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Farish v. Commissioner, 2 T.C. 964 (1943)

When a factual issue essential to determining tax liability in prior years (like gift tax
exclusions)  has  been  decided  by  a  court,  the  government  is  estopped  from
relitigating that same issue in a subsequent year, even if the cause of action is
different.

Summary

In 1938, the Commissioner recalculated the petitioners’ prior gift taxes (1933-1935),
disallowing exclusions previously allowed. This recalculation increased the tax rate
for  their  1938  gifts.  The  Tax  Court  addressed  whether  the  Commissioner  was
estopped from re-determining net gifts for prior years after judgments in those prior
years had been entered. The court held that the Commissioner was estopped from
disallowing exclusions that were effectively conceded and incorporated into prior
judgments,  but  not  estopped  from  adjusting  the  specific  exemption  based  on
statutory changes,  as  this  specific  issue was not  previously  litigated.  This  case
illustrates  the  application  of  estoppel  by  judgment  in  tax  law,  preventing  the
relitigation of settled factual issues in subsequent tax years.

Facts

Petitioners, Libbie Rice Farish and W.S. Farish (estate), made gifts to trusts in 1933,
1934, and 1935. In prior tax proceedings for 1934 and 1935, the Commissioner
initially  disallowed gift  tax  exclusions for  these gifts,  arguing they were future
interests. Petitioners contested this, and the Board of Tax Appeals (predecessor to
the Tax Court) entered judgments that implicitly allowed these exclusions based on
concessions made by the Commissioner during those proceedings.  In 1938,  the
Commissioner again reviewed the prior gifts (1933-1935) when determining the tax
rate for 1938 gifts, and this time disallowed the exclusions previously allowed (or
conceded) in the earlier proceedings, thus increasing the petitioners’ cumulative
prior net gifts and consequently their 1938 gift tax rate.

Procedural History

1.  **1934 & 1935 Gift  Tax  Proceedings:**  The Commissioner  assessed gift  tax
deficiencies for 1934 and 1935, disallowing exclusions. Petitioners contested before
the Board of Tax Appeals. The Commissioner conceded the exclusion issue, and
judgments were entered under Rule 50, reflecting these concessions.

2. **1938 Gift Tax Deficiency:** For 1938, the Commissioner recomputed net prior
gifts (1933-1935), disallowing the exclusions previously conceded/allowed, leading
to a higher 1938 tax rate and deficiency notices.

3.  **Current  Tax  Court  Proceeding  (1943):**  Petitioners  challenged  the  1938
deficiency, arguing the Commissioner was estopped from re-determining net gifts
for 1933-1935.
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Issue(s)

1. Whether the Commissioner is estopped by prior judgments from re-determining
the amount of net gifts for 1933, 1934, and 1935 by disallowing gift tax exclusions
that  were  effectively  conceded  and  incorporated  into  judgments  in  prior  tax
proceedings for those years.

2. Whether the Commissioner is estopped from adjusting the specific exemption
applied in prior years based on subsequent statutory changes, for the purpose of
calculating net gifts in the current tax year.

Holding

1. No. The Court held that the Commissioner is estopped from re-litigating the issue
of gift tax exclusions for 1933-1935 because the issue of exclusions was effectively
decided in the prior proceedings, even if by concession, and judgments were entered
based on that determination.

2. Yes. The Court held that the Commissioner is not estopped from adjusting the
specific exemption because the specific exemption issue based on statutory changes
was not litigated or decided in the prior proceedings.

Court’s Reasoning

The court applied the doctrine of estoppel by judgment. It reasoned that when a
court of competent jurisdiction makes a final determination on a fact or question
directly  in  issue,  that  determination is  conclusive  between the same parties  in
subsequent suits, even if on a different cause of action. The court stated, quoting
Southern Pacific R.R. Co. v. United States, “‘a right, question or fact distinctly put in
issue and directly determined by a court of competent jurisdiction, as a ground of
recovery, cannot be disputed in a subsequent suit between the same parties…'”.

Regarding the exclusions, the court found that the issue of whether the 1933-1935
gifts qualified for exclusions was directly presented in the earlier proceedings, and
although resolved by concession, the judgments entered reflected this resolution.
The court emphasized, quoting Last Chance Mining Co. v. Tyler Mining Co., “‘The
essence of estoppel by judgment is that there has been a judicial determination of a
fact and the question always is has there been such determination, and not upon
what evidence or by what means it was reached.'” The court concluded that even a
judgment based on concession constitutes a decision on the merits for estoppel
purposes.

However,  regarding  the  specific  exemption,  the  court  distinguished  it  from
exclusions. The change in specific exemption was due to a statutory amendment
after the prior judgments. This specific issue of the *amount* of specific exemption
allowable under the amended law was not before the court in the prior proceedings.
Therefore, estoppel did not apply to prevent the Commissioner from applying the
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correct, amended exemption amount in the current year’s calculation of prior net
gifts.

Practical Implications

Farish clarifies the application of estoppel by judgment in tax law. It establishes that
even concessions by the IRS in prior tax proceedings, when incorporated into a
judgment, can create estoppel. This means the IRS cannot relitigate factual issues
like gift characterization (present vs. future interest) in later years if those issues
were essential to and resolved in prior judgments, even if resolved by agreement or
concession. However, estoppel is issue-specific. It does not prevent the IRS from
applying new laws or regulations, or raising issues not previously litigated, even
when recalculating prior net gifts for rate determination in subsequent tax years.
This case highlights the importance of clearly defining the scope of litigation and
judgments in tax cases to avoid future disputes over previously settled matters. It
also shows the distinction between factual issues (exclusions) and the application of
evolving law (exemptions) in estoppel analysis.


