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I N THE UNI TED STATES COURT OF APPEALS
FOR THE ELEVENTH CI RCUI T

No. 94-8519

D. C. Docket No. 1:91-CVv-1926-JEC

VI CTORI A DOYLE, DUFFEY DOYLE
Plaintiffs-Appellants,
ver sus

VOLKSWAGENVEERK  AKTIl ENGELELLSCHAFT,
VOLKSWAGEN OF AMERI CA, | NC.

Def endant s- Appel | ees.

Appeal fromthe United States District Court for the
Northern District of Ceorgia

(June 12, 1997)

Before TJOFLAT and BARKETT, Circuit Judges, and CLARK, Senior
Crcuit Judge.

CLARK, Senior G rcuit Judge:



This is a defective products case brought by
plaintiffs-appellants Victoria and Duffey Doyle in the United
States District Court for the Northern District of GCeorgia.
Victoria Doyle alleged that she purchased a new 1989 Vol kswagen
Jetta, which was manufactured by defendant-appellee Vol kswagen
Akt ei ngesel l schaft and inported into the United States by
def endant - appel | ee Vol kswagen of Anerica, Inc. The Jetta was
equi pped with an automati c shoul der belt that required no action by
t he vehicle occupants. By design, the Jetta did not have a |ap
belt at the driver's or front seat passenger's position; instead,
it used knee bolsters to prevent a person from sliding under the
belt during a collision.

On August 18, 1989, while driving her newJetta, Victoria
Doyl e was struck in the rear by another vehicle. As a result of
the collision, Ms. Doyle sustained severe injuries to her right
br east . Ms. Doyle's experts are prepared to testify that these
injuries were caused by the shoul der belt and were exacerbated by
the absence of a lap belt: wthout a lap belt to absorb a portion
of the force of the inpact, a magjority of the force of the inpact
was focused on Ms. Doyle's right breast.

Plaintiffs’ conplaint set out three theories of
liability: negligence, strict liability, and breach of the inplied
warranty of fitness. Plaintiffs filed a notion for partial sumary
judgment with the district court and provided the court wth

various literature outlining the alleged known dangers of the



shoul der belt only system Def endants also filed a notion for
partial summary judgnent. They alleged that the Jetta seat belt
system conplied with the Federal notor vehicle safety standards
pronul gated under the authority of the National Traffic and Mtor
Vehicle Safety Act;' defendants argued that they were entitled to
judgnment as a matter of |aw because either (1) they had no duty
under Ceorgia law to exceed these federal standards, or
(2) plaintiffs' comon law clains were preenpted by the federa
st andar ds.

The district court granted defendants' notion for parti al
summary judgnment and denied plaintiffs' notion. The court
concluded that the Jetta seat belt system conplied with the
appl i cabl e federal standards, notw t hstandi ng the absence of a |l ap
belt. We concur in that conclusion. The district court further

concluded that Ceorgia law as delineated in Honda Mtor Co. V.

Kinbrel > does not hold autonobile manufacturers to a higher
standard than federal requirenents; thus, a plaintiff cannot
recover under GCeorgia law for negligently creating a defective
condition when the manufacturer is in conpliance with federa
st andar ds. Because the Jetta seat belt system at issue was in
conpliance with federal standards, the court concluded that
defendants could not be liable to plaintiffs as a result of the

absence of a lap belt. Finding plaintiffs' clains precluded under

' Pub. L. No. 89-563, 80 Stat. 718 (1966) (codified at 15
U.S.C. 8§ 1381-1431).

2189 Ga. App. 414, 376 S.E.2d 379 (Ga. App. 1988), cert.
deni ed (Feb. 15, 1989).



Georgia law, the district court found it unnecessary to reach the
preenption issue.

At a time after the district court's decision, this
Crcuit held that standards pronul gated under the National Traffic
and Mdtor Vehicle Safety Act do not preenpt common |aw cl ai ns.

M/rick v. Freuhauf Corp., 13 F.3d 1516 (11th Cr.), cert. granted,

__us , 115 S. . 306. 130 L.Ed.2d 218 (1994). The Suprene

Court affirmed this Circuit's decision. Frei ghtliner Corp. V.

Myri ck, US _ , 115 S.Ct. 1483, 131 L.Ed.2d 385 (1995).

On April 24, 1996, we certified to the Georgia Suprene
Court a question respecting whether CGeorgia | aw precl udes personal
injury product liability clains when an autonobile manufacturer
sells an autonobile to a Georgia citizen and the autonmobile is in
conpliance with the National Traffic and Mdtor Vehicle Safety Act.
The Ceorgia Suprene Court answered our certified question in the
negative. Reference should be made to that court's hol ding, but we
quote two separate statenents:

Ceorgia common law permts a Ceorgia citizen

to sue an aut onobil e manufacturer despite the

manuf acturer's conpliance with the standards

est abl i shed by the National Autonobile Safety

Act . ?
and

The focus of the Safety Act is to reduce

deaths and injuries fromautonotive accidents

by pronoting and enhancing safer autonobile

desi gn. To that end, we determ ne that our

state comon law permts its citizens to

pursue a personal injury product liability
cl ai magai n an aut onobi | e manuf acturer even if

® 481 S.E.2d 518, 519 (Ga. 1997).
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the relationship between Ceorgia common |aw and the National
Aut onobi |l e Safety Act, we REVERSE the district court's decision in

this case and REMAND to the district court for further proceedi ngs.

the autonobile is in conpliance with the
Safety Act. This decision will not make the
manuf acturer an insurer of its product, for
there is no duty to design an accident - proof
vehicle. Al we do today is affirmthat proof
of conpliance wth federal standards or
regul ati ons wil | not bar manuf act ur er
IiabLIity for design defect as a matter of
I aw.

Inlight of the Georgia Suprene Court's interpretation of

REVERSED and REMANDED.

4

Id. at 521.



