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SUMMARY

The New York Court of Appeals held that plaintiffs’ untimely claim for reformation based on mutual

mistake did not relate back to their original breach-of-contract complaint under CPLR 203(f). The

original complaint identified the written insurance policy and alleged full compliance with its terms,

which did not provide notice of an alleged prior oral agreement excluding the Protective Safeguards

Endorsement. The Court reversed the Appellate Division and denied plaintiffs’ motion to amend the

complaint.
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Plaintiffs sought at trial to amend their complaint to add an otherwise
untimely reformation claim based on mutual mistake and a preexisting
oral agreement. Supreme Court granted the motion, the jury found for
plaintiffs on reformation, and the Appellate Division affirmed. The

Court of Appeals reversed.

Applications to amend pleadings under CPLR 3025 are generally
reviewed for abuse of discretion as a matter of law. Whether an
untimely claim relates back under CPLR 203(f) is determined from the
original pleading's notice of the transactions or occurrences underlying
the proposed claim.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether plaintiffs' original breach-of-contract complaint gave Seneca the notice required by CPLR

203(f) for an untimely reformation claim based on mutual mistake.

2. Whether courts may look beyond the four corners of the original pleading, including to discovery

materials, trial evidence, or alleged prejudice, when determining relation back under CPLR 203(f).

3. Whether Supreme Court properly granted plaintiffs' motion to amend the complaint at trial to add the

time-barred reformation claim.

HOLDINGS

1. A time-barred reformation claim relates back under CPLR 203(f) only if the original pleading gives
notice of the transactions, occurrences, or series of transactions or occurrences to be proved in support of

the reformation claim. Plaintiffs' complaint did not provide that notice.

2. The relation-back notice inquiry under CPLR 203(f) is confined to the original pleading's allegations and
does not turn on whether the same trial evidence supports both claims, whether discovery later revealed

supporting facts, or whether the defendant was prejudiced.

3. Supreme Court abused its discretion as a matter of law by allowing plaintiffs to amend their complaint to
add the untimely reformation claim because that claim did not relate back to the original complaint.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Section 203 (f) of the CPLR provides that “[a] claim asserted in an amended pleading is deemed to have
been interposed at the time the claims in the original pleading were interposed, unless the original pleading
does not give notice of the transactions, occurrences, or series of transactions or occurrences, to be proved
pursuant to the amended pleading”” (39 N.Y.3d at 48)

“Simply put, “the transactions or occurrences, or series of transactions or occurrences, to be proved
pursuant to the amended pleading” did not give notice of reformation because they are factually distinct and

discordant from plaintiffs’ allegation of a breach of the written policy” (39 N.Y.3d at 53)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Seneca issued plaintiffs a written insurance policy covering vacant commercial properties, including a Protective
Safeguards Endorsement requiring maintenance of an automatic sprinkler system. After a fire, Seneca denied
coverage because plaintiffs allegedly failed to maintain a working sprinkler system. Plaintiffs' original complaint
identified the written policy as the parties' agreement, alleged that plaintiffs complied with all policy conditions,



and asserted breach of contract. At trial, plaintiffs argued for the first time that the policy mistakenly included the

sprinkler endorsement despite an earlier oral agreement to exclude it.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiffs sued Seneca for breach of an insurance policy after Seneca denied coverage for fire damage under a
Protective Safeguards Endorsement requiring a functioning sprinkler system. After discovery, the parties
litigated waiver and estoppel relating to that endorsement. At trial, plaintiffs moved to conform the pleadings to
the proof by adding reformation based on mutual mistake; Supreme Court granted the motion, the jury found for
plaintiffs, and the Appellate Division affirmed. The Court of Appeals reversed, denied amendment, and remitted
for entry of judgment.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Remit to Supreme Court, New York County, to deny plaintiffs' motion to amend the complaint to include a

reformation cause of action and enter judgment in accordance with the Court of Appeals' opinion.
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