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How a Plaintiff's Team Leveraged Trial Bifurcation to Secure a $22M Verdict

"If [the plaintiffs] win liability, then the defense is in the unpleasant position of having to acknowledge the jury's finding and
then offer a number for what they think it's worth," plaintiff's counsel said.
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A North Georgia jury has delivered a rare eight- figure verdict in favor of a medical-malpractice

plaintiff in a case where the patient's lawyers say that the effects of tort reform, among other
things, ended up working in their favor.

The case stemmed from allegations that an emergency department doctor and a radiologist failed

to spot two fractures in the plaintiff's spine following a car wreck. The plaintiff was eventually left
paralyzed.



While North Georgia juries have a reputation of leaning more conservative, ultimately the people
Rabun County jury agreed with the plaintiff, rendering a $22 million verdict on Friday that lead tria
counsel, Matt Cook of the Cook Law Group, said was likely exacerbated by a bifurcated trial.

"At the end of the day, what helped was Ms. Tucker and Mr. Tucker and their story and just how
bad they were done," Cook's local co-counsel Allyn Stockton said. "You get some of these outlier
counties that people assume are conservative. Well, liberal and conservative don't have anything
to do with decent people doing the right thing and taking care of something that needs to be take
care of."

Georgia's 2025 tort reform package had introduced trial bifurcation with the intention of curbing
massive verdicts, but some litigators say it only benefits the defense in some cases and can put
defendants at a disadvantage in others. According to Cook, catastrophic injury claims fall into th
latter category.

"If [the plaintiffs] win liability, then the defense is in the unpleasant position of having to
acknowledge the jury's finding and then offer a number for what they think it's worth," Cook said,
noting that bifurcation may even drive catastrophic injury awards higher.

The defendant emergency department doctor, Christopher Ratchford, was represented by Jeff
Peters and Avery Minnick of Peters & Monyak, and radiologist Richard Cory was represented by
Daniel Huff and Gabriella Wheeler of Huff Powell Bailey. Neither team responded to request for
comment.

Negotiations leading up trial in Rabun County Superior Court were strained, according to plaintiff
counsel. Though the plaintiff team said that Ratchford admitted to seeing a fracture in Tucker's
original X-rays during a deposition, the defense dismissed the admission as hindsight, and his
insurer, MAG Mutual, declined two $1 million policy limit settlement demands that the Tuckers
sent in 2021.

According to plaintiff's lead trial counsel Matt Cook of the Cook Law Group, the plaintiffs struggle
to afford their medical expenses, and the injured plaintiff, David Tucker, eventually died before tria
and so "when [the defense] finally offered the $1 million the Friday before trial, Carol [David's wife
was able to muster the courage [and] put her trust in the system and the jury.”

Per the plaintiffs' team's account, when trial began the week of June 15, the doctors' defense tea
denied the Tuckers' allegations of neglect, claiming that David Tucker's spinal fractures didn't
happen during the wreck. Instead, the plaintiff's team argued alternative causes, including that
Tucker could have developed a spontaneous bleed in his spine unrelated to any trauma, or



perhaps, after he'd been paralyzed, another medical provider could have injured him while rolling
him onto his back, among other explanations.

The plaintiff's team said they countered what they described as the defense's "tangled web" with
straightforward narrative.

According to Cook, Tucker's treating neurosurgeon was a particularly effective witness, because
he "had no axe to grind" and "he believed firmly that it was a significant medical error that led to
David's demise." However, the two strongest witnesses were the Tuckers themselves.

Anticipating that Tucker might not live to see his day in court, his legal team filmed his deposition
as well as what Cook described as a "difficult to watch," 17-minute-long "day-in-a-life" video.

"One of the most powerful things is just watching his wife take care of him," Stockton said. "When
she rolls him over in the bed to wash his back and then the camera shines on his face [and you
can see] just how defeated he looks and how sad he was. ... | think that had a huge effect on the
true damages of the case."

Plaintiff's counsel Ronny Hulsey, who, along with Rustin Smith of Smith Hulsey, helped with work
on the case's legal strategy said the video, combined with Cook's effective cross-examinations
were critical to securing the win.

According to Hulsey, Cook is particularly adept at cross-examining experienced medical experts
a way that breaks down complicated concepts in a way the average juror can understand. Hulsey
said that the real "elbow drop" of the trial came when Cook got Ratchford to "essentially admit
wrongdoing in the case."

Cook described Ratchford as low-key and soft-spoken, but very uncomfortable during the cross-
examination.

"I was in no way unpleasant to him, but | asked him questions that were fair, [and] that | knew
would force the admission," Cook said. "l asked him: 'You know what's going on—why do you
endorse the defenses that your experts have put forward?' And then | asked him: 'Do you
understand that the lawyers work for you and not the other way around? If so, why are these
defenses continuing to be offered?"

According to Cook, there were "long, pregnant, uncomfortable pauses in front of the jury between
[Ratchford's] answers, and he essentially admitted the case on the stand on a couple of key
points.”

The first phase of the trial lasted nearly two weeks, with a jury delivering a plaintiff's liability verdi
on Friday morning and a damages verdict later that afternoon.



"[Tucker and his wife] were hard-working people that nearly everyone can relate to, especially
those on the jury," Smith said. "l think it really resonated with the jury that these folks weren't
looking for a handout, but they had made a huge sacrifice and deserved real compensation for it.

This article has been updated to accurately reflect trial dates and attorney participation.
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