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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Middle District of Louisiana rules on a plaintiff's motion for
sanctions based on spoliation of evidence and separate motions for summary judgment by two
defendants in a personal-injury case involving a hotel bench. The court grants the spoliation motion in
part, denies the hotel management company's motion for summary judgment, and grants the
manufacturer's motion for summary judgment under the Louisiana Products Liability Act.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiff moved for sanctions based on spoliation of evidence.
Defendants separately moved for summary judgment on Plaintiff's
premises-liability, negligence, and Louisiana Products Liability Act
claims.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Summary judgment is appropriate when the movant shows that no
genuine dispute of material fact exists and the movant is entitled to
judgment as a matter of law. The court views the evidence in the
nonmovant's favor and draws all justifiable inferences in that party's
favor. Spoliation issues are evaluated under the court's inherent
authority, and bad faith is a fact question when supported by a genuine
factual dispute.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE unpublished district court ruling; persuasive only

PARTIES Patricia Harris v. Executive Affiliates, Inc. d/b/a Crowne Plaza
Executive Center, LLC, Dubois Wood Products, Inc.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Crowne spoliated the bench and whether Plaintiff should be permitted to present spoliation
evidence and seek an adverse inference at trial.

2. Whether Crowne was entitled to summary judgment on Plaintiff's Louisiana premises-liability and
negligence claims based on the asserted absence of evidence that Crowne knew or should have known of
a defect.

3. Whether expert testimony was required to establish Plaintiff's Louisiana Products Liability Act claims
against Dubois.

4. Whether Plaintiff presented evidence of an alternative safer design sufficient to support an LPLA design-
defect claim.

5. Whether Plaintiff established that an alleged warning defect proximately caused her injuries.

6. Whether res ipsa loquitur could establish that the bench was defective when it left Dubois's control for
purposes of an LPLA construction-or-composition claim.

HOLDINGS

1. Plaintiff established the preservation-duty and relevance elements of her spoliation claim and presented
sufficient circumstantial evidence to create a genuine factual dispute regarding whether Crowne
destroyed the bench in bad faith. Plaintiff may introduce evidence of spoliation at trial, Crowne may
rebut that evidence, and the court may give an adverse-inference instruction if the trial evidence
warrants it.

2. Crowne was not entitled to summary judgment on Plaintiff's premises-liability and negligence claims.

3. The LPLA does not require expert testimony as a matter of law to establish a design-defect claim, but
Plaintiff still had to present evidence sufficient for a reasonable factfinder to find each essential statutory
element.

4. Plaintiff's LPLA design-defect claim against Dubois failed because she presented no evidence that a
safer alternative design existed when the bench left Dubois's control or that the statutory risk-benefit
requirements were satisfied.

5. Plaintiff's LPLA failure-to-warn claim against Dubois failed because she did not present evidence that
the alleged lack of a warning was the proximate cause of her injuries.

6. Res ipsa loquitur did not apply because Plaintiff failed to exclude other probable explanations for the
bench's collapse and the bench was not within Dubois's exclusive control when the incident occurred.



Plaintiff therefore failed to establish that the bench deviated from specifications or identical products
when it left Dubois's control.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“bad faith is a question of fact like any other.” (at 10)

“The Court will allow Plaintiff to introduce evidence of spoliation at trial. Crowne will be permitted to rebut
it.” (at 12)

“No language or provision of the statute requires that a cause of action alleging a design defect must, as a
matter of law, be supported by expert testimony.” (at 19)

“Because the evidence does not exclude all other probable explanations for the alleged bench collapse, and
because the bench was not in Dubois’ exclusive control at the time of the collapse, Plaintiff has not satisfied
the elements for res ipsa loquitur to apply” (at 23)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Patricia Harris alleged that she was injured on June 9, 2022, when a bench in her hotel room at the Crowne Plaza
Executive Center collapsed. Dubois manufactured the bench in 2018 and delivered it to Crowne by January
2019; Crowne then controlled and used the bench for more than three and a half years, during which hundreds of
guests occupied the room. Harris did not observe a visible defect before the incident, had sat on the bench the
previous day without incident, and submitted no expert report. After receiving a preservation notice, Crowne
discarded the bench, apparently through an employee's inadvertent disposal.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Harris filed suit in the Nineteenth Judicial District Court for the Parish of East Baton Rouge, Louisiana, on June
12, 2023. Defendants removed the action to the Middle District of Louisiana on the basis of diversity
jurisdiction. The district court granted Plaintiff's spoliation motion in part, denied Crowne's summary-judgment
motion, and granted Dubois's summary-judgment motion, dismissing the claims against Dubois with prejudice.
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