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SUMMARY

The Idaho Supreme Court held that an unlawful detainer action was improper because the parties did
not have a conventional landlord-tenant relationship. The court also held that findings concerning
ownership, beneficial interests, or estoppel in the unlawful detainer proceeding had no preclusive
effect in subsequent litigation concerning title or property interests, and awarded attorney fees and
costs to the respondents.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether an unlawful detainer action may determine ownership or the nature and extent of the parties'
legal or equitable interests in real property.

2. Whether the respondents were tenants at will as a matter of law and therefore subject to unlawful
detainer proceedings.

3. Whether findings concerning ownership interests or estoppel in the unlawful detainer action have res
judicata or collateral-estoppel effect in later litigation.

4. Whether the respondents were entitled to attorney fees and costs under Idaho Code section 6-324.

HOLDINGS

1. A trust beneficiary in possession of property held in legal title by a trustee is not necessarily a tenant at
will for purposes of an unlawful detainer action. Whether a conventional landlord-tenant relationship
exists depends on the individual facts of the case.

2. An unlawful detainer action is limited to determining the right to possession, including whether a
landlord-tenant relationship exists and, if so, whether the tenant is in default; it cannot be used to
determine paramount legal or equitable title or other ownership interests.

3. Findings in an unlawful detainer action concerning the nature or extent of ownership interests, or
whether estoppel applies, have no preclusive effect in later proceedings determining the parties' rights or
interests in the property.

4. The respondents, as the prevailing parties in the unlawful detainer action, were entitled to attorney fees
and costs under Idaho Code section 6-324.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“If, in order to determine the right of possession, the court must determine which party has the paramount
legal or equitable title, then the rights of the parties cannot be determined in an action of forcible entry and
detainer.” (146 Idaho 844)

“Being thus limited in its scope and purpose, a judgment rendered in such an action (unlawful detainer) can
have no broader application than the proceeding itself, and, the latter being confined solely to the one issue of
possession, judgments rendered therein cannot be extended to include other matters.” (146 Idaho 845)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The Fairview property was held in trusts established by Norman and Afton Roberts, whose children included the
appellants and respondent Flora Zollinger. The respondents had collected rents, paid taxes, made improvements,
and moved onto the property with the understanding that they would receive it as an inheritance. After Afton
Roberts's death, one appellant, acting as trustee, served a notice terminating a tenancy at will, and the appellants
filed an unlawful detainer action when the respondents did not leave.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The appellants served the respondents with a notice terminating a tenancy at will and filed an unlawful detainer
action after the respondents did not vacate the property. The magistrate court granted the respondents summary
judgment, finding that no landlord-tenant relationship existed. The district court affirmed, and the Idaho
Supreme Court affirmed the district court while rejecting the lower courts' additional findings concerning
ownership, estoppel, and the parties' interests in the property.

DISPOSITION

affirmed

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The parties' respective rights and interests in the Fairview property, including the nature and extent of any
interest and whether estoppel applies, must be decided in an appropriate trial-court proceeding and not treated as
resolved by the unlawful detainer action.
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