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Holmes v Poeton Holdings Limited [2023] EWCA Civ 1377 - A Landmark Decision on 

Causation in Indivisible Injury Cases 

 
Summary of Material Facts and Evidence 
 
Michael Holmes worked for Poeton Holdings Limited for 38 years, during which he was exposed to 
unsafe levels of Trichloroethylene (TCE), an organic solvent. In 2014, Holmes was diagnosed with 
Parkinson's disease, an indivisible condition. Meaning that once contracted, its severity is not 
influenced by the level or duration of exposure to potential causative factors. 
 
He filed a claim against Poeton, alleging that the company breached its common law and statutory 
duties by exposing him to unsafe levels of TCE, which he argued materially contributed to his 
development of Parkinson's disease. 
 
Key evidence included: 
 
1. Occupational exposure records 
2. Medical reports confirming Parkinson's diagnosis 
3. Expert medical evidence on the potential link between TCE exposure and Parkinson's disease 
4. Scientific literature on TCE as a risk factor for Parkinson's 
 
Claimant's Position: 
 
1. Poeton breached its duty of care by exposing him to unsafe levels of TCE. 
2. This exposure materially contributed to his development of Parkinson's disease. 
3. As Parkinson's is an indivisible injury, Poeton should be liable for all consequences of his condition. 
 
 



Defendant's Position: 
 
1. While TCE was potentially neurotoxic, there was not sufficient evidence to prove that it was an 
established causative risk factor in the development of Parkinson's Disease. In any event, the 
Claimant had not differentiated between regular non-negligent exposure and the occasions where 
exposure may have been in breach of duty. 
2. The scientific evidence only established TCE as a risk factor, not a direct cause of Parkinson's. 
3. Given other potential causes, including genetic predisposition, the claimant failed to establish 
causation. 
 
The Judgement 
 
The Court of Appeal, led by Lord Justice Stuart-Smith, made several key rulings: 
 
1. The Bonnington principle of "material contribution" applies to indivisible diseases. 
2. However, proving material contribution requires more than establishing a risk factor; there must 
be a causative link between the breach and the injury itself. 
3. The Court identified two aspects of causation: 
   a) Generic causation: whether exposure to TCE can cause or materially contribute to Parkinson's 
disease. 
   b) Individual causation: whether the specific exposure in this case caused or materially contributed 
to Holmes' condition. 
4. The Court found insufficient evidence to establish either generic or individual causation in this 
case. 
5. The judgement emphasised that while TCE is a risk factor for Parkinson's, this alone is not enough 
to prove causation or material contribution. 
 
Impact on Clinical Negligence Cases 
 
This judgment has significant implications for clinical negligence cases: 
 
1. It clarifies the application of the "material contribution" principle to indivisible injuries, potentially 
broadening its use in complex medical cases. 
2. The emphasis on both generic and individual causation sets a higher bar for proving causation in 
cases involving multiple potential causes. 
3. It underscores the importance of robust scientific evidence in establishing causation, particularly in 
cases involving emerging or controversial medical theories. 
 
Effect on the Insurance and Legal Sector 
 
The Holmes v Poeton Holdings decision will likely have far-reaching consequences: 
 
1. Insurers may see a reduction in successful claims for indivisible injuries where causation is based 
solely on risk factors rather than established causative links. 
2. Legal practitioners will need to focus more on gathering comprehensive scientific evidence to 
support causation arguments in complex medical cases. 
3. The judgment may lead to more rigorous pre-action investigations and expert evidence gathering, 
potentially increasing costs in the short term but possibly reducing speculative litigation. 
4. There may be an increase in appeals of lower court decisions that apply a less stringent standard 
of causation in indivisible injury cases. 



5. The decision could prompt a review of how insurers assess, and price risks related to long-term 
occupational exposures and indivisible injuries. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Holmes v Poeton Holdings Limited represents a significant development in the law of causation for 
indivisible injuries. While it confirms the applicability of the "material contribution" principle to such 
cases, it also sets a higher evidential standard for proving causation. Legal professionals and insurers 
should carefully consider this judgment when assessing claims involving complex medical conditions 
with multiple potential causes. 
 
This decision strikes a balance between allowing claims for material contribution and ensuring that 
such claims are supported by robust scientific evidence. It will likely shape the landscape of personal 
injury and clinical negligence litigation for years to come, particularly in cases involving occupational 
diseases and other conditions with complex or multifactorial origins. 
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