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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Alabama held that Luther S. Pate lacked standing, either as a taxpayer or as a
beneficiary, to challenge the allocation of interest from an Exxon Mobil judgment between the
Alabama Trust Fund and the state general fund. Because the trial court lacked subject-matter
jurisdiction, the court vacated the preliminary injunction, dismissed the action, and dismissed the
appeal. A special concurrence discussed possible settlor standing and the failure to name all

indispensable trustees.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED
1. Whether Pate had taxpayer standing to challenge the officials’ deposit of interest from the Exxon
judgment into the general fund.
2. Whether Pate had standing as an intended beneficiary or potential beneficiary of the Alabama Trust
Fund.

3. Whether the circuit court's preliminary injunction could support an appeal when the action was initiated

by a party lacking standing and therefore subject-matter jurisdiction.

HOLDINGS

1. Pate lacked taxpayer standing because the Alabama Trust Fund receives no tax revenue and taxpayers
were not liable to replenish any shortfall in the Fund.

2. Pate lacked beneficiary standing because his interest as an Alabama citizen was no greater than the
interest of the large class of citizens who might benefit from Trust Fund expenditures, and he alleged no
actual or imminent, particularized, concrete, and palpable injury or sufficient special interest in
enforcement of the trust.

3. When a party without standing commences an action, the trial court acquires no subject-matter
jurisdiction; orders entered without subject-matter jurisdiction are void and cannot support an appeal.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“When a party without standing purports to commence an action, the trial court acquires no subject-matter
jurisdiction.” (3 So. 3d at 838)

“However, recent decisions have emphasized that “it is the liability to replenish public funds that gives a

taxpayer standing to sue.”” (3 So. 3d at 838)

“However, “mere potential beneficiaries, whose interest is no greater than the interest of all the other
members of a large class of potential beneficiaries of a charitable trust, have no standing to maintain an

action for the enforcement of the trust.”” (3 So. 3d at 839)

“Although Pate may be a member of the community to be benefited by the Trust Fund, he cannot demonstrate

a “sufficient special interest in [its] enforcement [to entitle him] to institute a suit as to that trust.”” (3 So. 3d

at 840)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



After Exxon Mobil paid a $121,511,231 judgment arising from underpaid offshore oil and gas royalties, state
officials deposited the compensatory-damages portion into the Alabama Trust Fund and the interest portion into
the general fund. Pate, an Alabama citizen and taxpayer, challenged that allocation and sought an order requiring
transfer of the interest into the Trust Fund. The Trust Fund is funded by offshore oil and gas royalties rather than

tax revenue, and Pate alleged no injury distinct from that shared by other Alabama citizens.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Pate filed a declaratory-judgment, injunctive-relief, and mandamus action in the Montgomery Circuit Court
challenging the officials' deposit of interest from an Exxon Mobil judgment into the general fund rather than the
Alabama Trust Fund. The circuit court granted Pate's motion for a preliminary injunction without addressing

standing. The officials timely appealed.
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