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SB 550 Constitutional Amendment – Civil Jury Trials 

SB 551 Courts – Civil Jury Trials – Amount in Controversy 

 
FAVORABLE 

 
The Maryland Association for Justice (MAJ) supports an amendment to the Maryland Constitution 
to increase the amount in controversy required to demand a jury trial pursuant to the Maryland 
Rules to Thirty Thousand Dollars ($30,000.00).  

 
This amendment would allow more cases to be adjudicated in District Court, which currently has 
exclusive original jurisdiction in civil cases with an amount in controversy up to $5,000, and 
concurrent jurisdiction with the Circuit Court in matters with an amount in controversy above 
$5,000 and up to $30,000, exclusive of prejudgment interest and costs. 
 
The Maryland Constitution drafted in the 1850 Convention established an amount in controversy of 
Five Dollars ($5.00).  Beginning in 1970, the amount in controversy requirement has increased: to 
$500 in 1970; to $5,000 in 1982; to $10,000 in 1998; and to $15,000 in 2010.  In general, these 
increases were necessitated by the ever-increasing costs of discovery and litigation in the Circuit 
Court. 
 
Take, for example, a personal injury action involving medical expert testimony.  Medical experts 
charge for their time by the hour – to review documents, consult with an attorney, prepare for and 
give deposition testimony, and prepare for and testify at trial.  Charges for a medical expert’s time 
typically are measured by the physician’s average hourly income seeing patients.  If a medical 
expert charged $100 an hour in 1982, a comparable medical expert today might charge $500 an 
hour (or more, depending on the expert’s specialization), because the value of physician time 
increases according to medical inflation, a component of the Consumer Price Index (CPI) that 
increases much faster than ordinary inflation. 
 
Because medical experts charge increasingly more for their time, the cost of a single medical expert 
easily can exceed $10,000 in a single case. 
 
District Court has distinct advantages in cases where the amount in controversy is lower.  Trials in 
District Court are generally shorter, commonly lasting less than one day. In addition, discovery is 
limited in District Court actions, resulting in substantially lower litigation costs.  Moreover, 
evidence can be presented from medical experts without the need for live testimony. 
 
Claims with a lower amount in controversy cannot be litigated economically in the Circuit Court, 
particularly when those claims require medical expert testimony; the high costs of expert witnesses 
and discovery in the Circuit Court make such cases uneconomical to pursue, essentially putting 
justice out of reach for plaintiffs with smaller claims.  To keep pace with medical inflation, the 
amount in controversy threshold for removing cases from District Court to Circuit Court must be 
increased 

MAJ respectfully urges a  
FAVORABLE REPORT 
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Testimony of  

American Property Casualty Insurance Association (APCIA) 

Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee  

SB0551 Courts - Civil Jury Trials - Amount in Controversy  

SB0550 Constitutional Amendment - Civil Jury Trials - Amount in Controversy  

February 18, 2020  

Letter of Opposition 

The American Property Casualty Insurance Association (APCIA) is a national trade organization 
representing nearly 60 percent of the U.S. property casualty insurance market.  APCIA appreciates 
the opportunity to provide written comments in opposition to Senate Bill 550 and its companion 
Senate Bill 551. Senate Bill 550 is the constitutional amendment needed to allow for the change as 
required by the Maryland Declaration of Rights. Senate Bill 551 amends the provision in the Courts 
and Judicial Proceedings Article to raise the limit for requesting a jury trial for a civil case from its 
current limit of $15,000 to $30,000.    In order to increase the amount in controversy, the legislature 
must pass a bill which provides for a constitutional amendment to be approved by the voters in the 
next general election.    

Prior to 2006, there was no minimum limit amount for a civil case for a jury trial.  In 2006, this limit 
was raised to $10,000.  In 2010, this threshold was raised to $15,000.  Now in 2020, this legislation is 
before the General Assembly which would double the amount up to $30,000 and further curtail the 
right of a citizen to a jury trial.  Where is the need for this legislation? No data has been shown that 
the right to a jury trial needs to be changed from the current limits.  An analysis of civil jury trial 
threshold limits for all 50 states found that the vast majority of states have no threshold for civil jury 
trials, and among those 14 states that do, Maryland’s threshold is the second highest in the nation 
only behind Louisiana1.   Rounding out the top twelve state limits are $6,000 for Alabama2, $5,000 for 
Hawaii and Rhode Island, $4,500 for Virginia, $1,500 for New Hampshire and Oklahoma, $750 for 
Oregon, and $250 for Alaska, Connecticut and Kentucky.  Maryland doubling this threshold would 
only further demonstrate that Maryland is out of touch as compared to other states for civil jury cases.   
Maryland has a system in place that works.  A plaintiff may elect to have their case tried in District 
Court for matters up to $30,000 but for matters in excess of $15,000, the defendant could request a 
jury trial in Circuit Court.  This would subject the plaintiff’s claims to more vetting through full 
discovery.   The current system strikes a balance between the plaintiff’s and defendant’s interests. 
This would increase the amount of suits brought in District Court with limited discovery and without 

 
1 Reducing Access to the Courts: The Impact of Louisiana’s Jury Trial Threshold. A Research Report by Louisiana Lawsuit Abuse 
Watch, February 2012.   
2 Since the 2012 above report, Alabama increased the civil jury limit to $6,000 in 2015.   



  

 

 

the ability to file a motion for summary judgment by the defendant as this not available in District 
Court. 

For these reasons, the APCIA urges the Committee to provide an unfavorable report on Senate Bills 
550 and 551.   

 

Respectfully submitted, 

Nancy J. Egan, State Government Relations Counsel, DE, MD, VA, WV  

Nancy.egan@APCIA.org   Cell: 443-841-4174 
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February 18, 2020 
 
 
The Honorable William C. Smith, Jr, Chairman 
Judicial Proceedings 
2 East Miller Senate Office Building 
11 Bladen Street 
Annapolis, MD 21401 
 

RE: SB 551 – Courts – Civil Jury Trials – Amount in Controversy - Opposed 
 
Dear Chairman Smith and Members of the Committee, 
 
On behalf of the Maryland Association of Mutual Insurance Companies (MAMIC), I respectfully request an unfavorable 
report on Senate Bill 551 - Courts – Civil Jury Trials – Amount in Controversy. 
 
By way of background, MAMIC is comprised of eleven mutual insurance companies that are headquartered in Maryland 
and neighboring states.  Approximately one-half of our members are domiciled in Maryland, and are key contributors and 
employers in our local communities.  Together, MAMIC members offer a wide variety of insurance products and services 
and provide coverage for thousands of Maryland citizens.  As mutual insurers, MAMIC members are owned entirely by 
our policyholders, and any profits earned are either retained by the company or returned to policyholders in the form of 
dividends.    By contrast, stock insurers are owned by shareholders.  Profits generated by a stock insurer are distributed 
to investors who may or may not have a policy of insurance with the company.   
 
This bill increases from $15,000 to $30,000 the limit under which a party to a civil action may not demand a jury trial in 
Maryland courts.  The current statutory limit of $15,000 has been in place for a number of years, and affords litigants a 
fair, reasonable, and predictable framework for the orderly conduct of litigation.  There is no public policy reason 
supporting a change at this time.   
 
From a practical standpoint, increasing the limit as prescribed has the potential to harm insurers’ and their ability to 
successfully and adequately defend and indemnify their policyholders/insureds in lawsuits filed against them.  Specifically, 
it drastically limits the ability to obtain additional discovery.  Under the existing rules of civil procedure, discovery is limited 
to only 15 interrogatories for District Court matters.  On the other hand, Circuit Court matters (for jury trials) permit far 
more expansive discovery.  The additional information gleaned through discovery permits insurers the opportunity to fully 
defend and indemnify their policyholders and can potentially lead to favorable settlements or outcomes at trial for all 
parties involved.  To that end, the mitigation of damages during litigation prevents the increase of insurance rates and 
allows for better competition in the marketplace for consumers.  SB 551 is potentially harmful for these reasons. 
 
Thank you for your consideration of our views on this legislation, and we again request that this bill be given an 
unfavorable report. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 

Jill Showalter 
President  

191 Main Street, Suite 200 – Annapolis MD 21401 – 410-268-6871 


