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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Nevada affirmed orders enforcing a divorce decree that required a military

veteran to reimburse the former spouse for reductions in military retirement benefits resulting from an

election to receive disability pay. The court held that federal law, including Howell v. Howell and

Mansell v. Mansell, did not preempt enforcement of the parties' negotiated indemnification provision

under contract principles and res judicata. The court also upheld a pendente lite attorney-fee award

under NRS 125.040 without requiring analysis of the Brunzell factors because the award concerned

prospective appellate work.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether federal law, including the Uniformed Services Former Spouses' Protection Act and Howell v.
Howell, preempts enforcement of a negotiated divorce-decree provision requiring a veteran to reimburse
a former spouse for reductions in military retirement benefits caused by an election to receive disability
pay.

2. Whether the negotiated divorce decree is enforceable under Nevada contract principles and res judicata

or claim preclusion.

3. Whether the district court abused its discretion by awarding pendente lite attorney fees under NRS

125.040 without applying the Brunzell factors.

HOLDINGS

1. Federal law prohibits a state court from treating military disability pay as community property or
directly dividing it to compensate a former spouse for reduced retirement pay, but it does not prevent a
Nevada court from enforcing a negotiated property-settlement provision requiring the veteran to

reimburse the former spouse.

2. The district court properly enforced the divorce decree because the parties' signed settlement created a

valid, unambiguous contract and the final decree satisfied Nevada's requirements for res judicata.

3. A district court may award pendente lite attorney fees under NRS 125.040 based on the parties' financial

circumstances without applying the Brunzell factors when the award concerns prospective legal work.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Under federal law, state courts may not treat disability pay as community property that may be divided in
allocating the parties' separate property. This prohibition does not prevent state courts, however, from

enforcing an indemnification provision in a negotiated property settlement as res judicata.” (at 17)

“We further conclude that the award of pendente lite attorney fees does not require showing that the Brunzell
factors are satisfied and that the district court did not abuse its discretion in awarding pendente lite attorney
fees.” (at 17)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Erich and Raina Martin married while Erich was serving in the military and later entered into a signed marital
settlement agreement. Their divorce decree awarded Raina a share of Erich's military retirement benefits and
required Erich to reimburse her for any reduction caused by his election to receive disability pay instead of
retirement pay. After Erich elected full disability pay, the Defense Finance and Accounting Service stopped
paying Raina, and Erich refused to reimburse her. The district court enforced the decree and awarded Raina

prospective appellate attorney fees based on the parties' financial circumstances.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



The parties entered into a signed marital settlement agreement that was incorporated into a 2015 divorce decree.
After Erich elected full military disability pay and Raina's military retirement payments ceased, Raina moved to
enforce the decree's reimbursement provision. The district court enforced the decree and awarded Raina $5,000
in pendente lite attorney fees. The court of appeals affirmed the fee award in part, reversed the enforcement
order in part, and remanded. The Nevada Supreme Court granted Raina's petition for review and affirmed the
district court orders.
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