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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Oklahoma held that attorney-fee sanctions imposed under a trial court's
inherent authority cannot be sustained without a finding of bad faith or oppressive conduct by the
sanctioned attorney. Because the record contained no such finding and the trial judge had indicated
that counsel's conduct was not intentional, the sanctions award was reversed.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED



1. Whether a trial court may impose attorney-fee sanctions under its inherent authority without finding that
the sanctioned party or counsel acted in bad faith or engaged in oppressive conduct.

HOLDINGS

1. An award of sanctions under a trial court's inherent authority cannot be sustained on appeal when the
record does not reflect a finding of bad faith or oppressive conduct by the sanctioned party or counsel.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We hold that an award of sanctions under the trial court's inherent authority cannot be sustained on appeal
where the record fails to reflect a finding of bad faith or oppressive conduct on the part of the sanctioned
party.” (102 P.3d at 145)

“The record before us does not contain the required finding of bad faith or oppressive conduct necessary for
an Owens-based attorney fee awarded as sanctions.” (102 P.3d at 148)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Plaintiffs alleged that Ferguson negligently caused a 1999 automobile collision while impaired and that K & A
Enterprises negligently sold intoxicating beverages to a noticeably intoxicated person. Before trial, plaintiffs
obtained evidence concerning Ferguson's later DUI arrest and guilty plea. During opening statement, plaintiffs'
counsel referred to the subsequent DUI, prompting the trial court to declare a mistrial because the information
was inadmissible and prejudicial in the first stage of trial. The trial court later imposed $5,062.50 in attorney-fee
sanctions, but made no finding that counsel acted in bad faith or engaged in oppressive conduct.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiffs sued Ferguson and K & A Enterprises after an automobile collision. The trial court granted a mistrial
after plaintiffs' counsel referred during opening statement to Ferguson's subsequent DUI guilty plea, then granted
K & A's motion for sanctions and ordered plaintiffs' counsel to pay $5,062.50 in attorney fees. The Oklahoma
Supreme Court reviewed the sanctions order and reversed.

DISPOSITION

reversed
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