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<strong><em>Elk  Lick  Coal  Company,  Petitioner,  v.  Commissioner  of  Internal
Revenue, Respondent, 23 T.C. 585 (1954)</em></strong>

Losses sustained from the abandonment or scrapping of  mining equipment and
components must be deducted from gross income in computing net income for the
purpose  of  determining  percentage  depletion  allowances  under  the  Internal
Revenue  Code.

<strong>Summary</strong>

The Elk Lick Coal Company sought to exclude losses from the abandonment and
scrapping  of  mining  equipment  from  the  calculation  of  its  net  income  when
determining its percentage depletion allowance. The Tax Court disagreed, ruling
that these losses were properly deductible under the regulations. The Court held
that the regulations specifically included “losses sustained” as a deduction from
gross  income  to  arrive  at  net  income  for  depletion  purposes.  The  Court
distinguished this situation from a prior case where gains from the sale of discarded
equipment were not included in gross income, finding that the code was silent on
the  definition  of  “net  income”  but  the  regulations  provided  clear  guidance  on
including losses in that calculation.

<strong>Facts</strong>

Elk Lick Coal Company, engaged in mining, abandoned various components of its
mining plant  in  1947 and 1948,  and scrapped mining equipment  in  1949.  The
company claimed losses on its tax returns due to the abandonment and scrapping.
The  IRS  allowed  the  losses  as  claimed.  However,  in  calculating  the  depletion
allowance, the company did not deduct these losses from gross income, arguing that
because gains from the sale of such equipment were not included in gross income,
the losses should similarly  be excluded.  The Commissioner of  Internal  Revenue
determined that the losses should have been deducted.

<strong>Procedural History</strong>

The case originated in the United States Tax Court. The Tax Court reviewed the
stipulated facts and the applicable provisions of the Internal Revenue Code and
related regulations, and decided in favor of the Commissioner of Internal Revenue.

<strong>Issue(s)</strong>

Whether losses sustained by the petitioner from the abandonment and scrapping of
mining plant components and equipment are deductible from its gross income in
determining net  income for  the  purpose of  computing its  percentage depletion
allowance.

<strong>Holding</strong>
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Yes, because the regulations explicitly define “net income” for depletion purposes as
gross income less allowable deductions, including losses sustained from operations.

<strong>Court's Reasoning</strong>

The Court relied heavily on the interpretation of the Internal Revenue Code of 1939,
specifically  sections  23(m)  and  114,  along  with  the  associated  regulations,
particularly Section 29.23(m)-1(g).  The Court found that while the code did not
define “net income,” the regulations did. The regulations defined “net income” for
depletion purposes as “gross income from the property” less allowable deductions,
including “losses sustained.” The court distinguished the case from <em>Monroe
Coal Mining Co.</em>, emphasizing that the issue there was whether gains were
includible  in  gross  income,  and the court  found they were not  because of  the
statutory definition of gross income. However, here, the key was that the regulations
explicitly included “losses sustained” in the calculation of “net income.” The court
stated  “We  are,  in  fact,  unable  to  understand  what  other  meaning  could  be
attributed to the plain language — ‘losses sustained’ — as used in the regulations.”
The court further stated “We are satisfied that the term ‘losses sustained’ similarly
applies, and that the petitioner’s argument to the contrary would amount to nothing
less than reading that provision out of the regulations.”

<strong>Practical Implications</strong>

This  case  clarifies  the  treatment  of  losses  related  to  mining  equipment  in
determining the percentage depletion allowance. Taxpayers in the mining industry
must deduct losses from abandoned or scrapped equipment when calculating net
income for depletion purposes. This case underscores the importance of carefully
reviewing and applying relevant regulations, even when the code itself is silent. It
reinforces that losses directly related to the extraction and preparation of minerals
for market are generally deductible when determining net income for percentage
depletion. The case demonstrates the potential for conflict between gross income
definitions and net income calculations, and that a seemingly inconsistent treatment
might be legally required based on different definitions. The implications extend to
other industries where percentage depletion is allowed and where the distinction
between the items included in gross income and those used in the calculation of net
income is critical.


