
UNITED STATES COURT OF APPEALS FOR THE FIFTH CIRCUIT

Jaime Guzman; Derrick Lambert v. Melvin Jones; Celadon Trucking
Services, Inc.

804 F.3d 707 (5th Cir. 2015) · No. No. 15-40007 · Decided October 22, 2015

SUMMARY

The Fifth Circuit affirmed, as remitted, a damages judgment arising from a motor vehicle accident. It
held that an uninsured plaintiff could present evidence of billed medical expenses when he was legally
obligated to pay those amounts, even though he might have been eligible for insurance or public
benefits that could have reduced the charges. The court also upheld the denial of spoliation sanctions
and an adverse-inference instruction because the defendants did not show bad faith in the plaintiff’s
timing of back surgery.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Texas law permitted Guzman, an uninsured plaintiff who might have been eligible for public or
private benefits but received none, to introduce and recover the medical expenses actually billed to him.

2. Whether the district court abused its discretion by denying sanctions or an adverse jury instruction based
on alleged spoliation arising from Guzman's back surgery before the independent medical examination.

3. Whether the damages judgment required remittitur because the jury's award for past medical expenses
slightly exceeded the medical-expense evidence.

HOLDINGS

1. An uninsured plaintiff who was actually billed for medical care and remains legally obligated to pay the
billed amounts may introduce and recover those billed medical expenses when the plaintiff received no
reduced insurance or public-benefit rate. Potential eligibility for benefits that were never received does
not limit the recoverable amount under Texas Civil Practice and Remedies Code § 41.0105.

2. The district court did not abuse its discretion by denying spoliation sanctions or an adverse-inference
instruction because defendants did not show that Guzman acted in bad faith or with an intent to destroy
or alter evidence.

3. The judgment was properly remitted from $1,314,000 to $1,313,047.20 because the jury's past-medical-
expense award slightly exceeded the medical-expense evidence, and Guzman agreed that remittitur was
appropriate.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“here, Guzman has actually incurred his billed obligations because he received the medical care, was billed
for it, has provided no payments to cover it, and could be subject to suit for non-payment in the full amount
billed.” (slip op. at 6)

“Reduced prices that he may have received had he participated in health benefits or insurance programs for
which he may have been eligible are irrelevant according to Texas law.” (slip op. at 7)

“We permit an adverse inference against the spoliator or sanctions against the spoliator only upon a showing
of “bad faith” or “bad conduct.”” (slip op. at 8)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Jaime Guzman was injured in a motor-vehicle accident involving a truck driven by Melvin Jones and owned by
Celadon. The parties agreed that Jones was at fault and that Celadon was vicariously liable, leaving only
damages for trial. Guzman was uninsured and had not received Medicaid or workers' compensation benefits, but
he was billed for medical care, including back surgery. Before the surgery, defendants sought an independent
medical examination; Guzman disclosed his planned surgery during a deposition, but defendants did not ask him
to delay the surgery or provide its date.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The parties agreed that Jones was at fault and that Celadon was vicariously liable, so trial proceeded solely on
damages. The jury awarded Guzman $1,314,000, including $104,000 for past medical expenses, and awarded
Lambert $20,500. The district court denied defendants' motion to exclude Guzman's medical bills and later
denied sanctions and an adverse-inference instruction based on alleged spoliation after Guzman's back surgery.
The Fifth Circuit affirmed, subject to remittitur of the judgment to $1,313,047.20.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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