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30 T.C. 10 (1958)

Employer contributions to employee profit-sharing trusts are deductible under the
tax code as business expenses, but only if the contributions are made to qualified
plans or if the employees’ rights to those contributions are nonforfeitable at the time
the contributions are made.

Summary

The United States Tax Court considered the deductibility of contributions made by
three related corporations (Wesley Steel Treating Co., Wesley Heat Treating Co.,
and Spindler Metal Processing Co.) to profit-sharing trusts for their employees. The
court  distinguished  between  contributions  made  before  and  after  the  1942
amendment to the Internal Revenue Code, which addressed deferred compensation
plans. The court held that contributions made before 1942 could be deducted as
ordinary and necessary business expenses under Section 23(a) if reasonable, but
contributions  after  that  date  were  deductible  only  under  Section  23(p),  which
required that the employees’ rights to the contributions be nonforfeitable. The court
also addressed the issue of negligence penalties, finding that the taxpayers’ actions
were taken in good faith and were not negligent.

Facts

Wesley Steel Treating Co., Wesley Heat Treating Co., and Spindler Metal Processing
Co. (Steel,  Heat,  and Metal,  respectively) were related corporations engaged in
heat-treating  steel.  During  the  years  in  question  (1941-1946),  they  established
profit-sharing trusts for their employees. The trusts were funded with contributions
from the  corporations,  often  in  the  form  of  stock  or  notes,  which  were  then
distributed to employees. The corporations deducted these contributions as business
expenses on their tax returns. The IRS disallowed some of these deductions, arguing
that the contributions constituted deferred compensation and were not deductible
because  the  employees’  rights  were  not  nonforfeitable.  The  IRS  also  imposed
negligence penalties.

Procedural History

The Commissioner of Internal Revenue determined deficiencies in the corporations’
income tax,  excess profits  tax,  and declared value excess-profits  tax,  and made
additions to the tax for negligence. The corporations petitioned the United States
Tax Court, challenging the disallowance of the deductions and the imposition of the
penalties. The Tax Court consolidated the cases for decision.

Issue(s)

1. Whether the corporations’ contributions to the profit-sharing trusts during the
years 1941 through 1946 were allowable deductions under the Internal Revenue
Code of 1939.
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2. Whether petitioner Wesley Steel Treating Co. was liable for additions to the tax
for negligence under section 293(a) for each of the years 1941 through 1946.

Holding

1. Yes, as to the 1941 contributions to Wesley Steel Treating Co.’s Trust B; No, as to
the 1942-1946 contributions because the employees’ rights were not nonforfeitable
at the time the contributions were made.

2. No.

Court’s Reasoning

The court first addressed the deductibility of the contributions. It noted that for
taxable  years  beginning  before  January  1,  1942,  contributions  to  trusts  were
deductible  as  ordinary  and  necessary  business  expenses  under  section  23(a).
However, the Revenue Act of 1942 amended section 23(p),  establishing specific
rules  for  the  deductibility  of  contributions  to  profit-sharing  or  deferred
compensation plans. The court found that the trusts established by the corporations
constituted deferred compensation plans. For years after 1941, deductibility under
section 23(p) depended on whether the employees’ rights in the contributions were
nonforfeitable at the time the contributions were made. Because the employees’
rights  were  not  nonforfeitable  (employees  forfeited  rights  upon  leaving
employment),  the  court  held  that  the  contributions  were  not  deductible  under
section 23(p).

The court also addressed the issue of negligence penalties. The court found that the
corporations’ actions were taken in good faith and that the improper deductions
were claimed in the honest belief that they were proper accrued expenses, and the
returns disclosed sufficient information about the deductions. The court held that
the Commissioner erred in making the additions to the tax for negligence.

The court made a crucial distinction regarding Steel’s 1941 contribution to Trust B.
Because the contribution occurred before the 1942 amendment, it was evaluated
under Section 23(a). The court concluded that the 1941 contribution, along with the
wages earned that year, represented reasonable compensation. The contribution
was thus deductible.

Practical Implications

This case provides important guidance for employers regarding the deductibility of
contributions to employee benefit plans. It underscores the significance of the 1942
amendment to the tax code, which established the rules governing the deductibility
of deferred compensation plans. The ruling clarifies that for post-1941 contributions,
the employees’ rights must be nonforfeitable at the time the contributions are made
to qualify for a deduction. The court’s distinction of pre- and post-1942 contributions
emphasizes that the rules of deductibility depend on the year the contribution is
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made.  Further,  the  case  offers  a  safeguard  against  negligence  penalties  if  the
taxpayer’s actions show good faith and the tax return clearly reveals the nature of
the claimed deductions.

The ruling also demonstrates that for a plan to fall under section 23(p), it need not
comply with all  the requirements of  section 165. The profit-sharing plan was a
mechanism to distribute profits, so it was a plan for deferred compensation.


