
$6 million claims bill signed into law to help
provide medical care and some stability
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When a Florida agency is sued, any award over $200,000 

requires special claims legislation. The sheriff hired a team 

of lobbyists to fi ght the award. Mr. Stephens continued to 

rely on SDSBS attorneys who had been representing him 

since the 2013 shooting to help in obtaining the Florida 

legislature’s approval of his claim. After more than three 

years from the time of the initial verdict, efforts paid off with 

nearly unanimous legislative approval. “To get a claims bill 

passed with only two dissenting votes out of both chambers 

of the legislature is absolutely incredible,” SDSBS attorney 

Jack Scarola said. “I am grateful the governor chose 

to put his signature on the bill, rather than just allow it to 

become law without his signature. I am also grateful for the 

assistance of my law partners, Chris Searcy and Jim 
Gustafson, who together with former Senate Majority 

Leader Alex Villalobos, helped us navigate the claim through 

the complex legislative process to overcome the vigorous 

political opposition mounted by the Sheriff’s Offi ce.”

Mr. Stephens, now 26 years of age, has spent the last seven 

years in and out of hospitals, homeless, and confi ned to a 

wheelchair for life. He will now be able to secure a home, 

obtain personal assistance and medical care, and begin living 

a more stable life. 

“We are compelled to add that this case is a perfect illustration 

of the injustices associated with Florida’s sovereign immunity 

laws and the entire claims bill process,” Mr. Scarola added. 

“Existing laws cry out for reform and modernization so that 

future victims of government abuse and neglect are not forced 

to endure what Dontrell Stephens has gone through.” u

(Continued from page one.)

The 2020 selection of the nation’s leading lawyers by Lawdragon 
Magazine was announced in March 2020. Chris Searcy was selected 

for Lawdragon’s Hall of Fame which honors past members for their 

contribution to the legal profession. Also selected for Lawdragon’s 

500 Leading Lawyers in America 2020 were  Jack Scarola, Sia 
Baker-Barnes, and Brenda Fulmer. Congratulations to all! u

On October 13, 2017, John Smith (not his real name) was a 
passenger in a vehicle traveling in Tampa, Florida. His vehicle 
had stopped at a red light when it was rear-ended by a 
commercial vehicle. John suffered signifi cant spinal injuries 
that required multiple surgeries. Shortly after the crash, he 
hired a law fi rm to seek accountability for the damages and 
injuries he had suffered. The commercial vehicle that had 
caused the crash was owned by a medical device company, 
and the driver was operating the vehicle within the scope 
of his employment by the company. Throughout 2018, 
John’s law fi rm tried to get the case resolved without fi ling 
a lawsuit but was unsuccessful due to the very low offers 
of settlement from the insurance company. In early 2019, 
the law fi rm recognized that the case needed to go to trial. 
They referred the case to SDSBS attorney Jordan Dulcie
in an effort to move forward.
Mr. Dulcie immediately filed suit and began taking 
depositions. After the deposition of the driver was obtained, 
the defendants admitted liability. At that point in time, the 
entire state of Florida started battling Covid-19 virus, and 
jury trials were suspended indefi nitely. With legal actions 
beginning to slow down, it became more important for Mr. 
Dulcie and his client to see if a settlement could be reached. 
John could no longer work and needed the fi nancial means 
to take care of his family and to obtain additional medical 
treatment necessary to heal his injuries. Shortly after the 
defendants’ admission of liability, Mr. Dulcie was able to 
secure a $675,000 settlement that provided John with much 
needed relief during an already stressful pandemic. u
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