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SUMMARY

The Rhode Island Supreme Court held that Medicaid is not a "state income disability" act within the
meaning of Rhode Island General Laws § 9-19-34.1. Accordingly, Medicaid payments could not be
introduced as collateral-source evidence to reduce damages in the medical malpractice action. The
court affirmed the Superior Court's judgment and declined to reach the plaintiff's federal preemption
and constitutional arguments.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Medicaid benefits qualify as payments made pursuant to a state income disability act under
Rhode Island General Laws § 9-19-34.1 and therefore may be introduced to reduce damages in a
medical-malpractice action.

2. Whether the court needed to reach plaintiff's federal-preemption, due-process, and equal-protection
challenges to § 9-19-34.1.

HOLDINGS

1. Medicaid is not a state income disability act within the meaning of § 9-19-34.1, and Medicaid payments
therefore are not admissible collateral-source payments for reducing a plaintiff's medical-malpractice
damages under that statute.

2. A statute that narrows the common-law collateral-source rule and limits a plaintiff's recovery is not to be
liberally expanded merely because it is intended to address broader social or insurance-cost concerns.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Therefore, disability is not the lynchpin to the receipt of Medicaid; having a disability does not guarantee
that a person will receive Medicaid, nor is being disabled a necessary condition to receive Medicaid
benefits.” (886 A.2d at 1204)

“We see no evidence the Legislature intended § 9-19-34.1 to relieve private tortfeasors and their insurers
from liability at the taxpayers' expense, and therefore we conclude that the Legislature intended the term
"income disability act" to mean an act that provides income to persons who are disabled.” (886 A.2d at 1204)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Marion Thomson sued medical providers and physicians for allegedly failing to diagnose her Hodgkins
Lymphoma and died from the disease on March 15, 2003. After substitution of her executrix, the parties settled
for $440,000 plus $381,689.26 representing medical expenses paid by Rhode Island Medicaid. Defendants
sought to use those Medicaid payments to reduce their liability under the medical-malpractice collateral-source
statute.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Marion Thomson filed a medical-malpractice action alleging that defendants negligently failed to diagnose her
Hodgkins Lymphoma. After Thomson died, Maria Esposito was substituted as executrix, and the parties entered
a settlement under which $381,689.26 in medical expenses paid by Medicaid was set aside. Defendants moved
for judgment as a matter of law seeking an offset under Rhode Island General Laws § 9-19-34.1; plaintiff cross-
moved for judgment, arguing that Medicaid was not a state income disability act. The Superior Court entered
judgment for plaintiff, and the Supreme Court affirmed.



DISPOSITION

affirmed

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The record was remanded to the Superior Court.
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