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IN THE UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT 
FOR THE WESTERN DISTRICT OF VIRGINIA 

Harrisonburg Division 

DORIS J. WOODSON, ) 
Plaintiff, ) Civil Action No. 5:19-cv-00012 

) 
v. )  REPORT & RECOMMENDATION 

) 
NATIONWIDE MUTUAL FIRE ) By: Joel C. Hoppe 
INSURANCE COMPANY,  ) United States Magistrate Judge 
 Defendant. ) 

This matter is before me for a report and recommendation under 28 U.S.C. § 

636(b)(1)(B) on Defendant Nationwide Mutual Fire Insurance Company’s (“Nationwide”) 

motion to enforce a settlement agreement with Plaintiff Doris Woodson. ECF No. 38 (“Def.’s 

Mot. to Enforce”). Having considered the parties’ filings and the applicable law, I recommend 

that the presiding District Judge enter an order granting Nationwide’s motion. 

I. Procedural History

This case involves a claim for insurance coverage arising out of a fire that destroyed 

Woodson’s garage and certain personal property that had been stored in and around that 

building. In February 2019, Nationwide removed the case to this Court. ECF No. 1. The 

Honorable Elizabeth K. Dillon, United States District Judge, presiding, referred the case to me 

for mediation. ECF No. 29. I held a settlement conference on August 20, 2019, at which time the 

parties agreed to settle the case, ECF No. 37, and signed a “Memorandum of Understanding 

Regarding Settlement Agreement,” Def.’s Mot. to Enforce Ex. A, Mem. of Understanding, ECF 

No. 38-1. 

The Memorandum of Understanding stated that the parties would execute a formal 

settlement agreement within fourteen days, Nationwide would pay $35,000 in full satisfaction of 

any and all claims within thirty days of the formal agreement, and the parties would file notices 
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of settlement and dismissal with the court by September 23, 2019, and September 30, 2019, 

respectively. Mem. of Understanding ¶¶ 1–2, 4–5. On August 21, counsel for Nationwide sent 

Woodson and her then-counsel, Franklin Coyner, copies of the Release of All Claims, Notice of 

Settlement, and Notice of Dismissal. See Def.’s Mot. to Enforce Ex. B, ECF No. 38-2.  

On September 23, Nationwide filed this Motion to Enforce Settlement Agreement 

because Ms. Woodson had failed to endorse the formal settlement documents by the parties’ 

deadline for filing the Notice of Settlement. See Def.’s Mot. to Enforce ¶¶ 7–9. Mr. Coyner filed 

a response on Woodson’s behalf, and asked to withdraw from representing her in this case. Pl.’s 

Resp. & Mot. to Withdraw, ECF No. 40. The response stated that Woodson had not signed the 

documents because “she was ‘waiting on the Lord to tell her what to do,’” and she later told her 

counsel that she “was not going to sign the documents.” Id. ¶¶ 4, 7.  

I held a hearing by conference call on the Motion for Settlement and the Motion to 

Withdraw as Attorney. ECF No. 44. Woodson was represented by counsel, but she was not 

present herself. At the hearing, Mr. Coyner stated that he was unable to make any non-frivolous 

argument to contest that a settlement and binding agreement had been reached and that his client 

simply did not want to sign the paperwork. Id. Because Mr. Coyner convincingly showed that he 

and Woodson had reached an irreconcilable impasse in their attorney-client relationship and 

could no longer communicate effectively, I granted Mr. Coyner’s motion to withdraw as 

Woodson’s attorney in this matter. Order of Sept. 30, 2019, ECF No. 47. 

In October 2019, Woodson filed a pro se response to Nationwide’s Motion for 

Settlement. See Pl.’s Supp’l Resp. 1–2, ECF No. 48. Woodson alleged that Mr. Coyner did not 

fairly represent her at the settlement conference. Id. She also attached a “Notice of Settlement” 

declining the settlement offer on the grounds that it was not in accordance with an agreement in a 
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state lawsuit and Mr. Coyner did not “protect the rights of [her] and her son.” ECF No. 48-1. She 

did not disagree with any terms of settlement or deny that she signed the Memorandum of 

Understanding. Nationwide subsequently filed a brief in support of its motion and opposition to 

Ms. Woodson’s response. ECF No. 49.  

II.  Analysis 

 “[D]istrict courts have inherent authority, deriving from their equity power, to enforce 

settlement agreements.” Hensley v. Alcon Labs., Inc., 277 F.3d 535, 540 (4th Cir. 2002). To 

exercise this power, “a district court (1) must find that the parties reached a complete agreement 

and (2) must be able to determine its terms and conditions.” Id. at 540–41. “If there is a factual 

dispute over the existence of an agreement, over the authority of the attorneys to enter into the 

agreement, or over the agreement’s terms, [then] the district court . . . . must conduct a plenary 

evidentiary hearing in order to resolve th[e] dispute” and make appropriate findings. Id. at 541 

(footnote omitted). If the court concludes that an agreement was reached and can determine the 

terms of the agreement, however, then it “may enforce the agreement summarily as long as the 

excuse for nonperformance of the agreement is comparatively insubstantial.” Id. at 540. 

 “[S]ettlement agreements are treated as contracts subject to the general principles of 

contract interpretation.” Power Servs., Inc. v. MCI Constructors, Inc., 3 F. App’x 190, 192 (4th 

Cir. 2001). A written and signed document, other than a formal settlement agreement, may be 

sufficient to determine the terms of the agreement. See Topiwala v. Wessell, 509 F. App’x 184, 

186–87 (4th Cir. 2013) (explaining that a document entitled “Settlement Terms” signed at the 

settlement conference “unambiguously evinced an intent to be bound and contained sufficiently 

definite terms,” and the “[a]bsence of other terms” did not prevent enforcement because they 

“were relevant, but nonessential” to the agreement’s enforceability). 
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 “Having second thoughts about the results of a valid settlement agreement does not 

justify setting aside an otherwise valid agreement.” Hensley, 277 F.3d at 540; see also Petty v. 

Timken Corp., 849 F.2d 130, 133 (4th Cir. 1988) (“Defeated expectations do not . . . entitle the 

litigant to repudiate commitments made to opposing parties or to the court.”). Additionally, 

“[w]hen a litigant voluntarily accepts an offer of settlement . . . the integrity of the settlement 

cannot be attacked on the basis of inadequate representation by the litigant’s attorney. In such 

cases, any remaining dispute is purely between the party and his attorney.” Petty, 849 F.2d at 

133. “Unless the resulting settlement is substantially unfair, judicial economy commands that a 

party be held to the terms of a voluntary agreement.” Id.  

In this case, the District Court can grant Nationwide’s Motion for Settlement without 

conducting an evidentiary hearing. There is no dispute as to whether an agreement was reached. 

Mr. Coyner, who at the time was Woodson’s attorney of record, acknowledged at the motions 

hearing that a binding agreement had been reached at the settlement conference and that no non-

frivolous argument existed to challenge the validity of the parties’ agreement. Woodson was 

present at the settlement conference, she agreed to the settlement terms, and she personally 

signed the Memorandum of Understanding, so there is no dispute about her attorney’s authority 

to settle the case on her behalf. See Mem. of Understanding ¶ 8 (“By signing this agreement, the 

parties acknowledge that they have fully agreed on the terms contained herein and agree to be 

bound thereto.”). Nor is there a dispute about the essential terms of the agreement because the 

Memorandum of Understanding provides that Nationwide would pay Woodson $35,000 in full 

satisfaction of any and all claims and she would dismiss the case with prejudice. See id. ¶¶ 1, 5. 

Although the Memorandum of Understanding did not include all the terms of the parties’ 

anticipated final agreement, see id. ¶ 2, it “contained sufficiently definite terms” and the absent 
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terms “were relevant, but nonessential” to the agreement’s enforceability, Topiwala, 509 F. 

App’x at 185–86. Woodson’s allegations that her counsel was ineffective and coerced her into 

accepting the settlement offer, see Pl.’s Supp’l Resp. 1–2, are insufficient to attack the integrity 

of the settlement agreement because the “dispute is purely between” Woodson and her former 

attorney, Petty, 849 F.2d at 133.  

Moreover, the undersigned Magistrate Judge presided over the settlement conference. I 

observed Woodson and Mr. Coyner interact, and I discussed the case with them at length. 

Woodson made an informed decision after considering many factors and weighing her options, 

and she voluntarily agreed to and signed the Memorandum of Understanding, a fact she does not 

dispute. Woodson apparently regrets that decision and has changed her mind. That is not 

grounds, however, for her to undo the binding agreement—which is not at all unfair to her—that 

she reached with Nationwide at the settlement conference. See Petty, 849 F.2d at 133. Because 

the Memorandum of Understanding contains all of the essential terms of the agreement, the 

parties signed it at the conclusion of the settlement conference, and Woodson does not dispute 

the terms of the agreement, I find that a binding agreement was reached, and the Court does not 

need to hold an evidentiary hearing. 

III.  Recommended Disposition 

 For the foregoing reasons, I respectfully recommend that the presiding District Judge 

GRANT Nationwide’s Motion to Enforce Settlement Agreement, ECF No. 38, because a 

binding settlement agreement exists and the terms and conditions of the agreement are readily 

determinable. I further recommend that, consistent with the terms of the Memorandum of 

Understanding, the presiding District Judge order Nationwide to provide a check for thirty-five 
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thousand dollars ($35,000.00) to Ms. Woodson within thirty (30) days and, upon notice filed by 

Nationwide that Ms. Woodson has received the check, dismiss this case with prejudice. 

Notice to Parties 

 Notice is hereby given to the parties of the provisions of 28 U.S.C. § 636(b)(1)(C): 

Within fourteen days after being served with a copy [of this Report and 
Recommendation], any party may serve and file written objections to such 
proposed findings and recommendations as provided by rules of court. A judge of 
the court shall make a de novo determination of those portions of the report or 
specified proposed findings or recommendations to which objection is made. A 
judge of the court may accept, reject, or modify, in whole or in part, the findings or 
recommendations made by the magistrate judge. The judge may also receive further 
evidence or recommit the matter to the magistrate judge with instructions. 

Failure to file timely written objections to these proposed findings and recommendations 

within 14 days could waive appellate review. At the conclusion of the 14 day period, the Clerk is 

directed to transmit the record in this matter to the Honorable Elizabeth K. Dillon, United States 

District Judge. 

The Clerk shall send certified copies of this Report and Recommendation to the parties. 

       ENTER: December 9, 2019 

        
       Joel C. Hoppe 
       U.S. Magistrate Judge 
 


