
UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT    
MIDDLE DISTRICT OF FLORIDA    

TAMPA DIVISION    
    
IN RE:      

       
MAD TOYZ III, LLC AND 
JEFFREY KNIGHT AS THE OWNERS    Case. No. 8:25-cv-1914-KKM-TGW 
OF A 2018 38’ STATEMENT  
380 OPEN MOTORBOAT BEARING  
HULL IDENTIFICATION NUMBER  
STTEB112L718, HER ENGINES,  
TACKLE, AND APPURTENANCES. 

     
Petitioners.   

                                                                     /    
 

 ORDER1 ON MOTION TO BIFURCATE 
 

On April 27, 2025, a 2018 38-foot Statement 380 Open Motorboat (the 

“Vessel”) owned and operated by Petitioners collided with the ferry Maddie’s 

Crossing. Petition (Doc. 1). On July 21, 2025, Petitioners filed this admiralty 

action, seeking exoneration from, or limitation of, liability for the accident. Doc. 

1. In response, numerous claims have been filed against Petitioners. Claimants 

now move to bifurcate the limitation action into a liability phase and a 

damages phase. Doc. 166. I grant the motion, in part.  

 

 
1 The motion seeks only to bifurcate the case and therefore is not 

dispositive of any claim. Nor is a motion to bifurcate among the motions 
prohibited from magistrate resolution in 28 U.S.C. § 636(b)(1)(A). 
A magistrate judge may, therefore, properly resolve this motion by order. 28 
U.S.C. § 636(b)(1)(A); Fed. R. Civ. P. 72(a). 
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I. Legal Context 

The Limitation of Liability Act limits a vessel owner’s liability for any 

“loss, damage, or injury by collision . . .  done, occasioned, or incurred, without 

the privity or knowledge of the owner.” 46 U.S.C. § 30523(b).  The procedures 

for seeking exoneration from, or limitation of, liability are governed by both 

the Limitation of Liability Act and Supplemental Rule F of the Supplemental 

Rules for certain Admiralty and Maritime claims.  

Under Supplemental Rule F(1), “Not later than six months after receipt 

of a claim in writing, any vessel owner may file a complaint in the appropriate 

district court . . . for limitation of liability pursuant to statute.” Suppl. R. F(1). 

Supplemental Rule F(1) also requires the vessel owner to deposit with the court 

“a sum equal to the amount or value of the owner’s interest in the vessel and 

pending freight, or approved security therefor,” as well as “security for costs 

and, if [it] elects to give security, for interest at the rate of 6 percent per annum 

from the date of the security.” Id. 

Once a vessel owner, that is, the petitioner in a Limitation of Liability 

Action, complies with Supplemental Rule F(1), by timely filing the complaint 

and making the deposit with the court, the Limitation of Liability Act and the 

Supplemental Rules require a court to take two actions. First, a court must 

“issue a notice to all persons asserting claims with respect to which the 

complaint seeks limitation, admonishing them to file their respective claims 
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with the clerk of the court and to serve on the attorneys for the plaintiff a copy 

thereof on or before a date to be named in the notice.” Supp. R. F(4). This notice 

is also known as a monition. Second, the court must issue a stay in all other 

claims and proceedings against the owner that are related to the incident 

involving the vessel at issue in the Limitation of Liability Action. Offshore of 

the Palm Beaches, Inc. v. Lynch, 741 F.3d 1251, 1257 (11th Cir. 2014) (citing 

46 U.S.C. § 30511). Nonetheless, “those injured by the vessel retain rights 

under the ‘saving to suitors’ clause[,] 28 U.S.C. § 1333[,] . . . which . . . ensures 

that federal admiralty jurisdiction does not eliminate traditional remedies, 

including state jury trials.” Skanska USA Civ. Se. Inc. v. Bagelheads, Inc., 75 

F.4th 1290, 1300–01 (11th Cir. 2023) (citations omitted).  

Grappling with the interplay between Limitation Act, which guarantees 

a vessel owner’s right to adjudicate its claim to the Act’s liability cap in federal 

court2, and the savings to suitors clause, which counsels in favor of giving 

plaintiffs their choice of forum, the Eleventh Circuit has held that, should a 

court find that a petitioner is not entitled to limit its liability, “damage 

 
2 Generally, in determining whether to limit a petitioner’s liability, courts 

consider (1) whether there are any acts of negligence that caused the accident, 
and if so, (2) whether those acts of negligence were those associated with the 
shipowner’s vessel, and, if so, (3) whether the shipowner had knowledge or 
privity of those same acts of negligence. Skanska USA Civ. Se. Inc. v. 
Bagelheads, Inc., 75 F.4th 1290, 1306 (11th Cir. 2023) (citations omitted) 
(noting that, while this procedure is “typical,” it need not be applied rigidly). 
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claimants must be allowed to litigate the vessel owner’s negligence in state 

court.” Id. at 1306, 1307, 1309 (“Once the district court decided that [the vessel 

owner] was not entitled to limitation, it correctly dismissed the case so that the 

claimants could pursue remedies in whichever forums that they chose”). 

II. Analysis 

Claimants ask the Court to bifurcate both the discovery and trial of this 

action, separating the limitation of liability phase from the damages phase. 

Doc. 166. As claimants explain their proposal: 

The liability phase would proceed first, with the parties focusing 
discovery and trial on issues of liability under the Limitation Act:  
 
(1) Ownership. Which, if any, petitioners owned the Knight Life, 
the limitation vessel?  
 
(2) Liability & Limitation of the Owner. What, if any, acts of 
negligence caused the collision? Did the owner of the Knight Life 
lack “privity or knowledge” of all the negligent acts?  
 
(3) Apportionment of Fault. Whether and to what extent fault 
should be apportioned among the petitioners and any other party. 
 
If, after a bench trial, the Court declines to limit the liability of the 
petitioners, the Court would apportion fault among the parties, 
dismiss this limitation action, and dissolve the injunction against 
parallel proceedings to allow damages discovery and trial  
to proceed in the Circuit Court for Pinellas County. 

Doc. 166 pp. 4–5. Petitioners “concede that if Claimants were to prevail on 

limitation, their damages could be tried in State Court” but state that a motion 

to bifurcate trial is premature. Doc. 176 p. 9. And, Petitioners oppose 
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bifurcating discovery, arguing that it will prejudice them, because the issues 

of causation and damages are directly intertwined with the issue of negligence. 

Doc. 176 pp. 2–4, 7–9. Specifically, Petitioners point out that bifurcation will 

force them to depose each of the 41 claimants twice (because each has 

knowledge about both liability and damages) and will delay meaningful 

settlement negotiations. Doc. 176 p. 4.  

 Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 42(b) states, “[f]or convenience, to avoid 

prejudice, or to expedite and economize, the court may order a separate trial of 

one or more separate issues, claims, crossclaims, counterclaims, or third-party 

claims.” Fed. R. Civ. P. 42(b). The determination of whether to bifurcate is left 

to the sound discretion of the court. See Griffin v. City of Opa-Locka, 261 F.3d 

1295, 1301 (11th Cir. 2001).  

In light of the binding precedent that a court must allow claimants to 

pursue damages in state court (if they wish), should a petitioner be found 

ineligible to limit his liability,3 bifurcation of the trial is necessary to the extent 

that the Court must decide whether Petitioners are entitled to limit their 

 
3  Skanska USA Civ. Se. Inc. v. Bagelheads, Inc., 75 F.4th 1290, 1308–09 

(“Once the district court decided that [the vessel owner] was not entitled 
to limitation, it correctly dismissed the case so that the claimants could pursue 
remedies in whichever forums that they chose”); Fecht v. Makowski, 406 F.2d 
721, 722-23 (5th Cir. 1969) (“[W]here no limitation is possible[,] the damage 
claimants are entitled to have the injunction against other actions dissolved, 
so that they may, if they wish, proceed in a common law forum as they are 
entitled to do under the saving to suitors clause.”). 
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liability before the Court can consider the issue of damages. If Petitioners are 

not entitled to limitation, claimants may then elect to pursue their claims in 

other forums. The parties may address the timing of the two trial phases with 

the District Court when appropriate. 

However, to the extent that claimants ask the Court to bifurcate 

discovery to exclude any investigation of damages, I find that such an order 

would prevent the parties from discovering information necessary to the 

determination of liability and would not economize litigation as claimants 

hope. See Fed. R. Civ. P. 1 (The purpose of the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure 

is “to secure the just, speedy, and inexpensive determination of every action 

and proceeding.”). First, as Petitioners point out, damages inform the liability 

and apportionment analyses. That is, in the liability phase, the claimants must 

show that Petitioners were negligent and, to prove negligence, claimants must 

prove that they were damaged and that Petitioners caused, at least in part, 

that damage. Petition of M/V Sunshine, II, 808 F.2d 762, 765 (11th Cir.1987) 

(limitation of liability concerns the “issue of fault causing or contributing to the 

loss ”); Matter of Hechinger, 890 F.2d 202, 208 (9th Cir. 1989) (“[T]he claimant 

must establish that the act of negligence was a cause, however[ ] slight, of his 

injuries.”). 

 Although the claimants need not show the extent of their damages at 

the liability phase, an order permitting discovery relating to damages only 
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relevant to the liability phase, and excluding discovery relating only to the 

damages phase, seems likely to breed confusion and heavy motions practice. 

See Matter of N&W Marine Towing, LLC, No. 2:20-CV-02390, 2021 WL 

3206292, at *2 (E.D. La. July 29, 2021) (denying motion to bifurcate because 

“[i]n this [Limitation of Liability Act] case, the issues of limitation and 

damages turn on the same evidence and testimony . . . .”); In re Sortwell, Inc., 

No. C 08-05167 JW, 2011 WL 4896475, at *2 (N.D. Cal. Oct. 12, 2011) (“Here, 

the Court finds that bifurcation would not serve judicial economy, because the 

issue of limited liability is not separable from the issue of damages, insofar as 

Claimant will have to show that the Tug was negligent or unseaworthy in order 

to resolve the issue of limited liability.”). 

  Likewise, to the extent claimants seek discovery on apportionment in 

their proposed Phase I, the Court notes that apportioning fault for injuries also 

requires an examination of the various injuries and their causes.  

Second, even were the concepts wholly distinct, claimants have 

information relevant to the issues of both liability and damages. Doc. 176 p. 4.  

So, separating discovery into two phases will require that claimants be deposed 

twice, thereby violating the spirit of Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 1. For this 

additional reason, I find that bifurcating discovery likely will not result in the 

efficiency that claimants anticipate. See Doc. 166 p. 15. 
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III. Conclusion 

For these reasons, I GRANT the motion to bifurcate to the extent that 

the Court will decide whether Petitioners are entitled to limit their liability 

before the Court will consider the issue of damages or allow claimants to 

pursue damages in other forums. The motion is otherwise DENIED. 

ORDERED on December 12, 2025. 

 

for Thomas G. Wilson, United States Magistrate Judge 
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