SUPREME COURT OF MONTANA

Turner v. Wells Fargo Bank, N.A.

2012 MT 213 (Mont. 2012) - No. DA 11-0678 - Decided September 25, 2012

SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Montana affirmed summary judgment for Wells Fargo in an action seeking

release of a deed of trust on property purchased by the plaintiffs. The court held that the plaintiffs

lacked standing to enforce the borrowers’ credit line agreement because they were not intended third-

party beneficiaries. It also held that the plaintiffs failed to establish claims for promissory estoppel or

equitable estoppel.
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The plaintiffs appealed from an order denying their motion for
summary judgment and granting Wells Fargo's motion for summary
judgment in an action seeking to quiet title and require release of a
deed of trust.

Summary judgment is reviewed de novo under Montana Rule of Civil
Procedure 56(c), applying the same criteria as the district court.
Summary judgment is proper when there is no genuine issue of
material fact and the moving party is entitled to judgment as a matter

of law.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the purchasers of the property were intended third-party beneficiaries entitled to enforce the

credit-line agreement and require Wells Fargo to release the deed of trust.
2. Whether promissory estoppel required Wells Fargo to release the deed of trust.

3. Whether equitable estoppel required Wells Fargo to release the deed of trust.

HOLDINGS

1. The purchasers were not intended third-party beneficiaries of the credit-line agreement and therefore

lacked standing to enforce it or seek release of the deed of trust.

2. The purchasers failed to establish a prima facie claim for promissory estoppel because Wells Fargo made
no promise to them and they were not the parties to whom the alleged promise was made.

3. The purchasers failed to establish equitable estoppel because they did not rely to their detriment on
Wells Fargo's later statement and had a readily available means of discovering that the deed of trust

remained of record.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Because the John Turners do not, and in fact cannot, show from the face of the credit line agreement entered
into by Wells Fargo and James and Julie that the contract was intended to benefit them, we hold that they are
not third-party beneficiaries and they therefore lack standing to enforce James and Julie’s contract with the
Bank.” (2012 MT 213, § 19)

“Because this Court previously has treated promissory estoppel and equitable estoppel as legally distinct
claims, we decline to use this case as a vehicle to merge those claims together under the Restatement (Second)
of Contracts § 90.” (2012 MT 213,  23)

“We therefore hold that the District Court correctly concluded that the John Turners were not entitled to
judgment requiring Wells Fargo to release the Deed of Trust the bank holds on the Shepherd property.” (2012
MT 213, 1 36)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

James and Julie Turner obtained a Wells Fargo home-equity credit line secured by a deed of trust on the
Shepherd property. After the property was sold to John Duncan Turner, Christina Turner, and Sandy Couch,
Wells Fargo applied sale proceeds to reduce the credit-line balance to zero but did not formally close the account
or release the deed of trust. Julie later borrowed additional funds under the credit-line agreement, and the

purchasers subsequently discovered that the deed of trust remained of record. The purchasers sought to compel



release of the deed of trust, asserting contractual third-party-beneficiary rights and promissory and equitable

estoppel.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The Turners filed a complaint to quiet title in the Thirteenth Judicial District Court, Yellowstone County. The
District Court denied the Turners' motion for summary judgment and granted summary judgment to Wells Fargo,
concluding that the Turners were not intended third-party beneficiaries and had not established prima facie

claims for promissory or equitable estoppel. The Montana Supreme Court affirmed.
DISPOSITION

affirmed
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