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Definition of Remoteness of Damage

In tort law, the concept of the remoteness of damage refers to the idea that a defendant is only

liable for the harm caused by their actions if that harm was foreseeable at the time of the

wrongdoing. If the harm suffered by the plaintiff was too remote or unforeseeable, the defendant

cannot be held responsible for it.

This principle helps to ensure that tort law does not impose unreasonable or unfair burdens on

defendants and is based on the idea that individuals should only be responsible for the reasonably

foreseeable consequences of their actions.

The concept of remoteness of damage is an important element of the law of torts because it

establishes a causal connection between the defendant’s actions and the plaintiff’s harm, and

limits the extent to which a defendant can be held responsible for harm suffered by the plaintiff.

Tests to Determine Remoteness of Damage

The principle of remoteness of damage is applied through the following tests:

“But for” test

Remoteness/ Foreseeability test

Proximity test

The idea of remoteness of damage can be traced back to the Wagon Mound Case, which

established the two-stage test for determining whether the defendant is liable for the plaintiff’s

losses.

“But for” Test
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The first stage is known as the “but for” test, which asks whether the damage would have

occurred “but for” the defendant’s conduct. In other words, if the defendant had not acted

negligently, would the plaintiff have suffered the harm? If the answer is yes, then the defendant’s

conduct is the cause in fact of the plaintiff’s harm.

However, the “but for” test alone is not sufficient to establish liability, as it may lead to absurd or

unfair results. For example, if a negligent driver causes a minor scratch on the plaintiff’s car, and

the plaintiff subsequently crashes the car while driving to the repair shop, the driver may argue

that the crash was not foreseeable and therefore not his fault. To avoid such outcomes, the law

imposes a second stage of analysis, which is called the “remoteness” or “foreseeability” test.

Remoteness/Foreseeability Test

The foreseeability test asks whether a reasonable person in the defendant’s position would have

foreseen the harm suffered by the plaintiff as a result of their actions. Under the foreseeability

test, the court asks whether a reasonable person in the defendant’s position have foreseen that

their conduct could cause harm to someone in the plaintiff’s position.

The foreseeability test is based on the principle of causation in law, which requires a close causal

connection between the defendant’s conduct and the plaintiff’s harm. The idea is that the

defendant should only be held responsible for the harm that is directly and immediately caused by

their wrongful conduct, and not for the remote or indirect consequences that are beyond their

control or knowledge.

However, the foreseeability test is not a objective criterion, as it involves a subjective assessment

of what a reasonable person would have foreseen in the defendant’s position. This means that the

court must consider a range of factors, such as the nature and extent of the risk posed by the

defendant’s conduct, the circumstances in which the conduct occurred, the knowledge and

experience of the defendant, and the relationship between the parties, among others. One of the

key challenges in applying the foreseeability test is to draw the line between the foreseeable and

unforeseeable damage.

Proximity Test

In addition to the “but for” and foreseeability tests, the courts may also consider the “proximity”

test as a factor in determining the scope of liability in tort law. The proximity test is based on the
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idea that the defendant owes a duty of care to the plaintiff only if there is a close relationship or

proximity between them, such that the defendant’s conduct affects the plaintiff’s interests directly

and significantly.

The proximity test is particularly relevant in cases where the harm suffered by the plaintiff is not

a direct or immediate consequence of the defendant’s conduct, but rather a result of a series of

intervening factors or events. For example, in Bourhill v. Young, the plaintiff, a pregnant woman,

witnessed a motorcyclist being killed in a road accident several hundred yards away. She

subsequently suffered a nervous shock and gave birth to a stillborn child. The Court held that the

defendant was not liable for the plaintiff’s losses, as there was no proximity between them and the

harm suffered by the plaintiff was too remote and unforeseeable.

The proximity test is based on the principle that the law should only impose liability on the

defendant for harm that is within their sphere of influence and control, and not for harm that is

caused by other factors beyond their control. The Court must consider various factors, such as the

foreseeability and degree of risk posed by the defendant’s conduct, the vulnerability and

expectations of the plaintiff, the proximity in time and space between the defendant’s conduct and

the plaintiff’s harm, and the existence of any intervening factors or causes that contributed to the

harm.
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