$325,000 RECOVERY ~ PRODUCT LIABILITY - ALLEGEDLY DEFECTIVE AUTOMATED
CELL LINE - LACK OF APPROPRIATE GUARD SYSTEM - COMMINUTED FRACTURE OF
NON-DOMINANT RING FINGER - EVENTUAL FINGER AMPUTATION,

U.S. District Court, Middle District of Pennsylvania

The plaintiff, 44 years old at the time, was
employed as a machine operator for o company
that manufaciurers brake parts for the autemotive
industry. The plaintiff alleged that the defendant
designed and manufactured o defective
automated cell line, which lacked an appropriate
safeguard device for the hold-down clamp. The
plaintiff claimed thai the hold-down clamp
unexpectedly and unintentionally actuoted,
crushing the plaintiff's finger and leading to an
eventual finger amputation. The defendant
argued thai the area where the plaintiff’s finger
was crushed was o component which was
fabricated and supplied by the plaintiff's
employer,

Less than two years before the plointiff's accident, the
plaintiff's emplover requesied an engineering quote
fiom the defendant to infegrate o manual produc-
tion opeiation into an automated systern. Conse-
quently, the defendant engineered an automated
cell line that consisted of a series of four imtegrated
operating stations.

Rather than have four machine operators at four dif-
ferent work stations process the part manudily, the
defendant designed a new method that allowed o
wolk plece 1o be processed adfomctically, with anin-
tegrated systern performing all of the mechanical
functions.

The specifications for the automated cell line were
provided to the defendant by the plaintlff's ermnplover,
The plaintifi's employer further provided the defen-
dant with the design parameters and production cri-
teria. The defendant then designed and
rnanufactured the automated cell ine, However, it
was the plaintif's employer that installed the auto-
mated equipment at the automotive plant,

The defendant provided perimeter guarding around
the entire autornated systern. As for the shear hold-
down clamp, the defendant provided an interlock
gquand that would stop producton when the guard
was opened, On May 24, 2005, the plaintiff had in-
serfed a long piece of bar stock into the machine for
brocessing. After a series of cuts, a small remnant
wais lefl under the shear hotd-down clamp. When the
plaintitf reached 1o pult the piece of sfock scrap from

the machine, he claimed that the had-down clamp
unexpectedly actuaied and carme down on his non-
dominant left ing finger, crushing i, The pleiniiff sub-
seguently underwent surigical amputation of the jong
finger. He retumed o work, two months post-acci-
dent, at wages equal fo his pre-accldant wages,

The plaintiff's mechanical engineer opined that the
interlocked point-of-operation guard for the auto-
mated cell line equipment was defectively designed
and manufactured, becouse [t peimitted the auto-
mated system 1o initiate the unintended and uNex-
pectaed cycie with the guard in the cpen position.

The defendant argued that the autormated cell line
equipment was designed in part by the plainiff's em-
ployer and that the particular area whare the plain-
1iff's finger was crushed was a component fabricated
and supplied by his employer.

Further, the defendant contended that the plainditf
falled to lock out and fag out the machine before
placing his hand undemeath the shear hold-down
clamp and, therefore, assurmed the risk of his injuries,

The case seftled prior o frial for $325,000.
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COMMENTARY:

The pluintiff initialiy befieved, os did his employer, that the piece of
equipmant at issug malfunctioned fo cavse the plointif's finger injury,
However, through discovery, evidence wos established tht, when the
piaintiff reached inio the machine fo remove the suap piete, a portion of
the bar stock advanted and came in contact with « sensor tausing the ou-
tomated cell system to ga into the “advance mode”. This resulfed in the
sheer hold-down damp crushing the plaintit's finger.

The plaiaiff's theory of liability hinged on the orgument that th shear
gule guard, as designed by the defendont, did no? prevent unintended or
unexpected cycling of the shear hold-down clamp in the event the sensor
of the shear was nctivated when the shear gate was in the open positien,
thereby renderiag it deficient and unscfe.

The defense was expatted to point to the plointiff's employer as the fabri-
cator of the spetific ompenent which caused the plainfitf's injury. In oddi-
fion, the defendunt argued that the plaintiff failed to follow sofefy
protocol which dictated that he properly lock out and tag out the machine
before attempling to clear the dog. Acordingly, comparative negligence
would have been ¢ major issue had the case reached trial. The aintiff's
tw-workers und employer both testified that they believed it was safe to
reach iafo the machine when the guard wos in the open positien,



