
COMMENT ON RECENT DECISIONS

TORTS-LANDLORD AND TENANT-LIABILITY FOR NEGLIGENCE OF AN INDE-
PENDENT CONTRACTOR-The recent cases of Bloecher v. Duerbeck' and Vi-

tale v. Duerbeck2 arose from the explosion of a hot water heating plant in-
stalled by an independent contractor in the rented premises of the defen-
dant landlord. In each case, the plaintiff sought to recover damages for
personal injuries caused by the defective manner in which the heater was

installed. The court affirming its prior judgment for plaintiffs; 8 Held, that
the lessor was not relieved of liability for the negligent or defective per-
formance of the work by reason of having intrusted it to an independent
contractor.

The problem as to the liability of a landlord for the negligence of an
independent contractor whom he has employed to repair premises is one
which has become increasingly important, and which raises some difficult

and uncertain questions. 4 The early English cases on this problem were to
the effect that if the tort-feasor was an independent contractor, the land-
lord was not liable for his negligence.5 To this general rule, however, some
exceptions existed, and others were developed, 6 which exceptions may be
classified as follows: (1) When the work intrusted to the contractor is of

such a nature that it is inherently dangerous, or calculated to produce a
nuisance,' (2) When the lessor has covenanted with the lessee to maintain
the premises in reasonably safe condition (In such cases, the covenant is
considered to be personal, and therefore, its performance cannot be dele-

gated with immunity),8 (3) If the injuries occur in parts of the premises
over which the lessor has retained exclusive control, as common stairways,
hallways, etc.,9 (4) Where the repairs are made without the consent of the
lessee, the lessor, having procured the commission of a trepass, is liable as

a joint wrongdoer,' 0 and (5) in those cases where there is a statutory duty
to act.1 '
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Whenever a case falls within the scope of these exceptions, it presents
little difficulty, but where the plaintiff relies solely upon the negligence of
the independent contractor, we find that the authorities are in conflict.12

Most courts will hold that if the injury is the result of a collateral or inci-
dental act of negligence which occurs during the course of the work, as
distinguished from the negligent or defective performance of the work it-
self, the lessor is not liable.13 In those situations, however, where the work
is performed negligently, and the premises are left in a defective condition,
the majority rule is that the duty of the lessor is non-delegable, and that
so long as the relation of landlord and tenant exists, there is an absolute
duty not to do, or cause to be done, anything which would render the prem-
ises dangerous and unsafe for the lessee.14 This view manifests another
step in the gradual trend to impose liability in those instances where the
injury is caused by the negligence of an independent contractor.16 Other
jurisdictions have reached an opposite result, and have limited the duty of
the lessor to that of employing a reasonably competent contractor.10 Still
others have held that the lessor is not liable in those cases where the work
is done gratuitously at the request of the tenant, as distinguished from
those instances where the lessor makes the improvements for the purpose
of increasing the rent."

In the instant case we find that the Supreme Court adopted the prevail-
ing view. Other Missouri decisions on this same issue, however, have fol-
lowed the exceptions, such as, where the work was of an inherently danger-
ous nature;18 the repairs made without the consent of the tenant, the land-
lord being held liable as a joint tort-feasor; 19 or, the express covenant to
maintain the premises in constant repair was regarded as personal.20 The
only other Missouri decision which directly followed the majority ruling was
the case of Vollrath v. StevenS, 21 which decided that the lessor had an ab-
solute duty to see that the premises were not left in a dangerous or defec-
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tive condition. These exceptions and others22 illustrate that the Duerbeck
and Vollrath cases have overruled the Missouri law on this subject, for, if
we had followed the non-delegable theory, our former decisions would have
been based on that factor, and the existence or non-existence of an exception
would not have determined the final result. This is further illustrated by
other Missouri cases which have passed directly on this issue, and which
have held that the lessor was not liable. 23 How far these encroachments
upon the doctrine of non-liability will be carried remains to be seen, but
in view of these more recent decisions, it seems safe to predict that in Mis-
souri, the immunity of the landlord will continue to be more and more
abridged.

M. J. G. '38.
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