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By Susan Lasser, J.D.

In a products liability action against Mazda Motor Corporation, a federal jury in Montana determined the auto
maker was not liable for injuries sustained by a car passenger stemming from an accident with another vehicle.
Before reaching the question of causation, the jury found the car in which the passenger was riding was not “in a
defective condition because of its design” (Speaks v. Mazda Motor Corp., October 13, 2015).

Background. In January 2011, Incarnacion L. Speaks was riding in the right front passenger seat in a 1994
Mazda Protégé DX, four-door sedan in Missoula, Montana when it was involved in a collision with another
vehicle at an intersection. The Mazda car was equipped with automatic, passive shoulder belts and manual
lap belts for the front seat occupants. At the time of the accident, the automatic, passive shoulder belt was
in its designed position and Speaks was wearing the manual lap belt. Speaks alleged that the car’s restraint
system failed to properly restrain her and caused her serious and life-threatening internal injuries. Her complaint
asserted a strict liability design defect claim, as well as a claim for punitive damages, against Mazda.

Verdict. The jury answered in the negative when asked if, at the time of sale by the automobile maker, was
the Mazda Protégé at issue in the case “in a defective condition because of its design, either because it was
dangerous to an extent beyond that anticipated by the ordinary user, or because a safer alternative design
should have been used?” There was no need to answer any further questions. The court entered judgment for
Mazda.

The case is No. CV-14-25-M-DLC.

Attorneys: Dennis P. Conner (Conner & Marr, PLLP) for Incarnacion L. Speaks. David R. Kelly (Bowman &
Brooke LLP) for Mazda Motor Corp. and Mazda Motor of America, Inc. d/b/a Mazda North America Operations.

Companies: Mazda Motor Corp.; Mazda Motor of America, Inc. d/b/a Mazda North America Operations
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