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Ford Motor Credit Co. v. Milhollin

444 U.S. 555 (1980) - No. No. 78-1487 - Decided February 20, 1980

SUMMARY

The Supreme Court held that the Truth in Lending Act and Regulation Z do not impose a general

requirement that creditors disclose acceleration clauses on the face of credit agreements. The Court

deferred to the Federal Reserve Board staff’s reasonable interpretation that acceleration rebate

practices need separate disclosure only when they differ from voluntary prepayment rebate practices.

The Court reversed and remanded the Ninth Circuit’s decision.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the Truth in Lending Act requires creditors to disclose the existence of an acceleration clause

on the face of a credit agreement.

2. Whether the Truth in Lending Act or Regulation Z requires creditors to disclose acceleration rebate

practices in every case.

3. Whether courts must defer to Federal Reserve Board and staff interpretations resolving ambiguity or

silence in the Truth in Lending Act and Regulation Z.

HOLDINGS

1. The Truth in Lending Act does not impose a general requirement that the existence of an acceleration
clause be disclosed on the face of every credit agreement. An acceleration right is not itself a default,
delinquency, or similar charge because it is a collection mechanism rather than a specific monetary

penalty.

2. Separate disclosure of acceleration rebate practices is not invariably required. Under the Federal Reserve
staff's reasonable interpretation, disclosure is necessary when the creditor's rebate practice upon
acceleration differs from its voluntary prepayment rebate practice, but not when the practices are
identical.

3. Federal Reserve Board and staff interpretations of the Truth in Lending Act and Regulation Z should be
treated as dispositive unless demonstrably irrational when the statutory or regulatory text does not

clearly resolve the issue.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Because we believe that a high degree of deference to this administrative interpretation is warranted, we

hold that TILA does not mandate a general rule of disclosure for acceleration clauses.” (557)

“In short, we would have to stretch these provisions beyond their obvious limits to construe them as a

mandate for the disclosure of acceleration clauses.” (562)

“Unless demonstrably irrational, Federal Reserve Board staff opinions construing the Act or Regulation

should be dispositive for several reasons.” (565)

“Thus, while not abdicating their ultimate judicial responsibility to determine the law, judges ought to refrain
from substituting their own interstitial lawmaking for that of the Federal Reserve, so long as the latter's

lawmaking is not irrational.” (568)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Respondents purchased automobiles from various dealers using standard retail installment contracts that were
assigned to Ford Motor Credit Co. The contracts disclosed prepayment rebate terms and delinquency charges on

their front pages but contained an acceleration clause in the body of the contract permitting the creditor to



demand immediate payment of the entire outstanding debt upon default. Respondents alleged that the failure to

disclose the acceleration clause and related rebate practices violated the Truth in Lending Act and Regulation Z.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Respondents filed four separate actions in the United States District Court for the District of Oregon alleging
that Ford Motor Credit Co. violated the Truth in Lending Act and Regulation Z by failing to disclose
acceleration provisions and related rebate practices. The district court imposed liability in two actions on the
ground that acceleration clauses were default or delinquency charges, while respondents prevailed on different
grounds in the other two. The Ninth Circuit consolidated the appeals and held that separate disclosure of
acceleration rebate practices was generally required. The Supreme Court granted certiorari, reversed, and

remanded.
DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Remand for consideration of any properly presented issue concerning whether the credit contract's acceleration-
rebate language contradicted the disclosures on the face of the contract, and for further proceedings consistent
with the Supreme Court's holding.
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