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SUMMARY

The Pennsylvania Superior Court held that a Guam divorce decree was not entitled to recognition

because the wife received neither notice nor an opportunity to be heard in the Guam proceedings. The

court further held that the wife was not estopped from challenging the decree and affirmed the

declaratory judgment recognizing her as the decedent’s legal widow.
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Jung Suk Keating appealed from a declaratory judgment declaring
Jean M. Keating to be the legal widow of Benjamin F. Keating, Jr.

In a declaratory judgment action, the appellate court determines
whether the trial court clearly abused its discretion or committed an
error of law; factual findings are set aside only when unsupported by
adequate evidence, while application of law is reviewed
independently.
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1. Whether Pennsylvania was required to give full faith and credit to the Guam divorce decree when Jean

received no notice or opportunity to be heard in the Guam proceeding.

2. Whether Jean was equitably estopped from collaterally attacking the Guam divorce decree based on her

receipt of spousal support and Benjamin's interest in the marital home.

HOLDINGS

1. Pennsylvania need not give full faith and credit to the Guam divorce decree because Jean was not
afforded notice or a fair opportunity to be heard; the decree was therefore a nullity, and Jean remained

Benjamin's legal wife at the time of his death.

2. Jean was not equitably estopped from collaterally attacking the Guam divorce decree because the
evidence did not establish that she accepted spousal support or the marital-home interest in reliance on
or acquiescence to the decree.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“the Full Faith and Credit clause does not require a court to recognize a judgment rendered without

jurisdiction or without notice and fair opportunity to be heard.” (1 9)

“we hold the trial court properly determined Jean was the legal wife of Ben at the time of his death, because

she had no notice or opportunity to be heard in the Guam divorce proceeding.” (1 14)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Benjamin and Jean Keating married in 1946 and separated without divorcing in Pennsylvania. In 1987,
Benjamin obtained a divorce in Guam after satisfying Guam's residency requirements, but Jean received no
notice of the proceeding and did not learn of the decree until after Benjamin's death. Benjamin married Jung Suk
two days after the Guam divorce and later continued paying Jean spousal support and transferred his interest in
their former marital home to her. After the Office of Personnel Management identified competing claims to
Benjamin's survivor annuity, Jean sought a declaration that she remained Benjamin's legal wife at his death.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Jean sought a declaratory judgment after the Office of Personnel Management identified competing claimants to
Benjamin's federal civil-service survivor annuity and advised her to obtain a state-court determination of the
validity of her marriage. After an evidentiary hearing, the Court of Common Pleas declared Jean to be
Benjamin's legal widow, concluding that the Guam divorce was a nullity because Jean received no notice or

opportunity to be heard and was not estopped from challenging it. The Superior Court affirmed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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