














Mal; Awarded $1.5 MiﬂiOI—l
in Motorcycle Accident

By EMILE LAFOURCADE

What atforneys believe is a record-
seiting judgament in a Louisiana prod-
uct liabilily case was handed down
Wednesday by the 24th Judicial Dis-
trict Court in Gretna.

The judgent issued by Judge Nestor
Currault totaled more than $1.57 mil-
lion against the U.S. Suzuoki Motor
Corp. of Sante Fe Springs, Calif.

The lifigation stemmed from a Feb.
27, 1976, motoreycle accident in which
Salvador Pace, 27, was seriously in-
jured and left with his legs paralyzed,
and Mary Jean Leahardt, then 19, was
killed. Both were from Harahan.

River Ridge attorney Wendell Gau-
thier. who represented Pace, said
Wednesday the judgment of $1.487 847
for his client represented the largest
such award in a single product liability
case in the siate.

Metairie zttorney Steve Mortillaro,
who represented Mr. and Mrs. Ray
James Leahardt, the girl's parents,
said the $86.863 awarded them repre-
sented the largest judgment so far to a
surviving parent of a non-dependent fe-
male child.

Gauthier, who has been successful in
geiting million dollar settlements for
clients in residential gas explosion
cases, applied some of the same metal-
lurgic technelogy from those cases io
win the Suzuki case,

His pelition claimed that the cast
aluminum red wheel hub on Pace’s
three-month-old motoreycle shattered
nnder normal stress, sending the vehi-
cle put of control at Jefferson Highway

and Upstream Drive shortly after mid-
night that Feb. 27.

Mortillaro said metallurgy tests
showed the hub {o be made of porous
metal which, while meeting Japanese
standards, did npof meet American
standards.

He added he expects the defendant’s
attorneys, Seale, Smith & Phelps of
Baton Rouge, will appeal the judgment
to a higher court.

During the trial, which was held re-
cently in Gretna, the entire motoreycle
which Pace was driving the night of the |
accident, was spread out disassembled
on the floor in the frent of Currault’s
CouriToom. s ‘

Gauthier’s petition for Pace sought
compensation for past and future
medical expenses, actual lost wages
{Pace was an electrician), future lost
wages, pain and suffering and
disability,

Mortillaro’s petition for Miss Lea-
hardt’s parents soughi compensation
for loss of love and affection from their
daughter; their daughter’s pain and sui-
fering and medical and funeral ex-
penses.
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81 Million Settlement
in Metairie Gas Blast

BY EMILE LAFOURCADE

A $4 million damage suit{against
Louisiana Gas Service Co. in connection
with a gas explosion that levelled a Me-
tairie residence Sept. 1 was settled out of
court Friday for $1 million.

The settlement came after 24th Judi-
cial District Court Judge Nestor Cur-
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raulf approved the settlement on behalf
of the minor children of Mr. and Mrs.
Stephen Little.

Little’s attorneys, Wendell Gauthier
and Robert Murphy, said the case had
been set for jury trial Aug. 2, but that
Friday’s settlement was viewed as
“amicable” by their clients.

Gauthier, who has represented other
plaintiffs in residential gas explosion
cases, said the settlement includes $400.-
000 for Stephen Little, 29, who was seri-
ously injured in the blast, and $250,000
for his daughter, Beth, 6, who also suf-

—— fered serious injuries.

Little’s wife, Jamie, 28, received
200 000 The remammg $150,000 was

TI YidNEtles' other chil-

ShERGCRRE" ~

JUNFTS Littje ?lpjeence at 3501 Henican
was levelled when natural gas trap-

-ped in the house ignited, sending a con-
cussion wave across a residential area
as much as a mile away, severely
damaging a half dozen adjacent houses
and shattering windows blocks away.
The explosion happened just before 9
a.m. Labor Day. Stephen Little suffered
burns over 80 per cent of his body. He
returned to work as an assistant district
attorney in Jefferson a few months ago.
Some 10 other claims totalling almost
$400,000 remain oufstanding as a result
of the Labor Day blast, but Gauthier said
Friday’s settlement is a good indication
those, too, will be settled cut of court.

The explosion at the Little residence
was believed to be the third of its kind in
a part of Metairie that has been experi-
encing ground subsidence problems over
the past two decades.

The investigation following the blast
led to a massive inspection program
throughout Jefferson Parish in an effort
to detect leaks in gas mains, connections
and house appliances.

Since then, more than 10,000 of the
nearly 57,000 residences on the East
Bank have been inspected for gas leaks
and proper attic venting, and nearly 40,-
000 residences have been checked for
accumulations of gas under slabs.
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Fomily gets $42,000

in Jeff blast

A $104,000 suit following a gas expio-
sion that gutted a2 Metairie residence
in May 1974 has been settled out of
court for $42,000.

Wendell Gauthier, attorney for Sam
Martinez, whose home at 3405 Haring
Road was destroyed, said trial on the
suit had been scheduled Wednesday.

The suit named Louisiana Gas Serv-
ice and its insurer, Lloyd's of London.
Gauthier said the utility’s policy had a
525,000 deductible and Lloyd's will pay

settlement

question of Habiiily was not resolved,”
Gauthier stressed. “‘Louisiana (Gas
Service didn't admit they were liable,
they just settled.”

Neither Maz inez, his wife Isabelle,
nor any of their three daughters at
home at the time were injured.

Louisiana Gas Service has appealed
a %902,000 judgement in another case,
a $9 million suit filed by the Stephen
M. Little family in connection with an

the $17,000 difference.
“Since the matter was settied, the

explosion last September at their
home at 3501 Henican Place.

The Times-Flcayung, New Orleans, La

MSui‘t_ Over House
Explosion Settled

A $24.000 out of court settlement was reached over
fhe weekend on a suit filed against Louisiana Gas Serv-
ice Co. by a Metairie man whose house was destroyed
in a gas explosion in May 1974. :

Wendell Gauthier, attorney for plaintiff Sam Mar-
tinez, said Monday a trial on the matter had been set
for Wednesday. 3

He said the day of the explosion, Martinez backed a
truck loaded with river sand over the curb of the street
and onto grass between the street and sidewalk.

The gas line curb cock broke and escaping gas leaked
into the house, he added. About two hours later, the
house at 3405 Haring Rd., exploded.

Gauthier said no one was hurt in the blast. ]

The gas company alleged that the weight of the mud |
filled truck caused the gas line to break, setting up |
explosive circumstances, he said.

“We agreed that the truck caused the line to break,
but we asked where was the gas company’s obligation
fo install lines at a depth sufficient to withstand any
expected external pressure,” he said.

“It was common knowledge that residents in the area
regularly back-filled their lots with sand. And the obli-
gation to anticipate this is standard operating proce-
dure in gas industry manuals.” ,

Tuesday Morning, April 8, 1376
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" Gas leak
victims get
$1 million

A Labor Day gas explosion that flat-
iened a Metairie home has resulted in a
$1 million damage settlement for the
ruined house's former residents.

The blast destroyed the home of Ste-
:phen and Jamie Little and sparked an
East Bank check for gas leaks similar to
_the one blamed for the explosion at 3501
‘Henican Place.

The Littles had sued Louisiana Gas
Service Co. for $4 million in damages
but settled out of court yesterday for $1
million. The case would have gone to
trial Aug. 2 before 24th Judicial District
Judge Nestor Currault.

Even though the settlement was 25 per
cent of the amount requested, the Littles’
attorneys said their clients regarded it
as “amicable.”

Stephen Little, 29, and his daughter,
Beth, 6, who were seriously injured in
the explosion, were awarded the largest
sums. Little got §400,000 and his daugh-
ter $250,000.

Mrs. Little, 28, received $200,000, and
the remaining $150.000 was divided
among their other children—John, 8, and
Cameron, 2—and the Aetna Life and
Casualty Co.

Stephen Little, who suffered burns
over 80 per cent of his body, was not able
to return to work as an assistant district .
attorney in Jefferson Parish until a few
weeks ago.

The explosion, believed to be the thlrd
blast in Metairie caused by gas leaks, se-
verely damaged six nearby houses, shat-
tered windows several blocks away and

-sent out shock waves that were felt as
far away as a mile.

About 10 other damage suits with
claims totaling $400,000 remain, but
Wendell Gauthier, one of the family’s
two lawyers, said yesterday's action is
an indication that the other litigation
will be settled out of court.
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