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SUMMARY

The Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court held that the retirement and cohabitation provisions of the

Alimony Reform Act of 2011 apply prospectively and do not provide a basis for terminating an

alimony order entered before the Act's effective date. The court concluded that such a preexisting

alimony judgment remains governed by the prior material-change-in-circumstances standard, except

for the Act's durational-limit provisions. The court affirmed dismissal of Chester Chin's complaint for

modification.
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Chin appealed from dismissal of his complaint for modification of a
merged alimony provision in a divorce judgment. The Supreme

Judicial Court granted Chin's application for direct appellate review.

Questions of statutory interpretation are reviewed de novo. A
modification judgment concerning alimony is reviewed for abuse of

discretion.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the Alimony Reform Act of 2011 applies to a merged alimony provision in a divorce judgment
entered before the Act's effective date.

2. Whether the Act's retirement and cohabitation provisions provide a basis for terminating a preexisting

alimony obligation without proof of a material change in circumstances.

3. Whether the Probate and Family Court abused its discretion in dismissing Chin's modification

complaint.

HOLDINGS

1. The Alimony Reform Act applies prospectively to the alimony obligation at issue because the divorce
judgment was entered before March 1, 2012.

2. General Laws c. 208, § 49(d) and (f), do not independently authorize termination or modification of an
alimony judgment entered before March 1, 2012, absent a material change in circumstances under the

law applicable when the judgment entered.

3. A preexisting alimony judgment remains subject to the material-change-in-circumstances standard
applicable before enactment of the Alimony Reform Act, and Chin failed to satisfy that standard.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“By emphasizing the limitations on prospective application of the alimony reform act in three separate

provisions in the uncodified sections of the act, the Legislature could not have expressed its intent more

clearly: only a claim for modification based on durational limits may, but will not always, apply retroactively
to existing alimony judgments.” (at 527-528)

“It follows, therefore, that the provisions of G. L. c. 208, § 49 (d) and (f), do not warrant relief in the absence
of a material change of circumstances.” (at 528)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Chin and Merriot were married in Massachusetts in 1998 and divorced after approximately twelve years of
marriage. Their separation agreement, merged into the August 2011 divorce judgment, required Chin to pay
Merriot $650 per month in alimony until either party's death or Merriot's remarriage. After the Alimony Reform
Act became effective, Chin had reached full retirement age and Merriot had continuously maintained a common
household with another person for more than three months, but the trial judge found no other material change in

circumstances warranting modification.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The parties' divorce judgment nisi entered in the Probate and Family Court in August 2011 and incorporated and

merged a separation-agreement provision requiring Chin to pay Merriot $650 per month in alimony until the



death of either party or Merriot's remarriage. After the Alimony Reform Act of 2011 took effect on March 1,
2012, Chin sought termination based on his reaching full retirement age and Merriot's cohabitation. After trial,
the Probate and Family Court ruled that the Act's retirement and cohabitation provisions did not apply
retroactively and dismissed the complaint because Chin had not shown a material change in circumstances under

prior law.
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