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SUMMARY

The Rhode Island Supreme Court affirmed a Family Court order enforcing a divorce settlement
provision requiring the plaintiff to maintain health insurance coverage for his former spouse. The
Court held that the parties had formed an enforceable agreement when its terms were read into the
record, affirmed by both parties under oath, and incorporated but not merged into the divorce decree.
The plaintiff could not avoid the contractual obligation merely because he later remarried.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE John C. O'Donnell appealed from a Rhode Island Family Court order
enforcing a marital settlement agreement provision requiring him to
maintain health insurance for his former spouse. The Supreme Court
summarily decided the appeal after directing the parties to show cause
why it should not be resolved without full briefing or trial.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The Supreme Court does not disturb Family Court findings of fact in a
divorce action unless the trial justice misconceived the evidence or
was clearly wrong, and reviews questions of law de novo. It also will
not disturb discretionary findings absent an improper exercise of
discretion or abuse of discretion.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the parties formed an enforceable marital settlement agreement when the agreement's terms
were recited and assented to in open court and the transcript was later admitted as a joint exhibit, despite
the absence of a separately drafted and signed agreement.

2. Whether the Family Court properly enforced the agreement's health-insurance provision against John.

3. Whether a marital settlement agreement incorporated by reference but not merged into a divorce decree
remains a separate and binding contract.

HOLDINGS

1. The parties formed an enforceable agreement because the material terms were recited in open court, both
parties assented to them in the court's presence, and the transcript was later admitted as a joint exhibit.

2. A transcript of an agreement reached and assented to in open court can constitute the parties' written
settlement agreement and is not unenforceable merely because the parties did not separately draft and
sign it.

3. The marital settlement agreement retained the characteristics of a separate contract because it was
incorporated by reference but not merged into the divorce decree, and the Family Court properly
enforced its health-insurance provision.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Each party must have and manifest an objective intent to be bound by the agreement.” (at 817)

“Accordingly, the parties are bound by the agreement which they affirmed in open court.” (at 818)

“Requiring stipulated agreements either to be placed on the record or to be reduced to an agreed-upon
writing ensures that the agreement itself does not become a source of further controversy and litigation.” (at
819)

“It is undisputed that plaintiff’s attorney recited the terms of the parties’ agreement to the Family Court
justice in open court.” (at 820)

“He may not retreat from that agreement simply by entering into a new marriage.” (at 823)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The parties married in 1980 and reached a divorce settlement in open court in 2002. The settlement required
John to maintain Anne's health and dental insurance until she reached age sixty-five, followed by a Medicare
supplement, subject to limited exceptions for employer-provided coverage. Both parties affirmed under oath that
they understood and agreed to the terms, and the transcript was admitted as a joint exhibit and incorporated but



not merged into the final divorce decree. In 2011, John attempted to discontinue Anne's coverage after
remarrying.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The parties divorced in 2003 after placing the terms of their settlement on the record in Family Court. The
settlement was incorporated by reference but not merged into the final divorce judgment. In 2011, Anne moved
to enforce John's obligation to provide health insurance after John stated that he would discontinue coverage
because he had remarried. The Family Court granted enforcement, and the Supreme Court affirmed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The record was returned to the Family Court. The Family Court's order requiring John to obtain and maintain
health insurance for Anne pursuant to the settlement agreement remained in effect.
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