59 T.C. 543 (1973)

Expenses incurred for a trip, even if involving some work for a charitable
organization, are not deductible as charitable contributions if the primary purpose of
the trip is personal or familial benefit rather than service to the charity.

Summary

The Tax Court held that a mother could not deduct the expenses of sending her son
on a European trip organized by their church, even though the trip included a work
project at a farm school in Greece. The court reasoned that the primary purpose of
the trip was a cultural and educational experience for the teenagers, and the work
project was merely incidental to this personal benefit. Therefore, the expenses were
not considered ‘unreimbursed expenditures made incident to the rendition of
services’ to a charitable organization under Treasury Regulations.

Facts

The Third Presbyterian Church organized a trip to Europe for teenage members,
initially planned for the Holy Lands but changed to Europe due to travel advisories.
The itinerary included sightseeing in Italy, Turkey, Greece, Austria, Switzerland, and
Hungary, with a planned three-week work project at the American Farm School in
Greece. Parents paid $1400 per child to the church for the trip. The American Farm
School was a charitable organization. The teenagers worked on projects like
building a chicken coop and other farm tasks for a portion of their trip. The church
advertised the trip as a ‘Six-Week Experience in Christian Group Living’ with
cultural and religious components. Selection for the trip was based on factors like
willingness to work and church involvement post-trip, not specific skills for farm
work.

Procedural History

Grey B. (Miller) Tate, the petitioner, deducted expenses related to her son’s trip as a
charitable contribution on her 1967 federal income tax return. The Commissioner of
Internal Revenue determined a deficiency, disallowing the deduction. The case was
brought before the United States Tax Court.

Issue(s)

1. Whether the expenses paid by the petitioner for her son’s European trip,
specifically the portion related to the time spent at the American Farm School,
are deductible as a charitable contribution under Section 170 of the Internal
Revenue Code.

2. Whether these expenses qualify as ‘unreimbursed expenditures made incident
to the rendition of services to an organization contributions to which are
deductible’ under Treasury Regulation § 1.170-2(a)(2).
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Holding

1. No, the expenses are not deductible as a charitable contribution.

2. No, the expenses do not qualify as ‘unreimbursed expenditures made incident
to the rendition of services’ because the primary purpose of the trip was
personal benefit, not service to charity.

Court’s Reasoning

The court reasoned that while Treasury Regulations allow deductions for
‘unreimbursed expenditures made incident to the rendition of services’ to a charity,
this case did not meet that standard. The court emphasized that expenses must be
primarily for the benefit of the charity, not the individual taxpayer. The court found
that the ‘primary reason for the entire arrangement was a vacation trip to Europe,
and the primary beneficiaries of the expedition were the teenagers rather than the
school.” The initial advertising of the trip focused on cultural and sightseeing
aspects, with the work project being a minor component. The selection process for
the trip prioritized church involvement over any aptitude for farm work. The court
noted, ‘There is nothing to suggest that the expenses would have been less if the
group had spent the entire trip solely for sightseeing.” The court concluded that the
work at the farm school was incidental to the overall vacation and cultural trip, and
therefore, the expenses were not deductible as a charitable contribution.

Practical Implications

Tate v. Commissioner clarifies the ‘incidental to the rendition of services’ standard
for charitable contribution deductions related to expenses incurred while
volunteering. It establishes that for expenses to be deductible, the primary
motivation and benefit must be directed towards the charitable organization, not
personal or familial enrichment. Legal professionals should advise clients that
expenses for trips with dual purposes (charitable work and personal benefit) will be
scrutinized, and deductions are unlikely if the personal benefit is deemed primary.
This case is frequently cited when evaluating deductibility of expenses related to
volunteer work, particularly trips involving charitable activities, emphasizing the
need to demonstrate a genuine and primary charitable service purpose to justify a
deduction.
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