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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
DISTRICT OF SOUTH DAKOTA
CENTRAL DIVISION

METROPOLITAN LIFE INSURANCE COMPANY
and TRINET HR XI, INC.,

Case No.: 24-cv-3029

Plaintiffs,
V.

DURIN MUNDAHL, individually, and as the
personal representative of the Estate of Joye
M. Braun, and MORGAN BRINGS PLENTY,
individually,

COMPLAINT

Defendants.

Plaintiffs Metropolitan Life Insurance Company (“MetLife”) and TriNet HR XI, Inc.
(“TriNet™), through their undersigned counsel, Susan Meyer and Sarah Collins of Gordon Rees
Scully Mansukhani, LLP, file their Complaint.

PARTIES

1. MetL ife at all relevant times was and is an insurance company incorporated in and
existing under the laws of New York with its principal place of business in New York. Itis licensed
with the South Dakota Division of Insurance.

2. TriNet at all relevant times was and is a company incorporated in and existing under
the laws of Delaware with its principal place of business in California.

3. Upon information and belief, Defendant Durin Mundahl is the son of Joye M.
Braun, who is deceased. Upon information and belief, Mr. Mundahl is a citizen of South Dakota
and domiciled in Eagle Butte, South Dakota. Upon information and belief, Mr. Mundahl was

appointed as personal representative of the Estate of Joye M. Braun.
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4. Upon information and belief, Defendant Morgan Brings Plenty is the daughter of
Ms. Braun. Upon information and belief, Ms. Brings Plenty is a citizen of South Dakota and
domiciled in Eagle Butte, South Dakota.

JURISDICTION AND VENUE

5. This Court has personal jurisdiction as all of the defendants are citizens of and
domiciled in South Dakota.

6. This Court has subject matter jurisdiction pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 1331 and 29
U.S.C. 8 1132(e) and (f) because this case arises out of a dispute over benefits under an employee
benefits plan subject to the Employee Retirement Income Security Act of 1974, 29 U.S.C. § 1001
et seq. (“ERISA”).

7. This Court also has subject matter jurisdiction pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 1332 as the
matter in controversy is between citizens of different states and exceeds the sum or value of
$75,000, exclusive of interest and costs.

8. This Court further has jurisdiction over this action pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 2201
and 2202, which authorizes declaratory judgments in cases of actual controversy within a court’s
jurisdiction.

9. Venue is proper in this judicial district pursuant to 29 U.S.C. § 1132(e)(2) because
the alleged conduct occurred in this district, and at least one of the defendants resides or may be
found in this district.

GENERAL ALLEGATIONS

10. Ms. Braun was an employee of TriNet and a participant in the TriNet HR XI, Inc.

Plan (“the Plan”). TriNet was the plan sponsor under the Plan.
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11.  The Plan is subject to ERISA. It is an employee welfare benefit plan as defined by
29 U.S.C. § 1002(1) and established to provide certain welfare benefits to eligible participants and
beneficiaries.

12.  Asto Ms. Braun, the Plan provided basic life insurance coverage for $40,000 and
accidental death and dismemberment (“AD&D”) coverage for $40,000.

13.  MetLife is the claim administrator and insurer of benefits under the Plan.

14.  On November 13, 2022, Ms. Braun died of natural causes, not accidental causes.

15. Records indicate that she did not have a beneficiary designation in effect for her
coverages on the date of her death.

16.  On the date of her death, she was legally married to Floyd Durin.

17.  Mr. Durin made a claim for benefits.

18.  MetLife determined that Mr. Durin was entitled to the life insurance benefits
pursuant to the Plan. AD&D benefits were unavailable as Ms. Braun’s death was not accidental.

19. Defendants Mr. Mundahl and Ms. Brings Plenty also made a claim for benefits,
including both life insurance and AD&D.

20.  While they provided an open enrollment confirmation listing them as beneficiaries,
the confirmation would not have become effective until January 1, 2023 — the beginning of the
following year after Ms. Braun’s death. Therefore, they were not beneficiaries on the date of her
death and not entitled to benefits.

21. Nevertheless, Mr. Mundahl, individually and on behalf of the Estate of Joye M.
Braun, and Ms. Brings Plenty filed a lawsuit in the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal Court, captioned
Durin Mundahl, et al v. MetLife, Inc., et al., Tribal Court No. 24C037 (the *“Tribal Court

Complaint™). A copy of the Tribal Court Complaint is attached as Exhibit 1. In the Complaint,



Case 3:24-cv-03029-RAL  Document 1  Filed 12/20/24 Page 4 of 11 PagelD #: 4

MetL.ife is misidentified as “MetLife, Inc. dba/aka MetLife Insurance Company” and TriNet is
misidentified as “TriNet HR, I11 aka/dba TriNet Group, Inc.”

22.  The Tribal Court Complaint asserts various common law claims against MetL.ife
and TriNet based on allegations that they wrongfully denied defendants’ claim for life insurance,
AD&D, and supplemental life insurance benefits under the Plan and they are entitled to benefits
under the Plan as well as various extra-contractual and other damages.

23. MetL.ife and TriNet have never consented to the jurisdiction of the Cheyenne River
Sioux Tribal Court. They do not have sufficient contacts with either the Reservation or Tribal
Court to be subject to their jurisdiction.

24.  The Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal Court does not have jurisdiction as the Plan is
governed by ERISA. Section 29 U.S.C. § 1132(e)(1) does not provide for jurisdiction before tribal
courts. Instead, jurisdiction is only proper in federal court, and state court in certain instances.

25. MetLife and TriNet could not remove the Tribal Court Complaint based on 28
U.S.C. § 1441 as federal courts have interpreted this statute as only applying to and allowing
removal from “state courts,” not tribal courts. Therefore, with no mechanism to remove or
otherwise transfer the Tribal Court Complaint, MetLife and TriNet are forced to file this action to
invoke this Court’s jurisdiction and obtain a determination of their rights and obligations under the
Plan subject to ERISA, as well as seek injunctive relief.

26.  Although MetLife and TriNet challenge that the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal
Court has jurisdiction to address this dispute over benefits involving an ERISA governed plan, in
order to timely respond to the Tribal Court Complaint and with an express reservation of all rights,

MetLife and TriNet filed a Motion to Dismiss in the Tribal Court based on the lack of personal
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and subject matter jurisdiction, as well as ERISA preemption. A copy of the Motion to Dismiss is
attached as Exhibit 2. The Motion to Dismiss remains pending.

217, MetL.ife and TriNet file this lawsuit requesting that this Court exercise its exclusive
jurisdiction over disputes involving benefits arising out of employee welfare benefit plans subject
to ERISA, declare the rights and obligations of these parties regarding the benefits at issue, and
enjoin defendants from attempting to assert and proceed with jurisdiction over them in the
Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal Court.

FIRST CLAIM FOR RELIEF
(29 U.S.C. § 1132(3)(3))

28. Plaintiffs incorporate by reference all other paragraphs in this Complaint herein.

29. Pursuant to 29 U.S.C. 1132(a)(3), “[a] civil action may be brought...by
a...fiduciary (A) to enjoin any act or practice which violates any provision of this subchapter or
the terms of the plan, or (B) to obtain other appropriate equitable relief (i) to redress such violations
or (ii) to enforce any provisions of this subchapter or the terms of the plan.”

30.  As the claim administrator, MetLife is a fiduciary under the Plan as defined by
ERISA.

31.  Asthe plan sponsor, TriNet is a fiduciary under the Plan as defined by ERISA.

32, Defendants Mr. Mundahl and Ms. Brings Plenty have asserted a claim seeking
entitlement to benefits under the Plan, and disputes exist regarding the nature and extent of any
such benefits owed under the Plan.

33. MetL.ife has determined that defendants Mr. Mundahl and Ms. Brings Plenty are

not entitled to any benefits under the Plan. Yet they have persisted in their claim for benefits.
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34, Plaintiffs file this action to obtain a determination of the proper resolution of their
claim based upon the Plan terms, related information, and ERISA, and seek an adjudication of the
rights and obligations of the parties pursuant to ERISA.

35. Plaintiffs seek equitable relief to enforce the terms of the Plan and to determine the
rights and obligations of the parties under the Plan.

SECOND CLAIM FOR RELIEF
(Declaratory Judgment pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 2201 and Fed. R. Civ. P. 57)

36. Plaintiffs incorporate by reference all other paragraphs in this Complaint herein.

37. Defendants Mr. Mundahl and Ms. Brings Plenty have filed a lawsuit inthe
Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal Court alleging claims that arise out of and relate to benefits under
an employee welfare benefits plan subject to ERISA. The Tribal Court Complaint asserts common
law claims and seeks relief inconsistent with ERISA. Therefore, the claims are improper and
impermissible. The claims are preempted by ERISA.

38. Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal Court lacks subject matter jurisdiction because
plaintiffs’ claims arise out of and relate to benefits under an ERISA-governed plan. Therefore,
jurisdiction is proper in this Court pursuant to 29 U.S.C. § 1132(e), not before the Cheyenne River
Sioux Tribal Court. Yet defendants continue to attempt to assert jurisdiction over the subject matter
and plaintiffs.

39. Exhaustion of tribal remedies is not required for this Court to determine its
jurisdiction pursuant to ERISA, as Congress has preempted tribal adjudicatory authority over such

claims, ensuring a uniform regulatory scheme under federal jurisdiction.?

! See Coppe v. Sac & Fox Casino Healthcare Plan, No. 14-2598-RDR, 2015 WL 1137733, at *1 (D. Kan. Mar. 13,
2015) (“We hold that Congress has preempted the tribe's adjudicatory authority over ERISA claims and, therefore,
exhaustion of tribal remedies is not required”); Vandever v. Osage Nation Enter., Inc., No. 06-CV-380-GKF-TLW,
2009 WL 702776, at *5 (N.D. Okla. Mar. 16, 2009) (“Given the preemptive nature of ERISA and the express purpose
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40.  An actual and justiciable controversy currently exists between the parties as to
whether the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal Court has jurisdiction to proceed with the Tribal Court
Complaint and asserted claims against MetLife and TriNet.

41.  An actual and justiciable controversy currently exists between the parties as to
whether the claims in the Tribal Court Complaint are all preempted by ERISA.

42. MetL.ife and TriNet contend that the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal Court does not
have jurisdiction and cannot lawfully proceed with the Tribal Court Complaint.

43. Declarations of the parties’ respective rights, status, legal relations, and obligations
are necessary in order to address these controversies.

44, MetLife and TriNet seek a declaration that: (a) the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal
Court does not have jurisdiction to adjudicate the claims asserted in the Tribal Court Complaint
that all arise out of and relate to an ERISA-governed plan; (b) the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal
Court cannot lawfully proceed with the Tribal Court Complaint; (c) any actions taken or rulings
by the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal Court in furtherance of the Tribal Court Complaint are void
and without legal effect; and (d) all claims asserted in the Tribal Court Complaint are preempted
by ERISA.

45.  Any continuation of the Tribal Court Complaint in the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal

Court causes immediate and irreparable harm to MetLife and TriNet.

of Congress to provide a uniform regulatory scheme over employee benefit plans, the court concludes abstention
would be inappropriate.”); Peabody Holding Co., LLC v. Black, No. CV-12-08252-PCT-DGC, 2013 WL 2370620, at
*6 (D. Ariz. May 29, 2013) (internal citations omitted) (“In summary, the Court concludes that requiring tribal court
exhaustion in this case, where the only question is one over which the federal courts have ‘exclusive jurisdiction,’
would be ‘patently violative of express jurisdictional prohibitions.” As a result, exhaustion in tribal court is not
required.”); see also El Paso Nat. Gas Co. v. Neztsosie, 526 U.S. 473, 483, 119 S. Ct. 1430, 1436, 143 L. Ed. 2d 635
(1999) (The tribal exhaustion doctrine does not apply to claims by tribal members against uranium mining corporations
subject to the Price-Anderson Act.).
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46. MetLife and TriNet have no adequate remedy at law other than obtaining
declaratory relief from this Court.

THIRD CLAIM FOR RELIEF
(Injunctive Relief)

47. Plaintiffs incorporate by reference all other paragraphs in this Complaint herein.

48. Defendants Mr. Mundahl and Ms. Brings Plenty have filed a lawsuit in the
Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal Court alleging claims that arise out of and relate to benefits under
an employee welfare benefits plan subject to ERISA.

49, The Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal Court lacks subject matter jurisdiction because
plaintiffs’ claims arise out of and relate to benefits provided under an ERISA-governed plan.
Therefore, jurisdiction is exclusive to federal court or, in limited circumstances, state court
pursuant to 29 U.S.C. § 1132(e).

50.  The common claims asserted and relief sought in the Tribal Court Complaint also
are improper as they are all preempted by and impermissible under ERISA.

51. MetLife and TriNet will suffer immediate and irreparable harm if the Tribal Court
Complaint is allowed to proceed in an improper jurisdiction and on claims preempted by ERISA.

52.  The Tribal Court Complaint has caused and continues to cause real, immediate, and
irreparable harm to MetLife and TriNet for which they have no adequate remedy at law.

53. Only injunctive relief from this Court will prevent this harm.

54. The injury to MetLife and TriNet outweighs any harm to defendants if the
injunction is not entered. Defendants Mr. Mundahl and Ms. Brings Plenty may proceed in this

Court with any ongoing dispute subject to ERISA.
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55. MetLife and TriNet are likely to succeed on the merits of their claims because the
Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal Court does not have jurisdiction, and the claims arise out of and
relate to an ERISA-governed plan.

56.  The balance of equities weighs for MetLife and TriNet because the harm to them
in allowing the Tribal Court Complaint to continue far outweighs any harm to all defendants in
enjoining the Tribal Court Complaint from proceeding.

57. Issuing an injunction is in the public interest because it upholds the rule of law,
prevents unlawful assertions of jurisdiction, promotes judicial efficiency by ensuring disputes are
resolved in the proper forum, and is consistent with ERISA.

58. MetLife and TriNet respectfully request that this Court: (a) Issue an injunction
enjoining the defendants from proceeding with the Tribal Court Complaint in the Cheyenne River
Sioux Tribal Court; and (b) Enjoin defendants Mr. Mundahl and Ms. Brings Plenty from pursuing
claims for relief and seeking relief inconsistent with and preempted by ERISA.

WHEREFORE, Plaintiffs MetLife and TriNet respectfully request the following relief:

A. A complete adjudication of the rights of the parties under ERISA and the Plan's
terms;

B. A declaration from this Court that: (a) the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal Court does
not have jurisdiction over Plaintiffs or the claims that arise out of and relate to an
ERISA-governed plan; (b) the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal Court cannot lawfully
proceed with the Tribal Court Complaint; (c) Any actions taken by the Cheyenne
River Sioux Tribal Court in furtherance of the Tribal Court Complaint are void and
without legal effect; and (d) All claims asserted in the Tribal Court Complaint are
preempted by ERISA;

C. An order for preliminary and permanent injunctive relief in favor of Plaintiffs that
(@) enjoin Defendants from proceeding with the Tribal Court Complaint in the
Cheyenne River Sioux Tribal Court; and (b) enjoin defendants Mr. Mundahl and
Ms. Brings Plenty from pursuing claims for relief and seeking relief inconsistent
with and preempted by ERISA; and
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D. For such further relief as the Court deems just and proper, including recovery of
any available attorney fees and costs as permissible under ERISA or other
applicable federal statute or rule.

DATED this the 20" day of December, 2024.

/sl Susan B. Meyer

Susan B. Meyer, SD Bar #3420

Sarah Collins, SD Bar #4204

GORDON REES ScuULLY MANSUKHANI, LLP
815 St. Joseph Street, Suite 4

Rapid City, South Dakota 57701
Telephone: (605) 858-5840

Email: smeyer@grsm.com;
scollins@grsm.com

Attorneys for Plaintiffs

10
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