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The Changing Face of Employment Litigation:

the Summary Judgment Approach

T

he Puerto Rico Supreme Court has
revived the traditional standard in
the use of pretrial summary judgment in employment cases. The
principal function of a motion for
summary judgment is to demonstrate that the
moving party is entitled to a judgment as a matter of law without the need for a full-blown trial.
Summary judgment has evolved into a widely
used pretrial motion permitted in all types of
litigation. However, the Puerto Rico Supreme
Court had drastically limited the summary judgment mechanism in employment cases which
involve elements of intention or credibility issues.
In the recent opinion of the Puerto Rico Supreme
Court in María C. Ramos Pérez v. Univisión
Puerto Rico, Inc., 2010 T.S.P.R. 15, plaintiff María
Ramos, a 43 year-old “traffic manager” at
Univisión, had confronted some difficulty in her
training of a new programming system and had
showed animosity towards her new supervisor.
Shortly thereafter she was terminated from her
employment.

María Ramos claimed that she was terminated
from Univisión because of her age. She argued
that she had been replaced by a younger employee. Univisión filed for summary judgment to
dismiss the age discrimination and torts claim at
the Superior Court. The lower court granted
summary judgment in favor of Univisión.
María Ramos appealed and the Court of Appeals
held that the Superior Court had departed from
the established guidelines of the Supreme Court,
which did not favor summary judgment in employment cases.
The Supreme Court took a different approach. It
overturned the Court of Appeals and clarified
that summary judgment is allowed in employment cases and not limited to extraordinary circumstances. The determining factor is that the
court apply the particular facts of the case to
comply with the Rules of Civil Procedure. The
Supreme Court also explained that if the employee can show that the discharge was without
good cause, she would enjoy a rebuttable presumption of discrimination.

María Ramos demonstrated the prima facie elements of discrimination. The Supreme Court, however, found that Univisión satisfied its burden in the
context of a summary judgment motion by showing
that the motive for the discharge was not discriminatory. Therefore, the Supreme Court decided to dismiss Ramos’ discrimination claim.

In sum, the decision in María C. Ramos v. Univisión
Puerto Rico can help employers defend against employment claims by using the procedural mechanism of
a motion for summary judgment in order to effectively
present before the trial court that the claim is not trialworthy.

We at Goldman remain committed in assisting you and your business to adjust to
these changes in the Law. For further information you may contact Luis F. Antonetti,
Esq. or any of the attorneys in the Labor & Employment Law Department.
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