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SUMMARY

The Maine Supreme Judicial Court reviewed a modification of spousal and child support following a
divorce. The court held that the trial court abused its discretion by relying on the short duration of the
marriage, a factor known at the time of divorce, to substantially reevaluate and terminate the parties'
agreed general spousal support arrangement. The judgment was vacated and remanded for
reconsideration based on the substantial change in circumstances standard.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the District Court abused its discretion by relying on the short duration of the marriage, a
circumstance existing at the time of the divorce, when modifying the spousal-support award.

2. Whether the District Court improperly reevaluated the basis of the original general-support award rather
than limiting its inquiry to a substantial post-divorce change in circumstances.

3. What relief was appropriate on remand if a substantial change in circumstances warranted some
reduction in spousal support.

HOLDINGS

1. A court abuses its discretion when it relies on circumstances that existed at the time of the divorce, such
as the short duration of the marriage, to justify modifying a spousal-support award; modification must be
based on a substantial post-divorce change in circumstances affecting the payor's ability to pay and the
payee's need.

2. The District Court abused its discretion by replacing the parties' general-support award with a small,
nonmodifiable transitional-support award terminating after seven months without sufficient justification
tied to the substantial changes in earning potential and assets.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Post-judgment proceedings provide no invitation to reopen and relitigate a divorce judgment or settlement
agreement based on one party's second thoughts about whether he or she negotiated a good deal in the first
place.” (1079)

“Because a party must demonstrate a substantial change in circumstances, post-divorce, to warrant a
modification of the spousal support obligation, it was an abuse of discretion to rely on the short duration of
the marriage to justify vacating the award of general spousal support.” (1079)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Pettinelli and Yost married in 1997, had two minor children, and divorced in March 2002 under a judgment
incorporating their settlement agreement. The agreement provided for general spousal support beginning at $625
per month and later increasing to $1,625 per month, along with child support. By the modification hearing,
Yost's income had decreased from at least $85,000 to approximately $51,000 annually, while Pettinelli, primarily
a stay-at-home mother, earned approximately $12,000 annually and was imputed an earning capacity of $16,000.
The District Court relied in part on the short duration of the marriage and replaced the general-support obligation
with $400 per month in transitional support ending after seven months.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The parties' 2002 divorce judgment incorporated a settlement agreement requiring Yost to pay general spousal
support and child support. Yost moved to modify the judgment based on alleged substantial changes in his
financial circumstances. After an interim magistrate hearing and a de novo hearing in the District Court, the
court reduced spousal support to $400 per month for seven months and reduced child support. Pettinelli's motion
for further findings was denied, and she appealed.



DISPOSITION

vacated

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The trial court must reevaluate the motion to modify based on proper consideration of the relevant factors. If
modification is warranted by a substantial change in circumstances, any downward adjustment should reflect the
substantial changes in earning potential and assets. If Yost cannot currently pay spousal support, the court should
consider awarding nominal spousal support.
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