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UNIFORM DISPOSITION OF COMMUNITY PROPERTY 
RIGHTS AT DEATH ACT 

 
PREFATORY NOTE 

 
 Frequently spouses, who have been domiciled in a jurisdiction which has a type of 
community property regime, move to a jurisdiction which has no such system of marital rights.  
As a matter of policy, and probably as a matter of constitutional law, the move should not be 
deemed (in and of itself) to deprive the spouses of any preexisting property rights.  A common 
law state may, of course, prescribe the dispositive rights of its domiciliaries both as to personal 
property and real property located in the state.  California’s development of its “quasi-
community property” laws illustrates the distinction. 
 
 The common law states, as contrasted to California, have not developed a statutory 
pattern for disposition of estates consisting of both separate property of spouses and property 
which was community property (or derived from community property) in which both spouses 
have an interest.  In these states there have been relatively few reported cases (although the 
number has been increasing in recent years); the decisions to date show no consistent pattern and 
the increasing importance of the questions posed suggests the desirability of uniform legislation 
to minimize potential litigation and to facilitate the planning of estates. 
 
 This Act has a very limited scope.  If enacted by a common law state, it will only define 
the dispositive rights, at death, of a married person as to his interests at death in property “subject 
to the Act” and is limited to real property, located in the enacting state, and personal property of 
a person domiciled in the enacting state.  The purpose of the Act is to preserve the rights of each 
spouse in property which was community property prior to change of domicile, as well as in 
property substituted therefor where the spouses have not indicated an intention to sever or alter 
their “community” rights.  It thus follows the typical pattern of community property which 
permits the deceased spouse to dispose of “his half” of the community property, while 
confirming the title of the surviving spouse in “her half.” 
 
 It is intended to have no effect on the rights of creditors who became such before the 
death of a spouse; neither does it affect the rights of spouses or other persons prior to the death of 
a spouse.  While problems may arise prior to the death of a spouse they are believed to be of 
relatively less importance than the delineation of dispositive rights (and the correlative effect on 
planning of estates).  The prescription of uniform treatment in other contexts poses somewhat 
greater difficulties; thus this act is designed solely to cover dispositive rights at death, as an 
initial step. 
 
 The key operative section of the Act is Section 3 which sets forth the dispositive rights in 
that property defined in Section 1, which is subject to the Act.  Section 2 follows Section 1’s 
definition of covered property and is designed to provide aid, through a limited number of 
rebuttable presumptions in determining whether property is subject to the Act. 
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 No negative implications were intended to be raised by lack of inclusion of other 
presumptions in Section 2; areas not covered were simply left to the normal process of 
ascertainment of rights in property. 
 
 The first three sections form the heart of the Act; the succeeding sections might almost be 
described as precatory and have been added to clarify situations which would probably follow 
from the first three sections but which might raise questions.  Thus, Section 8 makes it clear that 
nothing in the Act prevents the spouses from severing any interest in community property or 
creating any other form of ownership of property during their joint lives; and, such action on 
their part will effectively remove any property from classification as property subject to this Act.  
Similarly, Section 9 makes it clear that the Act confers no rights upon a spouse where, by virtue 
of the property interests existing during the joint lives of the spouses, that spouse had no right to 
dispose of such property at death.  By way of illustration, in at least one community property 
jurisdiction, the wife has no right to dispose of any part of the community property if she 
predeceases her husband.  If the law of that jurisdiction is construed so as to treat this as a rule of 
property, then the move to the common law state should not alter the “property interest” of the 
spouses by conferring a right on the wife which she did not previously possess.  On the other 
hand, if the provision is treated as simply establishing a pattern of dispositive rights on death of a 
wife who predeceases her husband, rather than a property right, the common law state of new 
domicile could prescribe an alternative pattern of dispositive rights.  The Act does not resolve 
this question; rather it simply makes clear that it does not affect existing “property rights,” 
leaving to the courts the interpretation of the effect of the community property state’s law. 
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UNIFORM DISPOSITION OF COMMUNITY PROPERTY 
RIGHTS AT DEATH ACT 

 
 

 Section 1.  [Application.]  This Act applies to the disposition at death of the following 

property acquired by a married person: 

 (1) all personal property, wherever situated: 

  (i) which was acquired as or became, and remained, community property under 

the laws of another jurisdiction; or, 

  (ii) all or the proportionate part of that property acquired with the rents, issues, or 

income of, or the proceeds from, or in exchange for, that community property; or 

  (iii) traceable to that community property; 

 (2) all or the proportionate part of any real property situated in this state which was 

acquired with the rents, issues or income of, the proceeds from, or in exchange for, property 

acquired as or which became, and remained, community property under the laws of another 

jurisdiction, or property traceable to that community property. 

COMMENT 

 This section defines property subject to the Act. 
 

Subsection (1):  Personal Property 
 
 Subsection (1) is designed to cover all personal property which was acquired while the 
spouses were domiciled in a community property state, to the extent that it would have been 
treated as community property by that state at the time of acquisition and that no further action 
terminated the community character of the property.  It also includes any property which was not 
originally community property but became such by agreement and, further, brings within the Act 
any personal property which can be traced back to a community source.  Again, the Act only 
applies if there was no severance of the community interests [Section 8].  [While Section 3 
applies to the dispositive rights of persons domiciled in the enacting state, the Act, as a practical 
matter, may be effective as to property located outside the state only to the extent that the state of 
the situs of the property is willing to recognize the policy of the domiciliary state.] 
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 Example 1.  H and W, while domiciled in California, purchased 100 shares each of A 
Co., B Co., and C Co. stock with community property (earnings of H).  H and W were 
transferred to a common law state which had not enacted this Act; while domiciled there H sold 
the 100 shares of A stock and with the proceeds purchased 100 shares of D stock.  Subsequently 
H and W became domiciled in Michigan which had enacted this Act; H sold the B stock and 50 
shares of D Co. stock and purchased 150 shares of E stock.  H died domiciled in Michigan with 
100 shares of C Co., 50 shares of D Co. and 150 chares of E Co. stock; all of the stock had 
always been registered in H’s name.  All of the shares, traceable to community property or the 
proceeds therefrom, constitute property subject to this Act. 
 

Subsection (2):  Real Property 
 
 Subsection (2) deals with real property and is confined to real property located within the 
enacting state (since presumably the law of the situs of the property will govern dispositive 
rights).  The policy and operation of this subsection are intended to be the same as those set forth 
in subsection (1). 
 
 Example 2.  H and W, while domiciled in California, purchased a residence in California.  
They retained the residence in California when they were transferred to Wisconsin.  After 
becoming domiciled in Wisconsin they used community funds, drawn from a bank account in 
California, to purchase a Wisconsin cottage.  H and W subsequently became domiciled in 
Michigan; they then purchased a condominium in Michigan for $20,000 using $15,000 of 
community property funds drawn from their bank account in California and $5,000 earned by H 
after the move to Michigan.  H died domiciled in Michigan; title to all of the real property was in 
H’s name.  Assuming Michigan had enacted this Act, three-fourths of the Michigan 
condominium would be property subject to this Act; the Michigan statute would not, however, 
apply to either the Wisconsin or California real estate.  If Wisconsin had enacted this Act, the 
Wisconsin statute would apply to the Wisconsin cottage. 
 

Subsections (1) and (2):  Apportionment 
 
 In both subsections (1) and (2) an apportionment is required by the phrase “all or the 
proportionate part” where personal property, or real property situated in the enacting state, has 
been acquired partly with property described as subject to the Act and partly with other 
(separate) property.  To put it succinctly, the phrase represents a condensation of an area covered 
by many pages in a prior draft and is simply a statement of policy; it leaves to the courts the 
difficult task of working out the precise interest which will be treated as the “proportionate part” 
of the property subject to the dispositive formula of Section 3.  Simply by way of illustration, 
assume that a single man (domiciled in a community property state) purchased a life insurance 
policy with a face amount of $100,000 and an annual premium of $1,000.  Assume further that 
he paid three premiums and then entered into marriage.  Further assume that the next seven 
premiums were paid with his earnings while domiciled in the community property state and that 
he and wife then moved to a common law state where the next ten premiums were paid from his 
earnings in that common law state; he then died after the payment of the twenty premiums.  
Under one interpretation of the law of Texas the contract would remain the separate property of 
the insured; the community would have a claim for community funds advanced to pay premiums 
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and, ignoring interest, it would appear that $7,000 of the proceeds would be treated as 
community property and the remaining $93,000 would be treated as the separate property of the 
deceased spouse.  On the other hand, a state like California would probably treat the proceeds as 
being 65% separate and 35% community (basing the allocation of proceeds upon the percentage 
of separate and community funds contributed).  Further variations could be mentioned.  The 
illustration is one of the simpler problems.  Much more difficult problems are encountered where 
benefits under a qualified pension and profit-sharing plan are involved and the employee has 
been domiciled in both community property and common law jurisdictions during the period in 
which benefits have accrued.  Attempts at defining the various types of situations which could 
arise and the varying approaches which could be taken, depending upon the state, suggest that 
the matter simply be left to court decision as to what portion would, under applicable choice of 
law rules, be treated as community property.  The principle suggested is that at least a portion 
should be treated as community, if the appropriate law so treated it.  Ordinarily, such questions 
should not arise if the problem is foreseen and effective planning takes place prior to death of a 
spouse. 
 
 

 Section 2.  [Rebuttable Presumptions.]  In determining whether this Act applies to 

specific property the following rebuttable presumptions apply: 

 (1) property acquired during marriage by a spouse of that marriage while domiciled in a 

jurisdiction under whose laws property could then be acquired as community property is 

presumed to have been acquired as or to have become, and remained, property to which this Act 

applies; and 

 (2) real property situated in this State and personal property wherever situated acquired 

by a married person while domiciled in a jurisdiction under whose laws property could not then 

be acquired as community property, title to which was taken in a form which created rights of 

survivorship, is presumed not to be property to which this Act applies. 

COMMENT 

 The purposes of the rebuttable presumptions are simply to assist a court in applying the 
definitions in Section 1, through a process of tracing the property to a community property 
origin. 
 

Subsection (1) 
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 Subsection (1) of Section 2 deals with property acquired by the spouses while domiciled 
in a community property state.  It thus provides that if one of the spouses acquired property while 
so domiciled, such property is “presumed” (a rebuttable presumption) to have been and remained 
community.  It may be shown, of course, that such property was the separate property of the 
spouse and the law of the state of domicile may furnish the rule.  For example the law of 
community domicile may provide the rule that property acquired in the name of the wife shall be 
deemed to be her separate property or that a particular subsequent act effectively severed the 
community property interest. 
 
 Example 1.  H, married to W and domiciled in California, acquired stock; later H and W 
became domiciled in Michigan.  Such property, if retained, is presumed to be property subject to 
this Act.  By operation of Section 1 the proceeds of sale or exchange of such stock, and property 
acquired with the proceeds or income of such stock, would be deemed subject to the Act. If, 
however, upon the death of H, H’s personal representative rebutted the presumption by evidence 
that the stock was acquired by H with his separate property (or by inheritance) neither the stock 
nor property acquired with that property or the income therefrom (unless the income itself would 
be subject to the Act because, under the applicable law, income from separate property is 
deemed to be community property), would be subject to this Act.  Similarly, the presumption 
may be rebutted by showing that such property, though originally community property, was 
effectively severed by an act of the spouses.  It should be emphasized that the presumption is 
simply one of procedural convenience and neither changes the nature of the property interests 
nor prevents an interested person from showing the separate nature of the property. 
 

Subsection (2) 
 
 Subsection (2) sets up a rebuttable presumption that where a domiciliary of a common 
law state acquired property in such form as to indicate that title was in joint tenancy, tenancy by 
the entireties, or some other form of joint ownership with right of survivorship, it will be 
presumed that the property is not subject to the Act.  This presumption was deemed appropriate 
as expressing the normal expectations of the spouses and to facilitate ascertainment of title to 
real property located in the enacting state, as well as personal property wherever located. 
 
 Example 2.  John and Mary Jones, formerly domiciled in California, became domiciled in 
Illinois and purchased a residence, taking title in the names of “John and Mary Jones as joint 
tenants, and not as tenants in common, with right of survivorship.”  Regardless of the source of 
the funds, the Illinois residence would be presumed to be held in joint tenancy and not subject to 
this Act. 
 
 

 Section 3.  [Disposition upon Death.]  Upon death of a married person, one-half of the 

property to which this Act applies is the property of the surviving spouse and is not subject to 

testamentary disposition by the decedent or distribution under the laws of succession of this 
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State.  One-half of that property is the property of the decedent and is subject to testamentary 

disposition or distribution under the laws of succession of this State.  With respect to property to 

which this Act applies, the one-half of the property which is the property of the decedent is not 

subject to the surviving spouse’s right to elect against the will [and no estate of dower or curtesy 

exists in the property of the decedent]. 

COMMENT 

 This section deals with the dispositive rights, at death, of (1) a married person domiciled 
in the enacting state as to personal property and (2) of any married person, including a 
nondomiciliary of the enacting state, as to real property located in the enacting state; it also sets 
forth rules for intestate succession to property subject to this Act. 
 

Testate Disposition 
 
 The dispositive pattern is the usual one encountered in the community property states; the 
deceased spouse may dispose of his one-half of the community property, subject to the 
provisions of Section 9. 
 
 Example.  H and W were formerly domiciled in California and are now domiciled in 
Michigan.  All of their property was community property prior to the move from California to 
Michigan.  At H’s death he held title to a home in Michigan which had been purchased with the 
proceeds of the sale of a home in California which had been community property.  Stock 
acquired as community property in California was held in his name in safety deposit boxes 
located in Illinois and Michigan.  H and W had acquired a cottage in California as community 
property, held in H’s name, and it was so held at the time of his death.  H and W acquired a 
Michigan resort condominium, taking title as tenants by the entireties.  H acquired bonds issued 
by his employer with earnings in Michigan and held title in his own name. 
 
 The Michigan residence and the stock would be deemed property subject to this Act and 
H would have the right under Section 3 to dispose of half of that property by his will.  The 
remaining property would not be deemed subject to this Act. 
 

Intestate Succession 
 
 If the property subject to this Act passes by intestate succession, the law of the enacting 
state applies to the decedent’s one-half, again subject to Section 9.  If under the law of the 
enacting state, a surviving spouse is entitled to one-third of the decedent’s property by intestate 
succession, the result of the Act is to give to her two-thirds of the property subject to the Act.  
For example, if the spouses had recently moved to a common law state and owned $300,000 of 
property (all being personal property held in the husband’s name and acquired as community 
property), the wife would be entitled to one-half of the property ($150,000) and would receive a 
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1/3 share of the husband’s half ($50,000) for a total of $200,000.  It is clearly within the power 
of the enacting state to prescribe any pattern of intestate succession deemed appropriate, and 
views may differ.  In some community property states, the surviving spouse receives all of the 
decedent’s community property upon intestate succession; in another, she would receive none.  
Similarly, the common law state may alter the pattern to fit its own policy determination. 
 

Dower, Curtesy, Elective Share 
 
 Dower and curtesy do not exist in community property and have been abolished in many 
common law states; policy considerations suggest that no such interest should exist in property 
subject to this Act, since the surviving spouse already has a one-half interest in such property.  
Similar reasons suggest a denial of any right in the surviving spouse to elect a statutory share in 
the one-half of the property over which the decedent had a power of disposition. 
 
 

 Section 4.  [Perfection of Title of Surviving Spouse.]  If the title to any property to 

which this Act applies was held by the decedent at the time of death, title of the surviving spouse 

may be perfected by an order of the [court] or by execution of an instrument by the personal 

representative or the heirs or devisees of the decedent with the approval of the [court].  Neither 

the personal representative nor the court in which the decedent’s estate is being administered has 

a duty to discover or attempt to discover whether property held by the decedent is property to 

which this Act applies, unless a written demand is made by the surviving spouse or the spouse’s 

successor in interest. 

COMMENT 

 This section simply provides for perfection of title interests of the surviving spouse (e.g. 
where title was in the name of the deceased spouse) by orders of the court of appropriate 
jurisdiction (e.g. the probate court) in the enacting state.  This section is designed to eliminate 
any liability of the personal representative for a breach of his fiduciary duty by failing to search 
for or to discover whether property held by the decedent is property defined in Section 1, unless 
a written demand is made by the surviving spouse or the spouse’s successor in interest.  In 
several states the Court administering a decedent’s estate has a duty or undertakes to advise 
parties in interest of their legal and equitable rights, and this section is similarly designed to 
eliminate such Court’s liability for failing to discover the community rights and to advise the 
interested party of his rights.  Nothing contained in this section is to be construed to interfere 
with the Court’s jurisdiction in a proper proceeding to perfect the title of the surviving spouse in 
and to property to which this Act applies. 
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 Section 5.  [Perfection of Title of Personal Representative, Heir or Devisee.]  If the 

title to any property to which this Act applies is held by the surviving spouse at the time of the 

decedent’s death, the personal representative or an heir or devisee of the decedent may institute 

an action to perfect title to the property.  The personal representative has no fiduciary duty to 

discover or attempt to discover whether any property held by the surviving spouse is property to 

which this Act applies, unless a written demand is made by an heir, devisee, or creditor of the 

decedent. 

COMMENT 

 This section is a corollary to Section 4.  Since title is apparently in the surviving spouse, 
the section simply provides for an action by the personal representative, heirs, or devisees and is 
again designed to eliminate any liability of the personal representative for a breach of his 
fiduciary duty by failing to discover or to attempt to discover whether property held by the 
surviving spouse is property subject to this Act, absent a written demand by an heir, devisee or 
creditor of the decedent. 
 
 

 Section 6.  [Purchaser for Value or Lender.] 

 (a) If a surviving spouse has apparent title to property to which this Act applies, a 

purchaser for value or a lender taking a security interest in the property takes his interest in the 

property free of any rights of the personal representative or an heir or devisee of the decedent. 

 (b) If a personal representative or an heir or devisee of the decedent has apparent title to 

property to which this Act applies, a purchaser for value or a lender taking a security interest in 

the property takes his interest in the property free of any rights of the surviving spouse. 

 (c) A purchaser for value or a lender need not inquire whether a vendor or borrower acted 

properly. 
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 (d) The proceeds of a sale or creation of a security interest shall be treated in the same 

manner as the property transferred to the purchaser for value or a lender. 

COMMENT 

 This section is designed to protect purchasers and lenders taking a security interest, who 
acquire such interest for value, after the death of the decedent, from a person who appears to 
have title to property to which this Act applies.  The only requirement is that the purchaser or 
lender have acquired his interest for value; there is no requirement of good faith absence of 
notice.  The purpose of the section is to permit reliance upon apparent title and facilitate both 
ascertainment of title and disposition of assets where adequate consideration is paid.  Since, 
during the joint lives of the spouses, the spouse with apparent title would have been able to 
convey title (at least as to community property) though being held accountable to the other 
spouse for an appropriate allocation of the proceeds or any breach of fiduciary obligation, the 
Act simply extends this treatment to disposition of the assets after the death of the spouse. 
 
 

 Section 7.   [Creditor’s Rights.]  This Act does not affect rights of creditors with respect 

to property to which this Act applies. 

 

 Section 8.  [Acts of Married Persons.]  This Act does not prevent married persons from 

severing or altering their interests in property to which this Act applies. 

COMMENT 

 The rights, and procedures, with respect to severance of community property vary 
markedly among the community property states.  The Act simply makes clear that nothing in the 
Act itself in any way limits the rights of the spouses to sever community property or to create a 
form of ownership not subject to this Act. 
 
 

 Section 9.  [Limitations on Testamentary Disposition.]  This Act does not authorize a 

person to dispose of property by will if it is held under limitations imposed by law preventing 

testamentary disposition by that person. 
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 Section 10.  [Uniformity of Application and Construction.]  This Act shall be so 

applied and construed as to effectuate its general purpose to make uniform the law with respect 

to the subject of this Act among those states which enact it. 

 

 Section 11.  [Short Title.]  This Act may be cited as the Uniform Disposition of 

Community Property Rights at Death Act. 

 

 Section 12.   [Repeal and Effective Date.]  The following acts and laws are repealed as 

of the effective date of this Act: 

 (1) 

 (2) 

 

 Section 13.  [Time of Taking Effect.]  This Act shall take effect. . . .  


