Robert E. Cooper v. Commissioner, 70 T. C. 896 (1978)

Expenses required as a condition of employment and directly related to the conduct
of business may be deductible even if they have personal attributes.

Summary

Robert E. Cooper, a Los Angeles fireman, was required to contribute to an organized
mess at his fire station as a condition of employment. He sought to deduct these
mandatory contributions as business expenses under section 162(a) of the Internal
Revenue Code. The Tax Court held that these payments were directly related to his
employment and thus deductible, despite their personal nature, due to their
necessity and the lack of personal benefit to Cooper. The decision highlights the
distinction between personal and business expenses in unique employment
situations.

Facts

Robert E. Cooper, a fireman at the Los Angeles Fire Department, was assigned to
Fire Station 89 in North Hollywood, working 24-hour shifts. As part of his
employment, he was required to contribute to an organized mess at the station, a
policy implemented to address past racial segregation. Cooper objected to the
mandatory contributions because he was often away from the station during mess
times, but paid under threat of disciplinary action. He claimed these contributions as
business expense deductions on his federal income tax returns for 1972 and 1973.

Procedural History

The Commissioner of Internal Revenue determined deficiencies in Cooper’s tax
returns for the years 1972 and 1973, leading to a dispute over the deductibility of
Cooper’s mess contributions. Cooper filed a petition with the U. S. Tax Court, which
reviewed the case and ultimately rendered a decision in favor of Cooper.

Issue(s)

1. Whether Cooper’s mandatory contributions to the organized mess at his fire
station are deductible as ordinary and necessary business expenses under section
162(a) of the Internal Revenue Code.

Holding

1. Yes, because the contributions were a condition of employment, directly related to
Cooper’s trade or business, and not for his personal benefit, thus qualifying as
deductible business expenses under section 162(a).

Court’s Reasoning

© 2025 SCOTUSreports.com. All rights reserved. | 1



The court applied section 162(a) of the Internal Revenue Code, which allows
deductions for ordinary and necessary business expenses. It acknowledged that
expenses often have both personal and business characteristics, and the distinction
between them depends on the specific facts of each case. The court noted that
Cooper’s contributions were required as a condition of his employment, were not for
his personal benefit, and were necessary due to the nature of his work and the City’s
legal obligations to integrate its fire stations. The court distinguished this case from
others where similar expenses were deemed personal, emphasizing the unique
circumstances of Cooper’s employment. The decision was supported by previous
rulings and revenue rulings that allowed deductions for expenses with both personal
and business attributes under certain conditions.

Practical Implications

This decision clarifies that expenses required by an employer, even if they have
personal aspects, can be deductible if they are directly related to the conduct of the
taxpayer’s business. Legal practitioners should analyze the specific employment
conditions and the necessity of the expense to the business when advising clients on
similar deductions. This ruling may encourage taxpayers in unique employment
situations to claim deductions for mandatory expenses, but also underscores the
importance of distinguishing between personal and business expenses based on the
facts of each case. Subsequent cases may reference this decision when considering
the deductibility of expenses that blur the line between personal and business use.

© 2025 SCOTUSreports.com. All rights reserved. | 2



