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Boser v. Commissioner, 77 T. C. 1124 (1981)

Expenses for education are deductible if they maintain or improve skills required in
employment, but only to the extent they are reasonable and necessary.

Summary

Robert Boser, a second officer at United Airlines, claimed a deduction for operating
a Cessna aircraft, arguing it maintained his employment skills. The Tax Court ruled
that  while  flying  the  Cessna  did  maintain  skills  required  for  his  job,  only  the
expenses related to the minimum flight time required by the FAA to maintain his
commercial pilot’s license were deductible. The majority of the flights, used for
commuting and personal trips, were deemed personal expenses and not deductible.

Facts

Robert Boser, a second officer at United Airlines, purchased a Cessna 210 in April
1976. He used it to commute between his home in Redding, California, and his work
at San Francisco International Airport (SFI), as well as for personal trips to his
property, the R-Ranch, and other locations. Boser claimed a $3,359. 68 deduction on
his 1976 tax return as an educational expense, asserting that flying the Cessna
maintained and improved his employment skills. The Commissioner disallowed the
deduction, arguing that the flights were primarily for personal reasons.

Procedural History

The Commissioner determined a deficiency of $1,106 in Boser’s 1976 federal income
tax. Boser petitioned the U. S. Tax Court for a redetermination of the deficiency. The
court heard the case and issued its decision on November 18, 1981.

Issue(s)

1. Whether the expenses incurred by Robert Boser in operating a private aircraft
were  deductible  as  educational  expenses  under  Section  162(a)  of  the  Internal
Revenue Code?

Holding

1. Yes, because the operation of the aircraft maintained or improved skills required
in Boser’s employment, but only the expenses related to 12 hours of instrument
flight time per year, as required by the FAA to maintain his commercial pilot’s
license, were deductible. The remaining expenses were deemed personal and not
deductible.

Court’s Reasoning

The  court  applied  Section  162(a)  of  the  Internal  Revenue  Code,  which  allows
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deductions for ordinary and necessary business expenses, and Section 1. 162-5 of
the  Income  Tax  Regulations,  which  specifies  that  educational  expenses  are
deductible if they maintain or improve employment skills. The court recognized that
flying the Cessna improved Boser’s basic flying skills, which were relevant to his job
as a second officer,  despite not  being required by United Airlines or  the FAA.
However, the court found that not all flights were necessary for maintaining his
skills, as many were for commuting and personal trips. The court used the FAA’s
minimum requirements for maintaining a commercial pilot’s license as a benchmark
for  reasonable  and  necessary  expenses,  allowing  deductions  only  for  the  costs
associated with the required 12 hours of instrument flight time per year. The court
emphasized  the  need  for  a  direct  and  proximate  relationship  between  the
educational  expenditure  and  the  employment  skills,  and  the  necessity  for  the
expenses to be reasonable.

Practical Implications

This decision clarifies that while expenses for education that maintain or improve
employment  skills  are  deductible,  they  must  be  reasonable  and  necessary.
Taxpayers must demonstrate a direct relationship between the expense and the
skills required for their job, and the court may use industry standards, like FAA
regulations,  to  determine  what  constitutes  a  reasonable  expense.  Practitioners
should  advise  clients  to  carefully  document  and  justify  educational  expenses,
especially when they involve personal use, and to segregate deductible from non-
deductible  expenses.  This  case  may  impact  how similar  cases  involving  mixed
business and personal use of assets are analyzed, with a focus on the reasonableness
and necessity of the expenses claimed. Subsequent cases have applied this ruling to
distinguish between deductible and non-deductible expenses in similar contexts.


