality with a United States Coast Guard officer, Hauck refused to perform the task. Hauck testified that he
was fired for refusing to pump the bilges illegally, while Sabine asserted that he was discharged for refusing to
perform other duties and for other derelictions.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The trial court rendered summary judgment for Sabine Pilot Service, Inc. The court of appeals reversed and
remanded the case for trial. The Supreme Court of Texas affirmed, holding that Hauck stated a legally
cognizable wrongful-discharge cause of action.

DISPOSITION



affirmed

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The case proceeds to trial in accordance with the court of appeals' remand. The employee must prove by a
preponderance of the evidence that the discharge was solely because of his refusal to perform an illegal act.
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