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Estate of Gloria A. Lion v. Commissioner, 53 T. C. 611 (1969)

In simultaneous death scenarios, a life estate’s value for estate tax credit purposes is
determined at the time of the transferor’s death based on the actual circumstances,
not actuarial tables.

Summary

Gloria and Albert Lion died simultaneously in a plane crash. Albert’s will bequeathed
Gloria a life estate in a nonmarital trust. Gloria’s estate sought a credit under I. R. C.
§ 2013 for estate taxes paid on the life estate. The Tax Court held that the life estate
had no value for credit purposes because, at the time of Albert’s death, both were
involved in the same fatal crash, rendering the life estate valueless to a hypothetical
buyer.  This  decision  emphasizes  actual  circumstances  over  actuarial  tables  in
valuing life estates for tax credits in simultaneous death cases.

Facts

Gloria and Albert Lion died simultaneously in a plane crash near Cairo on May 12,
1963. Albert’s will included a clause deeming Gloria to have survived him if they
died simultaneously. His estate was divided into two trusts: a marital trust and a
nonmarital trust, with Gloria receiving a life estate in the latter. The nonmarital
trust provided Gloria with income payments and limited rights to withdraw corpus.
Gloria’s estate filed for a § 2013 credit based on the life estate’s value, calculated
using actuarial tables, which the IRS disallowed.

Procedural History

The IRS determined a deficiency in Gloria’s estate taxes and disallowed the claimed
§ 2013 credit. Gloria’s estate petitioned the Tax Court, which heard the case on a
stipulated record. The Tax Court focused on the valuation of the life estate for credit
purposes and ruled in favor of the IRS.

Issue(s)

1. Whether the life estate bequeathed to Gloria by Albert had any value for purposes
of computing a § 2013 credit, given that both died simultaneously in a plane crash.

Holding

1. No, because at the time of Albert’s death, the life estate had no value to a
hypothetical buyer given the actual circumstances of the simultaneous fatal crash.

Court’s Reasoning

The Tax Court rejected the use of actuarial tables for valuing Gloria’s life estate,
emphasizing that the value must be assessed based on the actual circumstances at
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the time of Albert’s death. The court noted that both Gloria and Albert were involved
in the same fatal crash, rendering the life estate valueless to any hypothetical buyer.
The court cited Old Kent Bank and Trust Co. v. United States, where a similar
valuation approach was upheld. The court also dismissed the relevance of general
airline accident survival statistics, focusing instead on the specific circumstances of
this crash. The court’s decision reflects a policy preference for valuing life estates
based on real-world facts rather than statistical abstractions.

Practical Implications

This decision impacts how life estates are valued for estate tax credit purposes in
simultaneous death scenarios. Attorneys must consider the actual circumstances at
the time of the transferor’s death, not just actuarial tables, when calculating § 2013
credits.  This ruling may lead to more conservative estate planning strategies in
cases where simultaneous death is a risk. Subsequent cases, such as Estate of Roger
M. Chown and Estate of Ellen M. Wien, have followed this approach, reinforcing the
need to focus on actual circumstances rather than hypothetical valuations. This case
highlights the importance of understanding the interplay between estate planning
documents and tax law in complex scenarios.


