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Memorandum No. 45(1962)

Subject: Study No. 52(L) - Sovereign Immunity
(Vehicle Code Sections
17000-17004.5)

Attached {blue pages) are two copies of a tentative
recommendation relating to the liability of public
entities for the ownership and operation of motor
vehicles. This subject has not been previously '
considered by the Commission. {(See Study; pp.32-37, for
the research consultant's comments on the Vehicle Code.)

Please mark any revisions you have on one copy o?’
the tentative recommendations so that you may give 1t

to the staff at the August meeting.

Respectfully submitted,

Jon D. Smock
Assistant -Counsel




(#52)  August 9, 1962

TENTATIVE RECOMMENDATION

of the
CALIFOENTA IAW EREVISION COMMISSION
relating to

Liability of Public Entities for Ownership and Cperation of
Vehicles

Section 17001 of the Vehicle Code imposes 1liability upon all types
of public entitles for injuries resulting from the negligent operation
of motor vehicles by public personnel in the course of public employment.
It ie not clesr, however, whether the section imposes liability for
Injuries resulting from Intentionally tortious operation of a motor
vehicle by a public employee in the scope of his employment. Private
employers, of course, may be held liable for both negligent and
intentional torts of their employees acting within the scope of their
employment.

Vehicle Code Sectilon 17150 imposes liability upon a motor vehicle
owner for the negligence of a person using or coperating the vehicle
with the consent of the owner. Where liability does not arise through
a master-servant or principal-agent relationship, this vehicle ownership
liability is limited to maximum dollar amounts. The lisbllity of public
entities, as vehicle owners, for the negligent operation of vehicles with
thelr permission bas been limited by judicla)l decisions to vehicles
maintained for use in "proprietary" activities; no vehicle ownership

liability exists where the publicly owned vehicle is maintained only
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for "governmental" activities. Thus, a city may be held lisble as

& vehicle owner for injuries caused by a vehicle assigned to the
water department (proprietary function) and may not be held liable as
an owner for a siﬁilar injury inflicted by a vehicle assigned 4o the
health department (governmental activity).

The effect of the Muskopf decision on Section 17001 lisbility and
on the liability of public entities as cwners of motor vehleles is not
clear.l The courts may hold that governmental entities are not liable
for vehicle torts except %o the extent provided in these statutes. On the
other hand, they may hold that the liability of public entities is the
same ags that of private perscns.

The Commlssion has concluded that the uwncertainties created by
the Muskopf decision should be removed by legislgtion and thait the
liability of public entities for the owmership and operation of nmotor
vehicles should be the same as that of private persons. There is no
reason why public entities should not be subject to the same vicarious
ligbility as a privete employer for injuries resulting from the operation
of motor vehicles. Nor should the rights of 'a person injured by a
negligently operated motor vehicle differ merely because the wvehicle
was loaned to the operator by a public entity rather thanh by a private
person. Accordingly, the Commission recommends.

1. Section 17001 of the Vehicle Code should be smended to make
public entities liable for death, personal injury or property damage
caused by a negligent or wrongful act or omission of an officer, agent
or employee cperating a vehicle while in the scope of his office, agency

or employment. This amendment will make clear that Section 17001

1. See research study at 36-37.
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imposes liability for both negligent and intentional torts of public
employees operating motor vehicles in the scope of their public employment.

2. The vehicle ownership liability statute shculd be made applicable
to public entities to the same extent that it applies to private owners.

3. Bection 17002 of the Vehicle Code, which grants a right of
subrogation to a public entity vicariousiy liable for the negligence of
its personnel in the operation of motor vehicles, should be repealed.

The policy expressed in this section is contrary to the general policy
recommended by the Commission that the ultimate firancial responsibility
for the torts of its persomnel should be torne by the public entity,2
There is no reason for making an exception to the general poliey in the
vehicle tort situation.

4. Section 17003, which authorizes public entities to insure
against the vehicle liability imposed upon them, should be repealed.
This section 1s superseded and unnecessary in light of the Commission's

recomrendation regarding a broad grant of authority for public entities

to insure against any lisbility.>

The Commission's recommendation would be effectuated by the ernactment

of the following measure:

2. See Tentative Recommendation of the California Iaw Revision Commission
relating to Liability of Public Entities and Public Officers and
Employees (soon to be available for distribution).

3. See Tentetive Recommendation of the California lLaw Revision Commission
relating to Insurance Coverage for Public Entities and Public Officerc
and Employees (May 1, 1962).
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An act to amend Section 17001 of, and to repeal Sections 17002 and

17003 of, and to add Section 17002 to, the Vehicle Code, relating

to eivil lisbility of owners and cperators of vehicles.

The people of the State of California do enact as follows:

SECTICOHN 1. Section 17C01 of the Vehicle Code is amended tc read:

17001, {Ary] A pubiic agency [swning-anv-meter-wehialz] is [respensible-
tg-every-persea~vhe-suctaing-any-davage-by-regcscn-ef| liable for death [5]
or injury ‘o persons or proverty [es~tha-veguls.-cf-sho-neglizent-cpergbisn
sf-the.-metsr-vehieie-by-an-affzeays-agent; -or-supleyoe-a¥-an-the -veguls

sf-the-negligerb-oneraticr-ef | proximetely caused by a negligent or

wrongful act or omission in the operation of any [stkes] motor vehicle uy

[emi] an officer, azent [;ler employee of the public agency [wher] acting

within the scope of his office, agency (] cr cxploymend. [Tha-injuwed
PEFBEBA-RIF-88¢~She-puslic-azener-tR-aRF - e Surt - 55 ~pEEpebeRE - Jurhsdietzan

in-thig-Etese-~in-the-sanner-dirested-by-Law:]

SEC. 2, Secition 17002 of the Vehicle Code 1s repealed.

(170825~ ~2£-there-is- -Poes¥ery. under-5hig- ehagter-againgi-n-pukiie
apgeRaFy-ih.gkall. ka-gukregatod-te-atl-tho.-rigkte-af-tha-person-injured

sgainst-tRe-offiaery ~sEeRby ~cF-eERleyee-pRd-Ray-resover-f¥sn~-the-cfficayy
uperty-e¥-appleres- the-satal- ameunt- ef-anyr-judgrrrs-and-aasts-regsveres
geHsy Py &g

ppainst-the-subliz-ageseyy-tegokher-vith-sapbs.-hherein- ]
B £S5 eF -

SEC. 3. BSecticn 17C03 of the Vehicle Ccde is repealed.
[17603- - y-pukiiz-ageRey-Ray - Pasure ~agatask-1iakility-ander-this

shapter-in-any-iasurense-acrzaky-anbherised - ta-transaet-the~-FHsinesE
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ef-gueh-insuvanee-ir-the-fhese-af-Califarpiay -ard-the-prepdun-for-the
tRsvrnnes-shall-be-g-prerer~charge-againgh~the-goneral-fund-cf-Lhe

pubiic-gconewr.

SEC. 4. Section 17002 is added to the Vehicle Code, to read:

17002, A public agency is liable for death or injury to perscns
or property to the same extent as a private person under the provisions
of Article 2 {commencing with Section 17150) of this chapter, whether or
not the motor vehicle is cwned, used or maintzined for a govermmental

or proprietary purpose.




