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Factual Disputes Over Executive Benefit Claims  
to Be Resolved at Trial

T he U.S. District Court for the Northern 
District of California finds that neither the 
plaintiff former bank executive nor the de-

fendant bank and compensation committee re-
solved all issues of fact with regard to a dispute 
over pension benefits and denies summary judg-
ment to both parties.

The plaintiff was the former president and 
chief executive officer of the defendant bank 
from 2004 to 2012 and participated in the bank’s 
supplemental executive retirement plan (SERP). 
The bank, its compensation committee and the 
SERP were the defendants. In 2008, the bank 
froze the SERP and adopted the executive retire-
ment plan (ERP), in which the plaintiff also par-
ticipated.

Around November 2012, the plaintiff was 
informed that his employment was being ter-
minated. He was presented with a confidential 
retirement agreement and release of all claims, 
which included a provision that released the 
bank from all claims of every nature and kind, 
including but not limited to claims under the 
Employee Retirement Income Security Act of 
1974 (ERISA) and any other civil rights law, at-
torney fee law or executive benefits law. The only 
exceptions to the release were for workers’ com-
pensation, unemployment compensation and in-
demnification claims. The release provided that 
the plaintiff would be paid the equivalent of his 
salary and bonus for 2012 and his benefits un-
der the ERP. In addition, the release included a 
payment of $1 million if the release was executed 
prior to November 23, 2012. The release did not 
mention the SERP.

The plaintiff signed the release and was orally 
assured that his SERP benefits would be unaf-
fected. However, when the plaintiff filed a formal 
claim for his SERP benefits, the defendants denied 
the claim. The plaintiff filed suit, and both parties 
filed motions for summary judgment. 

The defendants claimed the plaintiff was un-
able to demonstrate the requirements for equi-
table estoppel, as there were no ambiguous plan 
provisions under the SERP. However, the plaintiff 
sought equitable relief as to the release that pur-
ported to waive benefits unambiguously owed un-
der the SERP. The court finds that factual disputes 
remained with regard to whether the defendants 
knew about, or whether the release covered, the 
plaintiff ’s SERP benefits.

In addition, the court is unable to resolve the 
plaintiff ’s reliance on the oral representation 
that he would receive the SERP benefits. The de-
fendants claimed the plaintiff could not estab-
lish “reasonable reliance” on the oral assurance 
provided to him or whether the plaintiff was 
justified in relying on the alleged misrepresen-
tations. The defendants pointed out that the re-
lease specifically stated that the plaintiff would 
receive other benefits but made no mention of 
the SERP.

Although the plaintiff urged the court for a de 
novo review of the defendants’ denial of his claim 
for SERP benefits, the SERP authorized the com-
pensation committee discretionary authority to 
determine eligibility for benefits or to construe 
the terms of the plan. Therefore, the appropriate 
standard of review was abuse of discretion. Since 
the plaintiff did not show as a matter of law that 
the committee abused its discretion in denying his 
claim for SERP benefits, the court finds the plain-
tiff was not entitled to summary judgment on his 
claim for relief.

Accordingly, the court finds there were disput-
ed issues of fact that must be resolved at trial and 
denies both parties’ motions for summary judg-
ment.   

Buster v. Compensation Committee of the Board of 
Directors of Mechanics Bank et al., No. C 16-01146 
WHA (N.D.Cal. November 17, 2016).
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