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Register v. White
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SUMMARY

The North Carolina Supreme Court held that a three-year contractual time limit for demanding
arbitration of an underinsured motorist dispute begins when the insured's right to demand arbitration
arises, not when the underlying bodily injury occurs. Because the liability insurer tendered its policy
limits on 8 August 2001, the plaintiff's 24 September 2001 arbitration demand was timely. The court
affirmed the Court of Appeals.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the three-year time limit for demanding arbitration under the UIM policy began to run when
Register's bodily injury occurred or when her contractual right to demand arbitration arose after

exhaustion of the tortfeasor's liability coverage.

2. Whether Register's 24 September 2001 arbitration demand was contractually time-barred.

HOLDINGS

1. The three-year time limit for demanding arbitration under the UIM policy begins to run when the
insured acquires the contractual right to demand arbitration, which occurs no earlier than exhaustion of

the applicable liability insurance limits and the existence of a UIM dispute.

2. Register's 24 September 2001 demand for arbitration was timely because the tortfeasor's insurer did not

tender its policy limits until 8 August 2001, so the three-year contractual period had not expired.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Accordingly, we hold that the three-year "time limit" referenced in the arbitration provision begins to run at
the time an insured acquires a contractual right to demand arbitration.”

“To hold otherwise would require us to assume that a reasonable insured would read the arbitration provision

to vest insured persons with a right that could become time-barred before it ever accrued.”

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Melissa Register was injured on 30 June 1998 while riding in a vehicle driven by Steve Allen White. The vehicle
owner's liability insurer, State Farm, tendered its $50,000 policy limits on 8 August 2001. Register demanded
arbitration under her father's Farm Bureau UIM policy on 24 September 2001, but Farm Bureau rejected the

demand as time-barred under a policy provision requiring arbitration to begin within the time limit allowed for
bodily injury or death actions.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Register was injured in an automobile accident and later demanded arbitration under her father's Farm Bureau
UIM policy after the tortfeasor's liability insurer tendered its policy limits. The superior court concluded that the
arbitration demand was time-barred and denied the motion to compel arbitration. The Court of Appeals reversed,

and the Supreme Court affirmed that decision.
DISPOSITION

affirmed
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