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Sex offender law takes effect Monday -
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Law

Deborah Ross, executive /
legal director of the American
C'ivil Liberties Union of North
Carolina, said about 90 percent
of all sex offenses are commit-
ted by friends and relatives,
not strangers who move in next
door.

“Just because you know
somebody in your neigh-
borhood i1s a sex offender does
not make you safer,” she said.
“It means you avoid that per-
son, It also makes it more dif-
ficult for people who have paid
their debt to society to reinte-
grate into society.”

In the legal profession, a law
takes effect Monday that limits
the punitive damages thal can
be awarded in a lawsuit 1o
$250,000, or three times the ae-
tual damages awarded.

Robert J. Wishart, 4 Burl-
imgton lawyer, said juries some-
times award punitive damages
— money beyond paying for
hospital bills or lost work — 1o

Continued from Al

punish defendants.

“1 think it’s healthy,” he said
of the new limit. “The punitive
damages are something that no-
body is entitled to. They are lit-
erally a gift."

But Bob Martin, a lawyer who
practices in Elon College, said
the law will do more harm than
good, There have been highly
publicized cases in past de-
cades, he said, in which a
major company found it cheap-
er to settle a few lawsuits out
of court than to change to a
more expensive, yet safer, way
of doing business, The new law
will encourage some companies
to settle out of court, he said.

Proponents argued the law
would make doctors’ insurance
premiums drop. Bult Martin
said he disagreed because few
North Carolina cases involve
punitive damages. He pre-
dicted consumers won't see
cheaper medical costs.

In a related law change, ex-

pert witnesses who testify in
medical malpractice lawsuits
filed after Monday will have to
show the court that they work
in the same specialty as the
doctors accused of malpractice,
and that most of their profes-
sional time in the last year has
been devoted to practicing that
medical specialty or teaching it
in a medical school.

Martin said the change will
make the plaintiff’s cases more
expensive because lawyers will
have to hire better qualified
experts to testify. Wishart said
the law will help reduce frivo-
lous medical malpractice suits,

“It's a real effort to eliminate
the ‘hired gun syndrome,’
where you literally go out and
hire an expert to say anything
you want him to say,” Wishart
said.

The Associated Press contrib-
uted to this story.




