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SUMMARY

The Maine Supreme Judicial Court affirmed a Superior Court judgment arising from a small claims
dispute concerning an alleged breach of a license agreement to provide running water. The Court held
that a party may not invite or consent to deviations from the procedural rules governing small claims
appeals and later claim prejudice from those deviations. The Court also declined to impose appellate
sanctions because the request was not made by separate motion and the appellees had participated in

the procedural departures.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Defendants appealed from a Superior Court judgment affirming, with

a reduction in damages, a District Court small claims judgment. The
Supreme Judicial Court reviewed whether the defendants could obtain
a new jury trial after having requested and consented to deviations

from the prescribed small claims appellate process.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether a defendant appealing a small claims judgment in the Superior Court has a right to a second
bench trial de novo.

2. Whether the Superior Court's unusual procedure for reviewing the small claims judgment could be

challenged on appeal when the Vallees invited or consented to the procedural deviations.

3. Whether the appellees were entitled to sanctions when they requested sanctions only in their brief and

did not file a separate sanctions motion.

HOLDINGS

1. A defendant appealing a small claims judgment to the Superior Court has only two procedural options:
appellate review on questions of law based on the District Court record, or a jury trial de novo after

demonstrating a genuine issue of material fact. There is no right to a second bench trial de novo.

2. A party may not invite or consent to deviations from the required appellate process and then obtain
appellate relief based on those same deviations after the result proves unfavorable. The Vallees' strategic
choices and agreements did not provide a basis for remanding the case for a new jury trial.

3. Sanctions were not warranted because the appellees had acquiesced in or agreed to procedural
departures that contributed to the delay and because they requested sanctions only in their brief rather
than by a separate motion.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“There is no option for a second bench trial.” (Y 10)

“The results of the Vallees’ strategic choices and agreements to deviate from the established process for
review of small claims judgments cannot now be undone on an appeal from the resulting judgment, which they

view unfavorably.” (9 16)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Cote and Theriault alleged that the Vallees breached a license agreement requiring them to provide running water
to the adjoining property, forcing Cote and Theriault to install a new well. The District Court entered judgment
for Cote and Theriault for $6,000 plus $92.17 in costs. During the Superior Court appeal, the Vallees changed
positions regarding a jury trial, summary judgment, and a bench trial, and ultimately agreed to appellate review

based on a stipulated record.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY
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