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SUMMARY

The Nebraska Supreme Court considered whether a divorce decree incorporating a property settlement
agreement waived Brenda Rice’s beneficiary interests in life insurance policies owned by her former
husband, Dale Rice. The court held that the agreement unambiguously relinquished those interests and
that the district court had jurisdiction to enforce the decree after Dale’s death. The court affirmed the
order requiring Brenda to withdraw her claims to the policy proceeds.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the property settlement agreement incorporated into the dissolution decree unambiguously
waived Brenda's beneficiary interests in Dale's life insurance policies.

2. Whether the district court had jurisdiction to enforce the dissolution decree after Dale's death and revival
of the action.

3. Whether parol evidence could be considered to establish the parties' alleged intent to remain
beneficiaries of each other's life insurance policies.

4. Whether the property settlement agreement could be modified or reformed absent fraud or gross
inequity.

HOLDINGS

1. A dissolution court retains jurisdiction to enforce the terms of an approved property settlement
agreement incorporated into its decree, and a court with jurisdiction to make a decision may issue orders
necessary to carry that decree into effect.

2. Divorce does not ordinarily affect a beneficiary designation in a life insurance policy, but a spouse may
waive the beneficiary interest through a divorce decree or incorporated property settlement agreement.

3. The decree was unambiguous, and its meaning was determined as a matter of law from its four corners
and the literal meaning of its language.

4. When the incorporated property settlement agreement is unambiguous, the court may not consider
extrinsic evidence of the parties' alleged intent; the agreement's meaning is determined from its four
corners.

5. A voluntarily executed property settlement agreement approved by the dissolution court and
incorporated into an unappealed decree may not be vacated or modified absent fraud or gross inequity.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“A court that has jurisdiction to make a decision also has that power to enforce it by making such orders as
are necessary to carry its judgment or decree into effect.” (at 723)

“The general rule is that divorce does not affect a beneficiary designation in a life insurance policy.” (at 724)

“A decree is a judgment, and once a decree for dissolution becomes final, its meaning, including the
settlement agreement incorporated therein, is determined as a matter of law from the four corners of the
decree itself.” (at 725)

“Where the language used in the property settlement agreement is unambiguous, we are bound to consider
such language from the four corners of the agreement itself, and what the parties thought the agreement
meant is irrelevant.” (at 727)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Brenda and Dale Rice divorced in August 2011 after entering a property settlement agreement that was
incorporated into the dissolution decree. The agreement awarded Dale all interest in life insurance policies in his
name, free from any claim by Brenda, and provided broad waivers and releases of property interests. Dale died
one week after entry of the decree while Brenda remained the named primary beneficiary on his Primerica and
Unum life insurance policies, and she claimed the policy proceeds. The estate sought enforcement, and the
district court concluded that the decree unambiguously waived Brenda's beneficiary interests.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Brenda and Dale Rice's divorce decree incorporated their property settlement agreement. After Dale died while
Brenda remained the named beneficiary on two life insurance policies, the estate sought enforcement of the
decree. The district court initially granted enforcement, but the Nebraska Court of Appeals vacated that order for
lack of jurisdiction because the dissolution proceeding had not been revived. After the estate revived the action,
the district court again enforced the decree and rejected Brenda's requests to use extrinsic evidence or reform the
agreement. The Nebraska Supreme Court affirmed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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