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SUMMARY

The Tennessee Supreme Court held that an insurer and its insured were the necessary parties to a
declaratory judgment action concerning insurance coverage based on the insured’s failure to
cooperate. An injured claimant who had sued the insured but had not obtained a judgment was not a
necessary party and had no interest affected by the coverage determination. The court reversed the

Court of Appeals and affirmed the trial court’s default judgment denying coverage.
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DISPOSITION reversed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE The Tennessee Supreme Court granted permission to appeal from the

Court of Appeals' reversal of a chancery court declaratory judgment.
The trial court had entered a default judgment declaring that Tennessee
Farmers had no duty to defend or indemnify Brandon DeBruce
because of his failure to notify and cooperate with the insurer.
Christina Wright, the claimant in the underlying automobile-accident
action, later moved under Tennessee Rule of Civil Procedure 60.02 to

set aside the default judgment and to intervene.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The denial of Wright's Rule 60.02 motion was reviewed for abuse of
discretion. The determination that Wright was not a necessary party
was also reviewed for abuse of discretion. The court stated that an
abuse of discretion occurs when the trial court applies an incorrect
legal standard, reaches an illogical decision, or resolves the case on a

clearly erroneous assessment of the evidence.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether a claimant who sued an insured but had not obtained a judgment against the insured was a

necessary party to an insurer's declaratory judgment action concerning coverage.

2. Whether the trial court had authority to adjudicate the coverage dispute and enter declaratory relief

without joining the claimant.

3. Whether the trial court abused its discretion by denying the claimant's Rule 60.02 motion to set aside the
default judgment and her request to intervene.

HOLDINGS

1. An injured claimant who has sued the insured but has not obtained a judgment against the insured is not
a necessary party to a declaratory judgment action resolving coverage between the insurer and the

insured.

2. The trial court had authority to grant declaratory relief because Tennessee Farmers and DeBruce were

the necessary parties to the coverage dispute and were before the court.

3. The trial court did not abuse its discretion by denying Wright's Rule 60.02 motion to set aside the default
judgment and her request to intervene.
KEY QUOTATIONS

“We hold that the insurance company and its insured—not the claimant—were necessary parties to the

declaratory judgment action.” (-1-)

“The trial court had authority to grant declaratory relief because all necessary parties were before the
court.” (-1-)

“Parties are determined to be necessary when their absence from the action could cause recurring litigation
on the same subject because the declaratory judgment, if rendered, “would not terminate the uncertainty or

controversy giving rise to the proceedings.”” (-5-)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Brandon DeBruce rear-ended Christina Wright's vehicle in December 2012 and was insured under an automobile
liability policy issued by Tennessee Farmers. After Wright sued DeBruce for personal injuries, DeBruce failed to
notify Tennessee Farmers, did not respond to the insurer's calls, and twice failed to appear for an examination
under oath, despite policy provisions requiring notice and cooperation. Tennessee Farmers sought a declaration
that it had no duty to defend or indemnify DeBruce, and the trial court entered a default judgment without
Wright's participation. Wright had sued DeBruce but had not obtained a judgment against him when she sought

to intervene.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Tennessee Farmers filed a declaratory judgment action against DeBruce in the Bradley County Chancery Court.
After DeBruce failed to respond, the trial court entered a default judgment in favor of Tennessee Farmers.
Wright later sought relief from that judgment and intervention, arguing that she was an indispensable party. The
trial court denied her motion, the Court of Appeals reversed on the ground that Wright was a necessary party and
that the trial court lacked subject matter jurisdiction, and the Tennessee Supreme Court reversed the Court of

Appeals and affirmed the trial court.
DISPOSITION

reversed
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