Levitt v. Commissioner, 97 T. C. 437, 1991 U. S. Tax Ct. LEXIS 90, 97 T. C.
No. 30 (1991)

The U. S. Tax Court lacks jurisdiction over a nonsigning spouse in a joint tax case
unless the nonsigning spouse ratifies the petition and intends to become a party.

Summary

In Levitt v. Commissioner, the U. S. Tax Court addressed the issue of jurisdiction
over a nonsigning spouse, Simone H. Levitt, in a joint tax deficiency case. William ]J.
Levitt had signed both their names on the petition without her authorization. The
court determined it lacked jurisdiction over Mrs. Levitt because she did not sign or
ratify the petition. The case underscores the necessity of proper authorization and
intent to become a party for the Tax Court to have jurisdiction over both spouses in
a joint case. The court did not decide on the validity of the statutory notice of
deficiency as to Mrs. Levitt, emphasizing that her remedy might lie in district court.

Facts

Federal income tax returns for 1977 through 1981 were filed in the names of
William J. Levitt and Simone H. Levitt, with Mr. Levitt signing both names. The
returns were filed as joint returns. Mr. Levitt also signed powers of attorney and
consents to extend the assessment period on behalf of both, without Mrs. Levitt’s
signature. A statutory notice of deficiency was sent to both, and Mr. Levitt signed
the petition purportedly for both. Mrs. Levitt did not authorize this and later sought
to ratify the petition and vacate a stipulation of agreed adjustments, arguing the
notice was invalid as to her.

Procedural History

The case was initiated with a petition filed by Mr. Levitt on January 27, 1989, signed
with both his and Mrs. Levitt’s names. The case was calendared for trial, which was
postponed due to settlement negotiations. A Stipulation of Agreed Adjustments was
filed, signed by Mr. Levitt for both. Mrs. Levitt’s new counsel entered an appearance
on December 13, 1990, and on March 6, 1991, she filed motions to ratify the petition
and vacate the stipulation, claiming the notice of deficiency was invalid as to her.
The court ultimately ruled it lacked jurisdiction over Mrs. Levitt.

Issue(s)

1. Whether the U. S. Tax Court has jurisdiction over Simone H. Levitt, who did not
sign or authorize the signing of the petition filed by William J. Levitt.

2. Whether the court can determine the validity of the statutory notice of deficiency
as to Mrs. Levitt if she is not a party to the case.

Holding
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1. No, because Mrs. Levitt did not sign the petition or authorize Mr. Levitt to act on
her behalf in signing it, and she did not ratify the petition or intend to become a
party to the case.

2. No, because the court lacks jurisdiction over Mrs. Levitt and thus cannot address
the validity of the statutory notice of deficiency as to her.

Court’s Reasoning

The court’s jurisdiction depends on a valid notice of deficiency and a timely filed
petition. For a joint notice of deficiency, both spouses must sign the petition, or the
nonsigning spouse must ratify it and intend to become a party. Mrs. Levitt did not
sign or authorize the signing of the petition, and her attempt to ratify it was not
supported by the facts. The court clarified that it lacks jurisdiction over a nonsigning
spouse who does not ratify the petition, citing cases like Keeton v. Commissioner
and Ross v. Commissioner. The court also noted that it cannot determine the validity
of the notice of deficiency for a non-party, as that would require findings that have
no binding effect in this or subsequent proceedings. The court distinguished this
case from others where a separate petition was filed by the nonsigning spouse,
allowing the court to address the validity of the notice.

Practical Implications

This decision reinforces the requirement for explicit authorization and intent for a
nonsigning spouse to be considered a party in Tax Court proceedings. Practitioners
must ensure both spouses sign or properly authorize the petition in joint tax cases.
The ruling highlights the jurisdictional limits of the Tax Court, indicating that issues
regarding the validity of a notice of deficiency for a nonsigning spouse should be
addressed in district court. This case may influence how attorneys handle joint tax
filings and disputes, emphasizing the need for clear communication and
authorization between spouses. Subsequent cases may reference Levitt to clarify the
scope of Tax Court jurisdiction and the rights of nonsigning spouses in joint tax
deficiency proceedings.
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