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Facts:


New England Ecological Development, Inc. (NEED), a Rhode Island recycling center, required a belt-pulley system that would allow their employees to sort the debris material.  NEED gave the specifications for their requirements to Colmar Belting Co. (Colmar), a distributor of conveyor-belt system parts.  Emerson Power Transmission Corp. (EPT) manufactured the wing pulley, a component of the nip point which prevents waste materials from getting caught between the roller and the belt.  Neither NEED nor EPT recommended the installation and use of a guard shield to cover the nip point, and no guard shield was installed on NEED’s system.  Americo Buonanno, a NEED supervisor, was clearing debris from the pulley system when another employee turned the system back on.  Consequently, Buonanno’s arm was pulled into the pulley mechanism and caused substantial damage to his right arm which was later amputated.  Buonanno filed suit against Colmar and EPT alleging in part strict liability.  The defendants filed a motion for summary judgment, arguing that as sellers of components they had no duty to ensure proper design of the final system.

Issues:


Under product liability law, is it the manufacturer’s (defendant) duty to ensure that final designs of systems that incorporate their product are proper and safe?

Rule:

As a general rule, component manufacturers or sellers should not be liable under this section unless the component part itself was defective when it left the manufacturer. Restatement (Third) Torts § 5 cmt. a. Furthermore, a component part supplier should not be required to act as an insurer for any and all accidents that may arise after that component part leaves the supplier's hands. See Crossfield v. Quality Control Equipment Co., 1 F.3d 701, 704 (8th Cir. 1993). Crossfield stands for the proposition that the primary duty is owed by the designer of the machine, not the supplier of the component parts. See id. However, liability can be extended to a component part manufacturer and/or seller in certain situations. Union Supply Co. v. Pust, 196 Colo. 162, 583 P.2d 276, 278 (Colo. 1978). By its very terms, the Restatement provides an exception to the general rule that a seller or distributor [**12]  is subject to liability when "the seller or distributor of the component substantially participates in the integration of the component into the design of the product." Restatement (Third) Torts § 5(b)(1) (emphasis added).

Analysis:


Based upon the aforementioned rule, Colmar’s argument that it is immune from liability as they merely sold the manufactured part to NEED and did not produce it is not valid.  Colmar substantially participated in the integration of the component into the end design for NEED and therefore must assume liability for product defectiveness.
Conclusions:

