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Kenneth Nance and Pamela Nance
v.

Mike Scutherland, Socutherland Insurance Company,
Windsor Insurance Company, and Infinity Insurance Company

Appeal from Madison Circuit Court
(CV-05-934)

MOORE, Judge.

Kenneth Nance and Pamela Nance appeal from summary
Judgments entered by the Madison Circuit Court in favor of

Mike Scoutherland, Southerland Insurance Company, Windsor
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Insurance Company, and Infinity Insurance Company (hereinafter
sometimes referred to collectively as "the defendants").
Facts

The relevant evidence submitted by the parties in support
of or in opposition tce the motions for a summary judgment
shows the following. In 2003, the Nances decided to procure
new automobile-insurance coverage. Kenneth testified that he
and Pamela discussed the matter and agreed that Pamela wculd
obtain the insurance through Scutherland Insurance Company
("Southerland") . Kenneth testified that he and Pamela had
previously discussed that they needed to make sure they
obtained uninsured-motorist coverage of between $25,000 and
550,000 and medical-payments coverage. Kenneth stated that he
had specifically 1nstructed Pamela, Dbefore she went to
Southerland's office, to get insurance in both their names.

On May 14, 2003, Pamela met with Mike Scutherland and
infeormed him that she was seeking automobile insurance on
behalf of herself and Kenneth. Pamela testified that, during

the meeting, she reguested that Mike obtain an automobile-

'In his deposition, Mike Southerland testified that the
correct legal name of the business is S.I., Inc.; however, the
pleadings were never amended to reflect that designation.
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insurance policy designating both herself and Kenneth as named
insureds and providing "full coverage"; however, Pamela did
not specifically request uninsured-motorist coverage. FPamela
testified that Mike agreed to her reguests and that he then
proceeded to fill out an application for an automobile-
insurance policy. According to Pamela, as part of the
application process, she told Mike all she could remember
regarding her and Kenneth's driving histories, some of which
was negative. Pamela testified that she then signed scme
documents, but she did not remember what documents or how many
documents she signed. She also testified that Mike gqucted her
a premium price but that she did not pay anything at that
time.

Pamela testified that she left Socutherland's office and
returned 30 or 40 minutes later, fcllowed by Kenneth.
According to Pamela, at that time, Kenneth provided Mike
information regarding Kenneth's perscnal I1dentification
numbers as well as the motor-vehicle identification numbers of
the two automeckiles to be insured. Pamela testified that bcth
she and Kenneth reiterated to Mike that they wanted full

coverage in both their names. Pamela testified that Kenneth
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had inquired of Mike whether full coverage included uninsured-
motorist and medical-payments coverage. Pamela testified that
Mike had responded that those coverages would be included.
Pamela testified that Mike had tceld them that Kenneth did not
need to sign anything.

Pamela stated that the Nances tendered to Mike a check
for approximately $136, which was intended as the premium for
"full coverage."” Pamela did not recall Mike informing her
that the premium she was paying may ke subject to increase
based on a review of the Nances' driving records. Kenneth
testified that Pamela left to go to school immediately after
they gave Mike the check. Pamela testified that Mike did not
provide her any documents to take with her regarding
autcemokile insurance. Kenneth testified that Mike provided
him with temporary procof-of-insurance cards and a receipt for
the premium payment. Kenneth testified that Mike then told
him a policy weould be mailed to the Nances. Mike testified
that he had no specific recollection of his meetings with
Pamela and Kenneth.

The application Mike completed sought automokbile-

insurance coverage from Windsor Insurance Company
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("Windsor™) .? The applicaticn, entitled "Windsor Auto Alabama
Private Passenger Automobile Application," consists of two
pages. The first page identifies "Pamela Nance" as the only
applicant and contains space for information on past moving
viclations and traffic accidents, which is blank. Under a
section entitled "COVERAGE INFORMATION," the application lists
"Uninsured Motorists™ and "Medical Payments" and provides
various options. An "X" 1s marked in the boxes entitled
"Reject" under both categories. The application indicates
that the policy would be in effect for 6 months and that the
total premium would be $547, with a 25% down payment of
$136.75 pavable immediately, followed by 4 equal quarterly
payments of 18.75% of the total premium.

The seccond page consists of, among other things, a
section entitled in bold print "UNTINSURED MOTORISTS
COVERAGE-ALL APPLICANTS MUST SIGN FORM IF UM IS REJECTED."
Immediately beneath that language, the zpplication states:

"T elect to REJECT protection against Uninsured

Moterists as provided in the applicable statutes
which permit me to reject 1nsurance agalnst loss

‘Windsor Insurance Company had merged with Infinity
Insurance Company, but the policy in this case was issued
under the name of Windsor Insurance Company.
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caused by uninsured motorists. The undersigned {and
each of them) do(es) hereby reject such Insurance
coverage, and it is hereby understood and agreed:
that such coverage will not be afforded any psarson
by this policy; that this rejection of Uninsured
Motorists Coverage applies with respect Lo all
vehicles now insured under the policy as well as any
vehicle which may be covered by the policy in the
future regardless of whether or not it is owned by
the insured on the date of execution of this
rejection instrument.

"MUST BE SIGNED. Applicant{s) signature(s):"
Pamela signed and dated that section.

The second page of the application further provided, in
pertinent part:

"T understand [Windsor)] will investigate my
applicaticon for insurance. I authorize [Windscor]:

to request driving records or motor wvehicle
reports ('MVR') for every driver listed herein....
I understand the purpose will Dbe to collect
information to rate and underwrite my policy. ... If
data in a ... MVR warrants a premium increase, 1
agree Lo pay any additlional premium,

"All available coverages were explained to me. T
knowingly made the selections indicated herein. Any
portion of the applicaticn filled out by an agent or
broker 1s expressly ackncwledged to have been done
at my request. T understand that I am entitled to
receive a copy of this application at the time of
application. ..."

Pamela signed and dated the application Jjust below that

language.
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In his deposition, Kenneth denied ever seeing the
application. In her deposition, Pamela testified that she did
not recall seeing the application, but she indicated that she
must have seen it because she had signed it. Pamela, a school
teacher, stated that she was "pretty much" an educated person
capable of reading and understanding the English language.
After reviewing the first page of the application, Pamela
testified that, without further explanation, she could not
have understood that she was rejecting uninsured-motorist and
medical-payments coverage. Upon reviewing the second page of
the application, Pamela testified that she understood that the
application indicated she was rejecting uninsured-motorist
coverage. However, Pamela testified that she did not read the
language rejecting uninsured-mctorist coverage before signing
the application. Pamela testified that she had assumed and
had trusted that she was getting the coverage she reguested so
she had signed the applicaticon without reading it. Pamela
denied that anyone had prevented her from reading the
application.

On May 14, 2003, based con the information contained in

the application, Windsor generated an automcklile-insurance
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policy for the Nances ("the policy"). The declarations page
for that policy listed "Pamala Nance" as the "named insured.”
The declarations page did not list any coverage for uninsured-
motorist insurance or medical-payments insurance. Vanessa
Bray, a Windsor emplovee, testified that the policy, including
the declarations page, should have been mailed to the Nances
80 they could verify that they had cbtained the coverage they
regquested. Mike testified that, if the Nances had reviewed
the policy, they could have contacted him if they perceived
any problems. The Nances testified that they never received
a copy of the policy.

As part of the process of generating the policy, Windsor
conducted a driving-record check on the Nances, which revealed
some negative information that had not been disclosed in the
application. Based on that new information, Windsor increased
the premium for the policy by $205, which rendered the $136.75
down payment made by the Nances insufficient. Windsor drafted
an "Important Notice to the Insured" and a "Specilial Notice"
advising Pamela o¢f the 1increase 1in the premium and the

informaticon upon which that increase had been based. Bray
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testified that those notices should have been sent to Pamela
as part of the policy.

On May 16, 2003, Windsor drafted a document entitled
"Notice of Cancellation of Family Auto Policy" ("the notice of
cancellation"). That document, which was directed to Pamela
at the address stated in the application, with a copy to
Southerland as Pamela's agent, stated, in pertinent part:

"YOU ARE HEREBY NOTIFIED IN ACCORDANCE WITH THE
TERMS AND CONDITIONS OF THE AROVE MENTIONED POLICY
THAT YOUR INSURANCE WILL CEASE WITHOUT FURTHER
NOTICE AT AND FROM THE HOUR AND DATE MENTIONRED ABOVE
(12:01 &AM 5/28/03) DUE TO NONPAYMENT OF PREMIUM.

"REASON FOR CANCELLATION - NOT ENOUGH DOWNPAYMENT
RECEIVED FOR POLICY PREMIUM: DEFICIENT BRY
$51.25

Akkhkhkhkhhhhhhkrhdhkdrdrhbhkrhhddbhhhxddbhhkhkhkhidrxdidxokkkidxdkk

"TO PREVENT THE CANCELLATION OF YOUR POLICY, YOUR
PAYMENT MUST BE POSTMARKED ON OR BEFORE 05/27/03.
YOUR POLTCY WILTL NOT BE REINSTATED TF YOUR PAYMENT
OF THE FULL AMOUNT SHOWN AS PAST DUE ON THIS NOTICE
IS NOT POSTMARKED BY 05/27/03.

khhkAkx Kk AhkhkhkhhArrhhkrhhkhhhkdhhbrhrbrhbrbrdhhrbhrrohdrbhhirdhddsk

"AMOUNT PAST DUE - $51.25 WHICH WAS DUE ON
05/14/03"

(Capitalization in original.)
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Windsor placed into evidence two internal certificates of
mailing, a federal certificate of mailing,” and the affidavit
of Kendra Slagle, a "litigation specialist,™ all of which were
intended to prove that Windsor had mailed the notice of
cancellation to Pamela on May 17, 20032. Bray testified that
a copy of the notice of cancellation also should have been
mailed to Scutherland. Mike testified on behalf of Southerland
that he did not receive a copy of the notice of cancellation
but that he did receive another notice from Windsor,
presumably the "Important Notice to the Insured," indicating
that the Nances owed an additional premium. Mike stated that
he placed that notice in his file and that he did not take any
steps to ensure that the Nances were aware of the premium
deficiency or of the 1mpending cancellation of their

automobile-insurance policy. The Nances deny that they ever

"A federal certificate of mailing is "a service offered
by the United States Postal Service., Upon payment of an
additional fee, domestic customers can get a certificate
evidencing the mailing of a specific piece of mall on a
specific day." Sisson v. State Farm Fire & Cas. Co., 824 So.
2d 708, 709 n.1 (Ala. 2001). A federal certificate of mailing
"serves as proof that the United States Postal Service
received and sent a particular piece of mail." Echavarria v,
National Grange Mut. Ins. Ce., 275 Conn. 408, 415, 880 A.2d
882, 886 (2005).
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received the notice of cancellation from Windsor or any other
notice of the premium deficiency. The Nances did not pay the
additional premium, and Windsor canceled the policy as of May
28, 20032, without providing further notice to Southerland or
the Nances.

On June 21, 2003, Kenneth received injuries in a two-car
accident, allegedly due to the negligence of Christopher
Cummings, the operator of the other automcbile. Several days
after the accident, Kenneth telephoned Mike to make a claim
under the Windsor policy, only to be informed that the Nances
had no insurance coverage. Kenneth testified that Mike never
explained why the Nances did not have coverage, but Mike
testified that he wvaguely recalled telling Kenneth that the
policy had been canceled due to nonpayment of the additional
premium. The Nances stated in their affidavits that they had
settled their claim against Cummings for $25,000, the limits
of his automobile-liability coverage; however, the Nances
maintained that their damages exceeded $25,000 and that those
excess damages would have been covered under the medical-

payments and uninsured-motorist coverages they had requested.
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The Nances filed an eight-count complaint against the
defendants that, as amended, basically alleged that the
defendants had negligently, wantonly, and fraudulently failed
to procure and provide for them the insurance they had
requested and that the defendants had negligently, wantonly,
and fraudulently failed to inform them of the premium
deficiency and of the status of their automokbile-insurance
coverage. The Nances alleged that Windsor and/or Infinity
Insurance company ("Infinity"), which had merged with Windsor
(see supra note 2), had breached the insurance contract, had
failed to pay the Nances uninsured-motorist benefits, and had
committed bad faith. The Nances alsc claimed that Windsor
and/or Infinity and Southerland had negligently or wantonly
hired, trained, or supervised their agents and employees as to
how tTo advise insureds and provide coverage and that Windsor
and/or Infinity was vicariously liabkle for the actions of
those perscons causing the Nances' damages. Pamela
additionally claimed loss of consortium.

On January 4, 2007, Windsor and Infinity moved for a
summary Jjudgment on all counts asserted 1n the amended

complaint. On January %, 2007, Mike and Southerland moved for

12
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a summary Jjudgment on all counts asserted in the amended
complaint. On February 27, 2007, the Nances filed a response
oppesing the summary-judgment motions. To their response, the
Nances attached their affidavits, in which they stated, among
other things, that, had they received the declarations page of
the policy, they would have taken steps to assure that they
obtained medical -payments and uninsured-motorist coverage and
that, had they received notice of the premium deficiency and
the notice of cancellation, they would have cured the
deficiency in order to keep the policy in force.

On February 28, 2007, the Nances filed a moticn to strike
the defendants' evidence purporting to prove that Windsor
mailed the notice of cancellation. In their response to the
summary-judgment moticns, the Nances argued that, withcout that
evidence, the defendants had not proven an effective
cancellation of the policy. On March 1, 2007, Mike and
Southerland filed a brief in oppcesition to the Nances' motion
to strike, which Windsor and Infinity later Jjolned.

On March 12, 2007, without expressly ruling on the
Nances' motion to strike, and withcut specifying its reascns,

the trial court entered an order granting the summary-judgment
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motions on all counts asserted 1in the Nances' amended
complaint except the negligence c¢laim against Mike and
Southerland. On June 30, 2008, Mike and Southerland renswed
their motion for a summary Judgment on the remalning
negligence count, submitting, among other evidence, porticns
of the deposition of the Nances' expert witness, Lynn Hare
Phillips.® On September 23, 2008, the Nances responded to the
renewed summary-judgment motion and filed a motion to strike
the portions of the deposition of Phillips upon which Mike and
Southerland relied. Cn December 23, 2008, the trial cocurt
entered a summary Judgment as to the remaining neglligence
count against Mike and Southerland, again without specifying
its reasons and without expressly ruling on the Nances' motion
to strike. The Nances timely appealed to the Alabama Supreme
Court; that court transferred the appeal to this court on May

20, 200%, pursuant to Ala. Code 18975, § 12-2-T7(6).

‘The Nances tendered Phillips, an attorney, as an expert
regarding the standard of care required of an insurance agent
and the breaches of that standard of care by Mike and
Southerland.

14
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Issues

On appeal, the Nances primarily argue that the trial
court srred in entering summary judgments for the defendants
on their negligence, wantonness, fraud, breach-of-contract,
uninsured-motorist, and respondeat superior claims.® The
Nances also argue that the trial court erred in denying their
motions to strike. We need not decide the second issues,
because, without considering the evidence the Nances moved to
strike, we hold that the trial court properly entered the
summary Jjudgments for the defendants.

Standard of Rewviecw

"The standard of review applicable to a summary judgment
is the same as the standard for granting the motion."

McClendon v. Mountain Top Indoor Flea Market, Inc., 601 So. 2d

857, 958 (Ala. 1992).

"A summary Jjudgment 1is proper when there is no
genuine 1ssue of material fact and the moving party
is entitled to a judgment as a matter of law. Rule
56(c) (3), Ala. R. Civ. P. The burden 1is on the
moving party tce make a prima Zfacie showing that

‘The Nances make no argument that the trial court erred
in entering summary judgments as to their bad-faith, loss-of-
consortium, and negligent and wanton hiring, training, and
supervisicn claims. Therefore, we will not discuss those
claims further.

15
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there 1s no genuine issue of material fact and that
it is entitled Lo a judgment as a matter of law. In
determining whether the movant has carried that
burden, the court is Lo view the evidence in a light
most favorable to the nonmoving party and to draw
all reasonable inferences in favor of that party.
To defeat a properly supported summary Jjudgment

motion, the nonmoving party mus present
'substantial evidence' creating a genuine 1issue of
material fact -- Tevidence o¢f such weight and

quality that fair-minded persons in the exercise of
impartial  judgment can reasonably infer  the

existence of the fact sought to be proved.' Ala.
Code 1975, 12-21-12; West v. TFounders TLife
Agsurance Co. of Florida, 547 So. 2d 870, 871 (Ala.
1989)."

Capital Alliance Ins. Co. v. Thorough-Clean, Inc., 639 So. 2d

1349, 1350 (Ala. 1994), Questions of law are reviewed de

novo, Alabama Republican Party v, McGinley, 893 So. 2d 337,

347 (Ala. 2004).

Analvsis

The Reljection-of-Insurance Issue

The defendants argue that they are entitled to a summary
Jjudgment because, they say, Pamela indisputably rejected
medical-payments and uninsured-motorist coverage. The
defendants presented evidence indicating that Pamela signed
the application rejecting medical-payments coverage on Lhe
first page and rejecting uninsured-motorist coverage on both

pages. Pamela admitted that she signed the application, which
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unambiguously rejects both coverages, but she stated that she
did not read the application before signing it. However, a
party capabkle of reading and understanding English given the
opportunity to review an insurance application cannot avoid
the legal consegquences of signing that document, indicating
his or her assent to its terms, on the basis that he or she

did not read it. See Kanellis v. Pacific Indem. Co., 917 So.

2d 14%, 155 (Ala. Civ. App. 2005}); Syx v. Midfield Volkswagen,

Inc., 518 So. 2d 94 (Ala. 18E87). See also Harold Weston,

Annotation, Insured's Duty to Read Insurance Policy as

Affirmative Defense in Claims Against Insurance Agents and

Brokers, 8 A.L.R.6th 549, & 27 (2005). Hence, Pamela is bound
by her assent to the terms of the application, including her
rejection of medical-payments and uninsured-motorist coverage.

The Nances submit that Pamela should not be bound
because, they say, Mike negligently or wantonly breached a
duty to adequately explain uninsured-motorist and medical-
payments coverage tce Pamela so that she could make an informed
decision before rejecting those coverages. The Nances' scle
"argument™ on this point consists of one sentence in their

statement of facts in which they recite that Phillips, thelr
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expert witness, opined that Mike "should have explained to the
Nances what uninsured/underinsured motorist coverage was at
the time they were purchasing their insurance" and two clauses
in the argument portion of their brief stating, respectively,
that Mike negligently and recklessly failed to explain the
different coverages to the Nances. The Nances do not cite a
single Alabama <case or statute recognizing the duty of an
insurance agent to advise an applicant of the scope of
rejected coverage or any case that would indicate that such a
duty exists under circumstances similar to those existing in
this case.

The question whether Mike owed a duty to inform the
Nances of the wvarious <coverages Pamela rejected primarily

would be one of law.® See, e.g., Meyer v. Norgaard, 160 Wis.

‘Other Jjurisdictions are split on this issue based
primarily on whether the duties of an insurance agent to
advise an applicant regarding coverages arise under common law

or statutory provisions. See, William H. Danne, Jr.,
Annotation, Construction of Statutory Provision Governing
Rejection or Waiver of Uninsured Motorist <Coverage, 55
A.L.R.3d 216, § 4 (1974) ("Where the statute permitting an
insured to 'reject' otherwise mandatory uninsured motorist

coverage 1s silent upon the matter, different opinions have
been expressed as to whether a particular insured's refusal of
such coverage, if otherwise sufficient as a statutory
rejection, 1s rendered ineffectiveby the insurer's failure to
have explained the nature of uninsured motorist protection to
him.") .
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