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Alaska Jury Awards $153 Million
To Fired State Farm Agent

$150 Million in Punitive Damages Without Any Physical or Emotional Injuries

By Eric Boarkaman

len you hear about a $153

million verdict, you thank of

waorkers maimed by defec-
bve maaclunery or children crippled by
botched medical procedures — not some
gy wha Fost has job.

That's just one of the problems An-
chorage. Alaska, lawyer Richard Fried-
man faced when be represented Bob
Bellott in a breach of conbract sult
agamst Slate Farm Insurance.

Bellott claimed that State Farm
strippedd hum of his insurance agency
because he advised dients against pur-
chasing State Farm life insurance poli-
cies as investments, Fle confended that
Siake Farm pressured jls agents b pro-
maole insurance policies as invesiments
— even though that violabes company
and industry policy —and Ffred hirm be-
cause he stood up to the company’s at-
tempis to rp off the public,

State Farm derved markeling msur-
ance as investments. The company ar-
gued Hhak it terminated Bellott’s “at-
will” contract because he was selling se-
curities from a State Farm office. and
that this put e company at risk be-
canse customers mught confuse the hao
businesses and suc State Farm if ther
Mon-INSUrance mvestments wenk sour

Friedman gathered enough docu-
mentary evidence fo convinee the jury
that State Farm fired Belloit for bucking
itz deceptive sales policies. For example,
Friedman contrasted company docu-
ments acknowledging that insuranoe
shouldn't be sold as investrments with
tramming materials instructing agents
hovst b dho just that. He also presenbed
testimany from another agent, who said
State Farm prassured him to use these
sabes policies, and thak pressure drove
hurn ot of the life msueance arena,

Burt that was only encugh towin 52,7
million in compensatory damages. His
real challenge was convincing the jury
to award punitive damages when the
only mmediate vichm was a wealthy
Businessman who suffered no physical
ar emobonal mpures.

“Let’s be honest, this is not dramatic
mabenal,” he save “I a Ford Pinto ex-
plodes, evervone understands what's
important. Bubexplaiming o & jury why

they should care how life insdrance i8
sold is a little more difficult.”

Sor e shifbed hes focus from bas dient bo
the mpact the company™s “oonsumer
frawd” would heave on the general public.

“Instead of making Bob the victim,
we focused onall the namishess, faceless
people around the country who were
subected to State Farm's marketing
practices,” he says. “In essence, what
they were domng was like selling some-
onea Yolkswagen Bug and telling them
it's & Cadillac.”

The jury responded by awarding Bel-
lott $150 miillion in punitives,

“The enbre bal invvodved 'I|'|.'I."II'.|'.|'E.!W-
ing State Farm people between what
they had to admit - that selling msur-
ance a3 an mvestment 15 wrong - and
evidence ghowing they did that,” he
saya. " And the jury saw Stabe Farm wil-
nesses come mone by one. vadllabing,
equrvocating and weaseling all around
the courtroom fo avoid the obvious e
plication that State Farm was doing
something very, very wrang.”

Friedman’s other challemge was
proving e difficult underbying legal
case. Since Bellotl had an at-will con-
tract. Friedman had to show that State
Farm fired hitm for reasons that violate
public policy, placing the termination
catsice the abt-will doctrine.

“That's a pretty high burden,” he says.

Friedman and co~counsel Les Gara
and Mete Ehrhardt relied heavily on doc-
umenis they obtamed in discovery, and
bolstered Uus evidence wilh Eestionany
from State Farm managers and agents.

To win 5150 million in punitive damages, Richard Friedman had to shift the jury's focus
from his wealthy client to how State Farm was preying on the general public.

_ “We made five mparal-e'r'n&l-'lnns. b
comipel and all five were gramted,” says
Fril:l:h_'nan 5o there was really no strat-
egy other than, ‘Let's get their docu-
ments arsd see what they're thinking,™

Several months after the verdict, the
parties setthed e caze for 57.5 million,

Risk of Confusion

State Farm's lawyer. Michael Less-
mgter of Juneau, Aleska, inssts Biscase
was a simple contract dispute that nev-

er should have gone to a jury.

"It ivolved a State Farm agent sell-
ing securities out of a State Farm office
a3 a branch manager for another come-
pany,” be says. “He was asked o stop
and refused. If you can't sever an at-will
relationstup with an mdependent con-
tractor under these circumstances,
when can you?”

Lessmeer also mamtains that Smte
Farm never sobd insurance as anything
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AT-A-GLANCE

Size of Verdict: $152.7 million
S150 million i punitive damages
F2.7 million in compensatory damages

Bhatus: Sedthed after fwial for 575 mal-
lion

State: Alasha
Crate of YVeedict: MMarch 3, 1999
Length of Taal: 3 weeks

Length of Deliberations: B hours for
linbility, 3 hours for punitive damages

Case Mame: Rolert [, Balioll [nsunance
Agerrcy e, o Slete Farim Mivtal Anio-
erealvile Bieserance Canpany

Court: Alaska Superior Court, Thind
Judicial District

Plaintiffs’ Lawyers:
* Richard Fnedman and Les Gara of
Friedman, Rubin & White in An-
chorags, Alaska

7 lawyers
# Ppte Ehrhardt of Raobinson
Bemwenger & Ehrhardt m Soldoma,
Alaskn

3 lawyers

Defense La
» Michael Lessmeier of Lessmeier &
Winters in funemn, Alaska

4 lavryers




