
Corporate Resolutions in Leasing Transactions

By Thomas E. McCurnin

Although some transaction lawyers consider 
a corporate resolution to be an optional docu-
ment, recent case law in New York, California,
and Illinois compels the contract drafter to obtain
this essential piece of paper for corporations,
limited liability companies (LLCs) and limited
liability partnerships (LLPs). Indeed, the lessor’s
lease, security interest, and any accompanying
guaranties may become unenforceable if this
crucial, yet simple, one-page document is 
not obtained.

CORPORATE RESOLUTIONS 
IN HISTORY

The doctrine of obtaining the “bona fides” of
authority originates with the English monarchs of
the 13th century. In ancient England, the royal
seal was source of all power to issue decries and
orders, and if a king was under attack and had to
flee, the royal seal was probably the only piece of
personal property that the monarch would grab,
save and except his clothes.1

The requirement that contracts be signed under
seal was brought to the United States and became
a part of most state law. It was often a requirement
for corporate documents, conveyances, stock
certificates, and contracts.2 Even though some
states still cling to their use,3 most states have
eliminated the requirement of corporate seals
altogether under the equal dignity rule,4 and 
their presence generally has no effect on the
document,5 except for purposes of authentica-
tion.6 One of the reasons for eliminating the use
of the corporate seal was the fact that many states
have longer statutes of limitations for documents
signed under seal, sometimes as long as 20 years.7

Thus, by affixing a simple corporate seal to a
contract or corporate resolution, the corporation
could be subjecting itself to the increased risk 
of an exaggerated statute of limitations.8

In the United States, the common law has
developed three types of corporate authority:
presumptive authority (by following strict
guidelines in common law or by statute); actual
authority (by a specific grant of authority in the
bylaws or by a corporate resolution); and implied
authority (authority implied by law by the officer’s
position and responsibilities).

If an equipment lessor wants its lease to be
enforceable, then it should strive to obtain
presumptive authority, if allowed within the state
where the lease is being enforced. Otherwise the
lessor should obtain evidence of actual authority.

SAFE HARBOR: 
PRESUMPTIVE AUTHORITY

California and Pennsylvania have simplified the
nature of corporate authority and have created a
safe-harbor statute for creditors, if the creditor
follows certain statutory formalities. If at least two
officers sign the contract, one in the executive
position (president, vice president, CEO) and 
a second in the financial position (secretary,
treasurer, CFO), then the law provides that there
is presumptive authority to execute the contract.
The presumptive authority can be obtained by
either the contract being signed by the two
officers, or by virtue of a corporate resolution
signed by the two officers. Thus, no corporate
resolution is needed, if the contract is signed 
by the two officers.9

A properly signed contract provides proof of
authority. A contract signed in this fashion is not
only presumptively authorized by the officers; 
the presumption is a nonrebuttable conclusive
presumption, requiring no other proof.10 Of
course, if the creditor knowingly participates in 
a fraud with the corporate officers, the corpora-
tion will not be bound, because no officer has
authority to defraud the corporation.11
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The states that still subscribe to the use of
corporate seals may give presumption of
authority for documents signed under seal.12

CORPORATE RESOLUTIONS: 
ACTUAL AUTHORITY

Most states do not have a safe-harbor statute
and instead follow the New York rule that
creditors dealing with the officers of a corporation
are chargeable with notice of the authority, actual
or apparent, of the debtor’s officers or agents with
whom they deal.13 This puts the creditor at risk,
and the creditor must assure itself that the person
it is doing business with does, in fact, have the
authority to enter into the transaction. 

Merely holding a senior officer position in 
the corporation does not, in and of itself, cloak
the officer with any inherent authority to sign
contracts.14 In many states, even a contract signed
by the president of the corporation must be
signed under seal, or authorized by a corporate
resolution.15 However, in other states, the
president has statutory authority to sign contracts
without a resolution,16 except where the articles 
of incorporation prohibit the president from
entering into contracts without consent.17 In
short, if the lessee resides in one of the states with
presumptive authority, such as New Hampshire
or Minnesota, simply having the CEO as a
signatory may suffice to establish corporate
authority, and in New York or Illinois may
establish implied authority.

Because the laws of the states vary so much in
this regard, the creditor must satisfy itself that 
the officer signing the contract has the specific
authority to sign the contract. This can be done 
in either of two ways: by obtaining a corporate
resolution or by examining the company’s bylaws
to determine whether the particular officer has
the requisite authority to sign the contract. 

Reviewing the bylaws is not particularly
convenient, and only in the instance of a limited
liability company would such a review be
necessary. Therefore, most creditors satisfy this
requirement by obtaining a corporate resolution.

LACK OF A CORPORATE
RESOLUTION: PROVING IMPLIED

AUTHORITY

Even if the creditor failed to obtain a corporate
resolution, it becomes an uphill battle to establish
corporate authority. In California and Florida, the
creditor can establish implied authority by
proving the following elements:

1. The person dealing with the agent must do
so with belief in the agent’s authority and this
belief must be a reasonable one; 

2. Such belief must be generated by some act or
neglect of the principal sought to be charged; and 

3. The third person, in relying on the agent’s
apparent authority, must not be guilty of
negligence.18

These elements put the creditor on the
defensive, because establishing implied authority,
in the absence of a specific grant of authority, will
be difficult. Moreover, the grant of implied or
ostensible authority must be generated from some
action of the principal. Often it is only the agent
that cloaks himself with authority, and the
principal has little or nothing to do with causing
the creditor to believe that the officer or agent had
authority to sign the contract.19 However, if the
corporation knowingly places an officer in charge
of negotiating a transaction, it will be difficult for
the corporation to later deny the officer had no
authority to complete it.20

However, if a creditor is faced with the lack of
presumptive or actual authority and is forced to
prove corporate authority on the part of the
officer in court, the creditor should examine the
bylaws and determine whether the officer had the
authority to sign contracts or leases. In addition,
the creditor should also obtain copies of other
contracts and leases the company entered into
over the past few years to determine if the officer
in question ever signed similar contracts. The
majority rule in most states is that the prior grant
of similar authority is evidence of authority for
the questioned transaction, especially if the
corporation acquiesced to prior unauthorized
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actions.21 However, in other states the past
conduct must have been relied upon by the
actual creditor in the present transaction to
establish ostensible authority.22

Both New York and Illinois provide for implied
authority if the officer is very senior, like a CEO
or president, and the contract is for customary or
necessary activities of the corporation. Thus, if
the creditor is dealing with a very senior officer
and the purpose of the contract is for supplying
inventory or necessary services for the corpora-
tion, courts in New York and Illinois may protect
the creditor in those states, even without a cor-
porate resolution.23 It would seem logical to
assume that most leases would be for “customary
or necessary activities” of the corporation, except
in extreme circumstances. This author could find
no indication that the size of the lease matters,
but certainly a lessee could argue that a $50,000
small-ticket phone system should be treated
differently from a $2 million machine tool pro-
duct line or a luxury car for one of the officers. 

If the creditor is unable to establish that the
officer historically had authority to sign contracts,
the creditor should determine if the debtor
corporation knew about the contract and
somehow knowingly authorized the contract,
knowingly paid the lease payment for it, or
accepted the benefits of the contract. If
established, this may prove ratification of the
contract or lease in most states, including both
New York and California.24

SPECIAL RULES FOR LLCs
AND PARTNERSHIPS

Limited Liability Companies 

Limited liability companies do not have offi-
cers, directors, and shareholders per se; rather, LLCs
have members.25 The members that the creditor
is dealing with may, or may not, have authority to
sign contracts. There are two ways the creditor
may be assured of establishing corporate
authority when faced with an LLC member. 

First, many states have a similar safe-harbor
statute, allowing the creditor to deal directly 
with any LLC member as well as imposing a
presumption of authority of that member, unless
the lack of authority is stated in the articles of
organization and the creditor had knowledge of
the lack of authority.26 However, this safe-harbor
rule is on a state-by-state basis: absent a specific
statute authorizing the creditor to deal with a
single LLC member, the creditor may be at risk 
in doing so.

Second, the creditor may examine the LLC
operating agreement for the LLC to see if one of
the members has been appointed as “managing
member,” and to review the authority vested in
that member.27 In some states there may be
confusion as to whether the document is in fact
an operating agreement, as it may bear a title that
is different from an “operating agreement.”28

Third, if there is no operating agreement (none
is required by most states), then the creditor must
obtain either a corporate resolution with all the
members signing the resolution in Illinois or New
York.29 Many banks and financial institutions
have the LCC members sign a deposit agreement,
which confirms the number of members as well
as authorizes certain persons to sign checks and
to negotiate with the bank. This deposit agree-
ment also provides that none of the members will
have its authority removed without notice to the
bank, which ensures that the bank can continue
to deal with the members and accept checks
signed and endorsed by those members listed in
the deposit agreement. The courts have upheld
this type of agreement to establish both past and
continuing authority of the members of the LLC,
allowing the banks to rely on the agreement, even
in the face of a corporate dispute where a member
had its authority revoked.30

Because there is no uniform rule throughout
the Unites States on the authority of LLC
members to bind the LLC, the wisest choice is to
obtain the consent of the managing member, if
one has been nominated, or all the members.
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Partnerships

With the advent of LLCs, partnerships are a
rare entity these days, but the same rules apply.
Either the creditor must review the partnership
agreement to determine if the managing partner
has authority to sign the contract, or a resolution
of all the partners must be obtained.

EFFECT OF LACK OF AUTHORITY ON
GUARANTIES AND COLLATERAL

It is a fundamental rule of law in New York and
California that a guarantor’s liability may be no
greater than the liability of the principal,31 which
is generally measured at the time the documents
are entered into. Therefore, if the lessee estab-
lishes that the lease was entered into without
corporate authority, a strong argument can be
made in those states that any guaranty the lessor
obtained is void by operation of law.32

To add insult to injury, because the lease
generally has the only grant of a security interest
in the credit documents, the lessor may also lose
its security interest in the collateral in the event of
a successful claim of lack of authority.33 Although
the lessor may prevail on an equitable theory as
against the lessee,34 it would have little ammu-
nition against a bankruptcy trustee for the lessee
who asserts lack of authority as a defense.

Therefore it behooves the lessor to faithfully
obtain the requisite documents to evidence cor-
porate authority if it wants to enforce the lease,
salvage its collateral, and enforce the personal
guaranties.

CONCLUSION

Sometimes it seems that in small- and middle-
ticket leases, corporate resolutions are an
afterthought in the documentation process.
However, the failure to obtain evidence of
corporate authority may sink the equipment
lessor’s ability to enforce the lease. Although the
lessor may be able to rely upon the inherent

authority of the title of the officer who signed the
lease, the fact that the lease was entered into in
the ordinary course of business for routine and
customary purposes, the lease is relatively small,
the lessee ratified the lease with payments, or 
the officer previously entered into similar trans-
actions without objection by the corporation, it
does not seem wise to forgo what should be an
essential part of any suite of lease documentation:
the corporate resolution.

If the equipment lessor fails to secure the
necessary evidence of corporate authority, the
lessor will not be sealing the deal, but sealing 
its fate.
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