Leasing Company Found Liable
for Young Woman’s Tragedy

nJune 27, 1998, Jamie Dearing and four of
her friends were traveling in a 1999 GMC Subur-
ban from Orlando to Miami, anticipating a relax-
ing weekend. Ms. Dearing was a back seat pas-
senger in the vehicle. While traveling on State
Road 417, with the cruise control set at approxi-
mately 75 miles per hour, the driver and front
seat passenger of the Suburban attempted to
change seats. In doing so, they lost control of the
vehicle and slid sideways into a grassy me-
dian. The tires dug into the sand in the median
and the vehicle rolled over twice, finally coming
to rest back on its wheels.

Ms. Dearing, who was 27 years old at the time,
was ejected from the SUV and found lying in the
median, unable to move. The force of the first
rollover thrust her partially through the passenger
window and into the ground, causing her perma-
nent paralysis from the chest down.

Chris Searcy and John Shipley were retained by
the Dearings to handle the case. Chris Searcy
believed that the “long term” lease agreement
for the Suburban did not comply with Florida
law. Florida Statute 324.021 requires a leasing

company to lease a vehicle for a minimum of one
year in order to be insulated from responsibility for
the actions of a driver operating the vehicle. The
person or entity leasing the vehicle from the com-
pany must also carry minimum insurance limits.
The judge on the case granted the defendants
motion for summary judgement, finding the lease
did comply with the statute. However, Chris
Searcy and appellate attorney Joel Eaton from the
law firm of Podhurst, Orseck, Josefsberg, Eaton, et
al in Miami, were able to appeal the decision. On
May 26, 2000, the Ffth District Court of Appeals
overturned the lower courts decision. They deter-
mined that the leasing company was in fact, vicari-
ously liable for Ms. Dearing’s injuries, caused by
the drivers of the vehicle.

On May 11, 2001, a confidential settlement
was reached on behalf of Ms. Dearing, which
will pay for her past and future medical ex-
penses and afford her financial comfort for the
rest of her life. She also hopes to once again
enjoy, in some capacity, activities such as vol-
leyball, horseback riding, and snow sports.
Continued on page three.

The 1999 GMC after the accident.
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A letter written by
Jamie Dearing’s
mother, Susy.

Continued
from page two.



