Owens v. Commissioner, 50 T. C. 577 (1968)

A taxpayer’s ‘home’ for travel expense deductions under Section 162(a)(2) is their
principal place of employment, not their personal residence.

Summary

Rendell Owens, a construction worker for the Iowa State Highway Commission,
sought to deduct expenses for meals, lodging in Des Moines, and travel to his family
home in Oskaloosa. The Tax Court ruled that Owens’ principal place of employment
was Des Moines, not Oskaloosa, and thus he was not ‘away from home’ for tax
purposes. The court emphasized that ‘home’ refers to the taxpayer’s principal place
of employment, not their personal residence. The court also found Owens’
assignment indefinite rather than temporary, further precluding the deductions.
This decision clarifies the ‘away from home’ requirement for travel expense
deductions and has significant implications for taxpayers in similar situations.

Facts

Rendell Owens, employed by the lowa State Highway Commission, worked on the
Des Moines Freeway Project starting in 1960. He maintained a residence in
Oskaloosa, 60 miles from Des Moines, where his family lived. Since 1963, Owens
rented a room in Des Moines during the workweek and traveled to Oskaloosa on
weekends. He claimed deductions for meals, lodging in Des Moines, and travel
expenses between Des Moines and Oskaloosa for the tax years 1964 and 1965. The
Commissioner disallowed these deductions, leading to the present case.

Procedural History

Owens filed a petition with the United States Tax Court challenging the
Commissioner’s determination of deficiencies in his 1964 and 1965 income tax. The
Tax Court heard the case and issued its decision on July 8, 1968, upholding the
Commissioner’s disallowance of the claimed deductions.

Issue(s)

1. Whether Owens’ expenses for meals and lodging in Des Moines and weekend
travel to Oskaloosa were deductible as away-from-home travel expenses under
Section 162(a)(2)?

2. Whether Owens’ assignment in Des Moines was temporary or indefinite?

3. Whether the Commissioner was barred from asserting deficiencies due to prior
allowances of similar expenses or claimed overpayments?

Holding

1. No, because Owens’ principal place of employment was Des Moines, and he was
not ‘away from home’ when incurring these expenses.
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2. No, because Owens’ assignment was indefinite rather than temporary.
3. No, because tentative allowances of overpayments do not preclude the
Commissioner from later asserting deficiencies.

Court’s Reasoning

The Tax Court focused on the interpretation of ‘home’ in Section 162(a)(2), relying
on precedent that defines ‘home’ as the taxpayer’s principal place of employment.
The court found that Owens’ principal place of employment was Des Moines, where
he performed all his duties during the relevant years. The court distinguished
Owens’ situation from cases involving temporary assignments, emphasizing that his
assignment was indefinite due to the long-term nature of the freeway project and his
lack of expectation of transfer. The court also rejected Owens’ argument that prior
allowances of similar expenses or overpayments precluded the Commissioner from
asserting deficiencies, citing established principles that such allowances are subject
to final audit and adjustment.

Practical Implications

This decision clarifies that for travel expense deductions, ‘home’ refers to the
taxpayer’s principal place of employment, not their personal residence. Taxpayers in
similar situations, particularly those with multiple work locations, must carefully
consider whether their work assignments are temporary or indefinite when claiming
such deductions. The ruling impacts how legal practitioners advise clients on travel
expense deductions, emphasizing the need to analyze the nature of the employment
assignment and the taxpayer’s principal place of work. Subsequent cases have
applied this principle, further shaping the interpretation of ‘away from home’ in tax
law.
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