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Introduction
Van Horn v. Watson is an important California Good Samaritan case because it exposed a gap
between the ordinary public understanding of emergency assistance and the wording of the state
statute then in force. After a traffic collision, Lisa Torti removed Alexandra Van Horn from a wrecked
vehicle because Torti believed the vehicle might catch fire or explode. Van Horn later alleged that the
movement worsened a spinal injury and sued Torti for negligence. Torti argued that California Health
and Safety Code section 1799.102 protected her from civil liability because she had rendered
emergency care at the scene. The California Supreme Court, interpreting the pre-2009 statutory
language, concluded that the immunity applied to emergency medical care and did not extend
categorically to nonmedical rescue assistance such as moving a person from a vehicle (Van Horn v.
Watson, 2008). The decision generated legislative concern that laypeople might hesitate to assist
accident victims. California subsequently amended the statute, making the case useful for examining
statutory interpretation, negligence, emergency judgment, and the way legislatures can respond to
judicial decisions.

Facts, Procedure, and the Court’s Question
The dispute arose after a serious automobile accident in which Van Horn was a passenger. Torti, who
was nearby, testified that she believed smoke or fluid from the vehicle created an immediate danger
and that she removed Van Horn to prevent further harm. Other witnesses disputed whether the
vehicle appeared likely to explode. Van Horn suffered severe injuries and alleged that Torti’s method
of moving her caused or aggravated spinal damage. Torti sought summary judgment on the ground
that California’s Good Samaritan statute immunized a person who, in good faith and without
compensation, rendered emergency care at the scene of an emergency. The decisive issue was not
whether helping an accident victim was morally admirable. It was whether the statute’s use of
“emergency care” covered all forms of emergency assistance or only emergency medical care. The
Supreme Court analyzed the wording and placement of section 1799.102 within the Emergency
Medical Services System and Prehospital Emergency Medical Care Personnel Act and concluded that
the legislature had used the provision to protect emergency medical care specifically.
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The Majority’s Interpretation and Holding
The majority held that Torti could not claim statutory immunity merely because she acted during an
emergency. The court read the former section 1799.102 in its statutory context and concluded that
“emergency care” referred to emergency medical care. Because physically removing Van Horn from
the vehicle was characterized for summary-judgment purposes as nonmedical assistance, the statute
did not automatically bar the negligence claim (Van Horn v. Watson, 2008). This holding did not
establish that Torti was necessarily negligent or legally responsible for Van Horn’s injuries. It meant
only that the Good Samaritan immunity asserted under the statute did not resolve the case as a
matter of law. The plaintiff would still have to prove the ordinary elements of negligence, including
duty, breach, causation, and damages, while Torti could raise applicable defenses and argue that her
conduct was reasonable under the emergency circumstances. This distinction is essential in case
analysis: denial of immunity is not equivalent to a finding of liability. The decision addressed the
scope of statutory protection, not the final factual merits of the negligence allegations.

The Dissent and Emergency-Rescue Policy
The dissent argued for a broader reading of the statute and emphasized the public-policy goal of
encouraging people to assist others in emergencies without fear of civil liability. From that
perspective, separating “medical” from “nonmedical” rescue at an accident scene could be unrealistic
because lay rescuers may need to make immediate decisions before professional responders arrive.
Moving an injured person may be dangerous when spinal injury is possible, yet leaving the person in
place may also be dangerous when fire, traffic, water, structural collapse, or another hazard
threatens. The policy question therefore concerns how much legal protection should be given to a
volunteer who makes a good-faith emergency judgment under severe time pressure. Broad immunity
can encourage intervention but may reduce accountability for reckless conduct; narrow immunity can
preserve compensation for injured plaintiffs but may discourage reasonable rescue. Van Horn
illustrates how statutory language can force courts to resolve this balance even when judges agree
that emergency assistance should generally be encouraged. The legislature, rather than the court,
ultimately changed that balance after the decision.

California’s Legislative Response and Current Rule
California amended section 1799.102 in 2009 to address the concern created by Van Horn. The
current statute expressly covers good-faith, uncompensated emergency medical or nonmedical care
or assistance at the scene of an emergency. For most lay volunteers, the immunity does not protect
an act or omission constituting gross negligence or willful or wanton misconduct. The statute also
excludes emergency departments and other places where medical care is usually offered from the
definition of the emergency scene for this purpose (Cal. Health & Safety Code § 1799.102). This
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amendment materially changes the rule that governed Torti’s conduct because nonmedical rescue is
now expressly included. The statute does not erase every legal duty or make every rescue technique
immune from scrutiny. Instead, it establishes a stronger liability shield for ordinary good-faith
assistance while preserving potential liability for particularly serious misconduct. Case analysis must
therefore distinguish the historical holding from the law that now applies. Using Van Horn without
discussing the amendment would give readers an outdated picture of California Good Samaritan
protection.

Negligence, the Emergency Doctrine, and Practical
Rescue
Even when statutory immunity is unavailable, negligence law evaluates conduct in context. A rescuer
facing a sudden danger is not ordinarily judged as though there were unlimited time for reflection,
although the emergency cannot excuse conduct that is unreasonable under the circumstances.
Causation also matters. A plaintiff must show that the defendant’s conduct was a substantial legal
cause of the injury claimed, which can be difficult when the underlying accident already produced
serious trauma. From a practical safety perspective, suspected spinal injury usually favors minimizing
unnecessary movement, but immediate hazards such as fire or traffic may justify relocation.
Laypeople should therefore call emergency services, provide accurate information, follow dispatcher
instructions when possible, and avoid complex medical procedures beyond their training unless delay
creates greater danger. The law does not require ordinary citizens to perform professional-level
medicine. Good Samaritan statutes are designed to reduce fear of liability when people voluntarily
assist, while gross-negligence and misconduct exceptions preserve accountability where conduct
departs sharply from reasonable emergency behavior.

Conclusion
Van Horn v. Watson demonstrates the difference between moral praise for helping someone and the
legal question of whether a statute grants immunity. The California Supreme Court interpreted the
pre-2009 version of section 1799.102 as protecting emergency medical care rather than all
emergency assistance, so Torti could not obtain summary judgment solely under that statute for
removing Van Horn from the vehicle. The ruling did not itself determine that Torti was negligent; it
allowed the negligence claim to proceed without the asserted statutory bar. California then amended
the law to protect good-faith, uncompensated emergency medical or nonmedical assistance by lay
rescuers, subject to exceptions including gross negligence and willful or wanton misconduct. The
current rule therefore reflects a legislative decision to encourage broader rescue while retaining a
threshold for serious wrongdoing (Cal. Health & Safety Code § 1799.102). The case remains valuable
because it shows how statutory wording, judicial interpretation, emergency circumstances, causation,
and legislative response interact. Accurate legal analysis must identify both the historical holding and
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the law that applies today.
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