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Herbert Jones, 18 T.C. 14 (1952)

Transfers of property pursuant to a separation agreement can be considered taxable
gifts to the extent they exceed the reasonable value of spousal support and are
allocated to the release of other marital rights, such as dower or inheritance rights.

Summary

This case addresses the gift tax implications of property transfers made under a
separation agreement. The Tax Court determined whether payments to the wife
exceeded  reasonable  support  and  thus  constituted  taxable  gifts.  The  court
considered the intent of the agreement, specifically the release of marital rights like
dower and inheritance, and allocated a portion of the transfers to these rights,
deeming that portion a taxable gift. The court also addressed the taxability of gifts to
children, finding that they were taxable in the year the gifts were made, irrespective
of a later court order.

Facts

Herbert Jones and his wife entered into a separation agreement in 1944, which was
later  incorporated  into  a  divorce  decree.  The  agreement  involved  significant
transfers of property to the wife, including cash, life insurance policies, and real
estate. The agreement also included provisions where each party released claims to
dower, curtesy, and rights to elect against the other’s will. In 1946, Jones made
payments to his daughters pursuant to an amended agreement.

Procedural History

The Commissioner of Internal Revenue determined that the transfers to the wife
exceeded reasonable support and constituted taxable gifts. The Commissioner also
assessed gift tax on payments made to the daughters in 1946. Jones contested these
determinations in the Tax Court.

Issue(s)

Whether transfers to the wife under the separation agreement, exceeding1.
reasonable support, constitute taxable gifts to the extent allocated to the
release of marital rights other than support.
Whether payments made to the daughters in 1946 pursuant to an amended2.
agreement were taxable gifts.

Holding

Yes, because the separation agreement explicitly included the release of1.
marital rights beyond support, and the evidence indicated that a portion of the
transfers was intended for that release.
Yes, because the payments were made voluntarily and not solely as a result of2.
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a court decree and because there was no full and adequate consideration in
money or money’s worth received by the petitioner.

Court’s Reasoning

The court relied on E.T. 19, which states that the release of support rights can be
consideration for gift tax purposes, but the release of other marital rights is not. The
court  emphasized the language of  the  separation agreement,  which specifically
released dower, curtesy, and the right to elect against a will. Despite arguments that
the transfers were solely for support, the court found this unconvincing. Regarding
the gifts to the daughters, the court distinguished Harris v. Commissioner, noting
that the transfers were not solely the result of a court decree but stemmed from a
voluntary agreement. The court found no adequate consideration for the transfers to
the daughters.

The court stated: “In our view, there was no such consideration as to eliminate the
transfers by the petitioner in 1946 to the daughters from the category of taxable
gifts… In our opinion, it is not shown that the transfers by the petitioner in 1946
were made for adequate and full consideration in money or money’s worth.”

Practical Implications

This case highlights the importance of carefully drafting separation agreements to
clearly delineate between spousal support and the release of other marital rights to
minimize  potential  gift  tax  liabilities.  Attorneys  should  advise  clients  to  obtain
appraisals and valuations to support allocations made in separation agreements.
Further, it clarifies that gifts to third parties (like children) pursuant to amended
divorce agreements are taxable in the year of the gift, if such gifts do not stem
directly and solely from a court decree.


