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Blair v. Commissioner, 63 T. C. 214 (1974)

The Tax Court clarified the criteria for head of household status and the limits of
charitable contribution deductions based on property rights.

Summary

In Blair v. Commissioner, the court addressed two key issues: whether Allan Blair
qualified as a head of household for tax purposes in 1967, and the validity of a
charitable contribution deduction claimed for 1968. The court held that Blair’s son,
Lawrence, had his principal place of abode with Blair despite attending a distant
school,  allowing Blair  to  file  as  a  head of  household.  Regarding the charitable
deduction, Blair acquired a tax deed to property condemned by the University of
Illinois, but the court ruled that his interest was limited to the tax claim, not the
property itself, thus capping his deduction at the amount of taxes and interest.

Facts

Allan Blair was divorced in 1967 and maintained an apartment in Chicago, keeping a
room for his son Lawrence, who attended Grove School in Connecticut for emotional
treatment. Lawrence stayed with Blair during school vacations due to a strained
relationship with his  mother.  In 1968,  Blair  acquired a tax deed to a property
condemned by the University of Illinois, which he then donated to the university,
claiming a $61,000 charitable contribution deduction.

Procedural History

The Commissioner of Internal Revenue challenged Blair’s head of household status
for  1967  and  denied  the  charitable  contribution  deduction  for  1968.  The  case
proceeded to the United States Tax Court,  where Blair’s  eligibility  for  head of
household status and the validity of his charitable deduction were contested.

Issue(s)

1. Whether Allan Blair qualified as a head of household for tax purposes in 1967?
2. Whether Blair was entitled to a charitable contribution deduction for the full value
of the property transferred to the University of Illinois in 1968?

Holding

1. Yes, because Lawrence Blair’s principal place of abode was with his father, Allan
Blair, during 1967, despite being away at school.
2. No, because Blair’s interest in the condemned property was limited to the claim
for  taxes  and  interest,  not  the  property  itself,  thus  restricting  his  charitable
contribution deduction to that amount.

Court’s Reasoning
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The court reasoned that Lawrence’s stays at Grove School were temporary, as per
IRS regulations and legislative history, and his principal place of abode was with
Blair. For the charitable deduction, the court applied Illinois law, determining that
the condemnation proceeding terminated Blair’s  right  to a tax deed.  The court
rejected Blair’s argument that the lack of notice to the county collector voided the
condemnation, citing that the county collector, as an agent of the state, was immune
from suit and did not need to be notified. The court limited Blair’s deduction to the
value of his tax certificate, as the university had already acquired title through
condemnation.

Practical Implications

This decision clarifies the head of household criteria, particularly for parents with
children away at school, impacting tax planning for divorced individuals. It also
underscores the importance of  understanding state property law when claiming
charitable deductions, as the court will not recognize a deduction for property to
which the donor has no legal title. This case affects how attorneys advise clients on
tax status and charitable contributions, emphasizing the need to verify property
rights  before  claiming  deductions.  Subsequent  cases  have  cited  Blair  for  its
interpretation of head of household status and the limits of charitable deductions
based on property rights.


