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SUMMARY

The Minnesota Supreme Court held that federal anti-attachment provisions governing

Servicemembers’ Group Life Insurance proceeds and military death gratuity benefits preempted a state

court’s award of a portion of those benefits to a non-beneficiary spouse in a dissolution proceeding.

The court characterized the award under Minnesota’s unfair-hardship property-division statute as a

division of property rather than a support obligation. The court affirmed the court of appeals’ reversal

of the award.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether federal anti-attachment provisions governing SGLI and federal death gratuity benefits preempt
a Minnesota dissolution court's award of a portion of those benefits to a non-beneficiary spouse under
Minn. Stat. § 518.58, subdivision 2.

2. Whether the unfair-hardship award constituted a support obligation exempt from federal preemption

under the reasoning of Rose v. Rose.

HOLDINGS

1. Federal law preempts a state dissolution court's award of a portion of SGLI proceeds and federal death
gratuity benefits to a non-beneficiary spouse because 38 U.S.C. §§ 1970(g) and 5301(a)(1) prohibit
attachment, levy, seizure, or other diversion of the benefits from the designated beneficiary.

2. An award under Minn. Stat. § 518.58, subdivision 2, apportioning nonmarital property to prevent unfair
hardship is a property division, not a spousal-support obligation, and is therefore subject to federal

preemption when it diverts protected federal death benefits from the designated beneficiary.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Under this standard, a “state divorce decree, like other law governing the economic aspects of domestic

relations, must give way to clearly conflicting federal enactments.”” (791 N.W.2d at 535)

“We conclude that the district court’s award of a portion of the federal death benefits to appellant interferes

with the congressional objective expressed in the federal anti-attachment statutes.” (791 N.W.2d at 535)

“We hold that federal law preempts the award of a portion of the federal death benefits to appellant under
state law.” (791 N.W.2d at 539)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Levi Angell, the parties' son, died in active combat while serving in the Marines. He had designated his mother,
Loretta Angell, as the sole beneficiary of his Servicemembers' Group Life Insurance benefits and death gratuity
benefits, from which she received approximately $500,352.66. In the dissolution proceeding, the district court
classified the benefits as respondent's nonmarital property but awarded appellant $150,000 under Minnesota's
unfair-hardship statute. The award was characterized as a property apportionment rather than spousal
maintenance or another support obligation.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

In the marriage-dissolution proceeding, the district court awarded appellant $150,000 from respondent's federal
death benefits, initially treating the death gratuity payments as marital property and later classifying all benefits
as respondent's nonmarital property while increasing the unfair-hardship award under Minn. Stat. § 518.58,
subdivision 2. The court of appeals upheld the nonmarital characterization and the amount under the hardship
provision but reversed because federal anti-attachment statutes barred distribution of the benefits to appellant.

The Minnesota Supreme Court affirmed the court of appeals on the federal-preemption issue.

DISPOSITION



affirmed
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