UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE EASTERN DISTRICT OF
LOUISIANA

Santos v. RCA Service Co.

603 F. Supp. 943 (E.D. La. 1985) - No. No. 83-3927 - Decided February 27, 1985

SUMMARY

The court granted RCA Service Company's motion for summary judgment on a seaman's Jones Act
and general maritime law claims arising from injuries allegedly sustained aboard vessels operated for
the United States Navy. It held that the vessels were public vessels or were operated for the United
States, making the Public Vessels Act and Suits in Admiralty Act the plaintiff's exclusive remedies
against the United States. The court rejected the plaintiff's arguments based on RCA's independent-
contractor status, an indemnification clause, estoppel, and possible amendment to add the United
States.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiff brought Jones Act negligence and general maritime

unseaworthiness claims against RCA Service Co. RCA moved for
summary judgment, arguing that the Public Vessels Act and Suits in

Admiralty Act made the United States plaintiff's exclusive remedy.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Summary judgment is appropriate when the pleadings, affidavits,
depositions, and other record materials show no genuine issue of
material fact and the moving party is entitled to judgment as a matter
of law. Once the movant makes that showing, the opposing party must
present significant probative evidence of a material factual dispute and

may not rely on pleadings, denials, or vague assertions.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Published federal district court memorandum opinion; persuasive
authority within the Eastern District of Louisiana and the Fifth Circuit,

subject to later appellate and Supreme Court precedent.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1.

Whether RCA was entitled to summary judgment because the vessels were public vessels of the United
States or were operated for the United States, making the Suits in Admiralty Act remedy exclusive under
46 U.S.C. § 745.

. Whether disputed issues concerning RCA's status as an independent contractor or agent and control over

day-to-day vessel operations precluded summary judgment.

. Whether RCA's indemnification agreement with the United States created a third-party-beneficiary

claim or otherwise displaced the statutory exclusivity provisions.

. Whether RCA should be estopped from asserting the statutory remedy defense because it allegedly

delayed raising the issue.

. Whether Santos should be permitted to amend his complaint to add the United States as a defendant.

HOLDINGS

1.

RCA was entitled to summary judgment because the vessels on which Santos claimed injury were
owned by the United States and were public vessels or vessels operated for the United States; therefore,
Santos's remedy against the United States under the applicable maritime statutes was exclusive of an
action against RCA.

. The asserted factual disputes did not preclude summary judgment because RCA's independent-

contractor or agency status and responsibility for day-to-day operations were irrelevant to application of

the Suits in Admiralty Act's exclusivity provision on these facts.

. The indemnification clause did not displace the Public Vessels Act or Suits in Admiralty Act and did not

provide a basis for Santos to maintain his action directly against RCA.

. RCA was not estopped from seeking summary judgment because Santos presented no evidence that

RCA had concealed the defect in his claims or intentionally delayed raising the issue.

. The court declined to decide the amendment issue because Santos had no outstanding motion to amend;

any limitations question concerning a future claim against the United States would have to await joinder
of the United States.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Summary judgment is appropriate only if the pleadings, affidavits, depositions, and other papers in the
record indicate that there is no genuine issue as to any material fact and that movant is therefore entitled to

judgment as a matter of law.” (945)



“A party opposing a motion for summary judgment may not, however, rest on mere allegations or denials
contained in his pleadings, or ""vague assertions that additional discovery will produce needed, but
unspecified facts....""” (947)

“The Fifth Circuit has found that "control by the United States is the crucial element in determining whether
a case falls within the jurisdiction provided by [46 U.S.C.] § 741."” (947)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Santos worked for RCA as a marine electrician on a United States Navy weapons-testing project near Andros
Island, Bahamas. The Navy owned all of the vessels on which Santos claimed injury, and RCA contracted with
the Navy to man, operate, maintain, and repair the support vessels used to launch and retrieve targets for Navy
weapons testing. Santos was primarily shore-based but worked aboard the vessels and claimed seaman status,

Jones Act negligence, and general maritime unseaworthiness.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Santos filed the action on August 3, 1983, seeking damages for injuries allegedly sustained while working
aboard vessels operated by RCA. RCA moved for summary judgment. The district court granted the motion,
holding that Santos's exclusive remedy was against the United States under the Suits in Admiralty Act and Public
Vessels Act framework.
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