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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Middle District of Pennsylvania addresses defendants’
motions to dismiss claims arising from the withholding of royalty payments under an oil and gas lease.
The court dismisses the unjust enrichment claim and the request for attorney’s fees without prejudice,
while allowing amendment. It denies dismissal of the alleged fiduciary-duty allegation, tortious-
interference claim, punitive-damages request, and general prayer for equitable relief.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Defendants moved under Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 12(b)(6) to
dismiss claims in a removed state-court action.

STANDARD OF REVIEW On a Rule 12(b)(6) motion, the court accepts well-pleaded factual
allegations as true, views them in the light most favorable to the
plaintiff, and determines whether the complaint states a facially
plausible claim. The court may consider the complaint, documents
incorporated by reference, and matters subject to judicial notice.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Unknown; memorandum opinion from a United States district court
with no reporter citation in the source.

TOPICS

motions to dismiss civil procedure breach of contract unjust enrichment

intentional interference with contract



PRACTICE AREAS

civil procedure contracts torts remedies real estate commercial litigation

QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether PPL's unjust-enrichment claim was barred because the parties' relationship and the challenged
royalty withholding were governed by a valid written lease.

2. Whether PPL's allegation that Coterra owed a fiduciary duty stated a separate breach-of-fiduciary-duty
claim subject to dismissal.

3. Whether PPL plausibly pleaded intent and absence of privilege or justification for its tortious-
interference claim against Wage.

4. Whether the tortious-interference claim was barred by the statute of limitations on the face of the
complaint.

5. Whether PPL plausibly pleaded a claim for punitive damages.

6. Whether PPL could recover attorney's fees absent a statute, contractual provision, or other established
exception.

7. Whether PPL's request for general equitable relief was subject to dismissal for failure to plead special
damages.

HOLDINGS

1. The unjust-enrichment claim was dismissed because the alleged withholding and retention of royalty
payments fell within the scope of the valid written lease, and PPL did not plead unjust enrichment in the
alternative to its breach-of-contract claim.

2. The motion to dismiss the allegation that Coterra owed PPL a fiduciary duty was denied because PPL
did not assert a separate breach-of-fiduciary-duty cause of action.

3. PPL plausibly pleaded its tortious-interference claim against Wage, including intent to harm and absence
of privilege or justification, so Wage's motion to dismiss Count IV was denied.

4. The tortious-interference claim was not subject to dismissal on statute-of-limitations grounds because
untimeliness was not apparent on the face of the complaint.

5. PPL's request for punitive damages was not dismissed at the pleading stage because whether the alleged
conduct was sufficiently outrageous and reckless was fact-intensive.

6. PPL's request for attorney's fees was dismissed because PPL identified no statute, agreement, or other
established exception authorizing recovery.

7. PPL's boilerplate request for such other relief as the court deemed just and equitable was not dismissed
because it sought general rather than specially pleaded damages.

8. Leave to amend was granted as to the unjust-enrichment claim and attorney's-fees request because
amendment was not shown to be futile or inequitable.

KEY QUOTATIONS



“Under Rule 12(b)(6), a motion to dismiss may be granted only if, accepting all well- pleaded allegations in
the complaint are true and viewing them in the light most favorable to the plaintiff, a court finds the plaintiff’s
claims lack facial plausibility.” (Section II)

“For the foregoing reasons, Defendants’ motions to dismiss are GRANTED in part and DENIED in part.”
(Section V)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

PPL leased Susquehanna County real property to Coterra for natural-gas well drilling under a written oil-and-gas
lease requiring royalty payments and permitting Coterra to withhold sums subject to a title dispute. A prior title
dispute, the Magnotti Matter, ended with prejudice in 2019, after which PPL retained residual acreage and
Coterra released previously suspended royalties. PPL alleged that Coterra later withheld substantial royalty
payments despite the absence of any continuing title dispute, and that attorney Charles L.E. Wage communicated
information concerning a title dispute or adverse claim to Coterra. PPL asserted claims for breach of contract,
unjust enrichment, and tortious interference, among others.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

PPL filed suit in the Court of Common Pleas of Susquehanna County, Pennsylvania, asserting declaratory
judgment, breach of contract, unjust enrichment, and tortious interference claims. Coterra removed the action to
the Middle District of Pennsylvania under 28 U.S.C. §§ 1441(a) and 1332(a). Coterra and Wage moved to
dismiss, and the court granted the motions in part and denied them in part, dismissing the unjust-enrichment
claim and attorney-fees claim without prejudice while granting leave to amend.
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