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From time to time we will include newspaper articles you may 
find interesting. The following articles are from the Wall Street 
Journal and the Dallas Morning News: 

The Dallas Morning News  
Sunday, July 30, 1995  
Page 6J 

Lawsuit mania hurts small towns  

The Association of Trial Lawyers of America recently celebrated its annual meeting in New York 
City with dinners and gala dances.  

It's very unlikely it'll choose to hold its next meeting In Comanche, a little town tucked away in 
the heart of Texas. Our motels can't accommodate a large convention, and some of us are not 
that big on dancing. Still, the trial lawyers of America are one group that manages to make its 
presence felt, even in a typical rural American town, population just over 4,000.  

Comanche's economic base is agrarian, mostly peanuts, dairies and cattle ranching. Mayberry 
this is not: Most of our young people strike out for the cities, while our low cost of living attracts 
retirees living on fixed incomes. The average age of people in our county is about eight years 
above the norm. We're hardly a community that can handle the rapidly escalating costs of 
runaway lawsuits.  

You might think of contingency-fee lawyers and frivolous lawsuits as an urban affliction in Los 
Angeles, Miami and New York. But small towns have lawyers who read the papers, and they are 
no less shy about hitting local taxpayers. Since the mid-1950s, I've watched the costs of liability 
and lawsuits grow as I held many public positions, ranging from the Comanche City Council, to 
president of the local water board, to a dozen yeas on the school board.  

The city, s cost of liability insurance alone is $21.000 a year. No big deal you say? Perhaps not, 
but in Comanche that would cover the coat of one new policeman or fireman.  

Add to that a related cost, the $24,000 we have to pay in workers' compensation. Add to that 
the costs on our water district, which has to pick up another $5,000 in liability every year, and 
another $8,500 for workers' compensation.  

Our local taxpayers have to pick up yet another $25,000 in liability costs for our school. Add to 
the costs of one nuisance suit after another being filed against the city, from minor injuries to 
stress-related illnesses. It is this steady nickel-and-diming, more than any one cost, that gouges 
city taxpayers and limits city services.  
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Yet the greatest single cost cannot be calculated in dollars. Small communities like ours thrive 
on voluntarism, on the willingness of people to roll up their sleeves and work for the common 
good We're especially dependent on volunteer leaders. We need men and women who are 
willing to spend long and arduous hours on a city council for $5 a session, and who have the 
business background to make sound decisions.  

It's not easy to find many such people in a community of 4,000, especially when so many are 
already happily retired. The city needs people in their middle years, who have experience and 
the stamina to do a second job. There just aren't many such people in Comanche.  

This is where liability costs run incalculably high. As the courts infringe into new areas, no one 
knows how far the limits of liability extend. We do know that board members, and even council 
members, can be sued collectively and individually.  

To protect our elected officials (in a small town like ours, to volunteer is to be elected), we have 
to buy million-dollar liability policies. But given that a few of our local farmers are very 
successful, this often isn't enough to cover the costs of their capital and equipment. Some would 
need to buy liability protection for as much as $3 million of their assets.  

Time after time, I've beseeched some of our successful citizens to serve, only be told: "I'm not 
going to spend a lot of my money in extra insurance just to do a free job." I can't blame them. 
I've been approached to run for mayor many times myself. But I've never had the desire for the 
job or for the financial risks it entails.  

The costs of lawsuits are crippling the community spirit of our small towns. I doubt this was 
much on the minds of the trial lawyers and their spouses as they danced the night away in New 
York. From the perspective of Comanche, Texas, there seems to be awfully little to celebrate.  

William T. Calhoun is a retired dentist with 33 years in the U.S. Army Reserves.   

Reprinted with permission from the Dallas Morning News  
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