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Treasury Brings “Fast Pay” Arrangements to a Screeching Halt

By: Elliot Pisem

t is commonly said that taxation—at
least sometimes—follows the “sub-
stance” of a transaction, rather than

its “form.” However, determining what
the “substance” of a transaction is and
when it will (or will not) be given effect,
in disregard of the “form,” is not an easy
task or one for which the courts have al-
ways given us clear guideposts. Moreo-
ver, the imagination and enthusiasm of
taxpayers, investment bankers, and
their respective advisors in creating
new, ever-more-complex structures
cannot always be constrained.

As a result, it has sometimes been
possible to avoid taxation, in ways
viewed as inappropriate by the Treasury
Department and the Internal Revenue
Service, by structuring financial trans-
actions which utilize multiple entities.
Certain transaction forms have been
subject to attack, sometimes success-
fully, by the IRS, but the case-by-case
and issue-by-issue development of the
law has left the IRS “playing catch-up”
again and again, as new techniques, ar-
guably different from those disap-
proved in prior authorities, were devel-
oped. In order to level the playing field
a bit, Congress has responded in recent
years by granting some new weapons to
the IRS. This column focused a number
of months ago on the Clinton Admin-
istration’s controversial proposals to
impose further restrictions on transac-
tions considered to be “corporate tax
shelters.” This month we focus on Reg-
ulations that were recently proposed to

implement authority granted by Con-
gress in 1993 to the IRS to recharacter-
ize “any multiple-party financing trans-
action as a transaction directly among
any 2 or more of such parties where the
Secretary [of the Treasury or his author-
ized delegate] determines that such re-
characterization is appropriate to pre-
vent avoidance of any tax imposed by”
the Internal Revenue Code.1

Since this provision was added to
the Code, the IRS has used it to adopt or
propose Regulations in three areas in-
volving “multiple-party financing trans-
actions.” A first set of Regulations pro-
posed in 1994 and promulgated in 1995
dealt with abuses of the rules relating to
the taxation of foreign corporations and
nonresident aliens.2 Then, the IRS at-
tacked “lease stripping” transactions
with proposed Regulations issued on
December 27, 1996.3 The most recent
subject to have caught the IRS’s eye is
“financing arrangements involving fast-
pay stock,” concerning which the IRS
issued Notice 97-21 on February 27,
1997,4 following up with a comprehen-
sive set of proposed Regulations pub-
lished on January 6, 1999. We focus in
this column on the scope of these pro-
posed “fast-pay stock” rules, both in
terms of the sorts of economic arrange-
ments that may be brought within their
ambit and in terms of the range of tax
consequences that may be affected by a
determination that “fast-pay stock” has
been issued.

What Is “Fast-Pay Stock?”
Background. ”Fast-pay stock”

was brought into existence by the fact
that certain corporations, particularly
regulated investment companies
(“RIC’s”) and real estate investment
trusts (“REIT’s”), are subject to re-
gimes of Federal income taxation dif-
ferent from the regime applicable to
other C corporations.

Ordinarily, a C corporation is taxed
on its own income, when that income is
earned, regardless of whether some or
all of that income is distributed to its
shareholders immediately, at a later
date, or not at all. The shareholders of
the corporation are subject to an addi-
tional level of tax when distributions are
made to them. Certain shareholders,
such as pension funds, tax-exempt char-
itable organizations, and investors enti-
tled to the benefit of a tax treaty may be
relieved of this additional level of tax li-
ability, but the presence of such share-
holders does not relieve the corporation
of its own income tax liability.

By contrast, a RIC or a REIT is en-
titled to deduct, in computing its own
taxable income, the amount of “divi-
dends” paid to its shareholders.5 More-
over, in order to be entitled to this ben-
efit, the RIC or REIT is required to dis-
tribute as a dividend each year an
amount equal to at least 90%, in the case
of a RIC, or 95%, in the case of a REIT,
of its ordinary taxable income for the
year.6 Accordingly, the income of a RIC
or a REIT is generally taxable only to its
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shareholders. If those shareholders are
themselves exempt from tax, the in-
come of the RIC or REIT will be free
from Federal income tax.

One situation that is frequently
problematic for RIC’s and REIT’s in-
volves the use of income to make prin-
cipal amortization payments on bor-
rowed funds. Take the case of a corpo-
ration that hopes to qualify as a REIT
and that borrows $100.00 to buy a
building as its sole asset. Assume that
the loan is a 10-year, self-amortizing
loan, bearing interest at 10%. The an-
nual mortgage payment will be $16.27,
which, in the first year of the financing,
will consist of $10.00 of interest and
$6.27 of principal. Assume further that
the building generates $20.00 per year
of net cash flow, before debt service,
and that annual depreciation deductions
are $2.56 ($100.00 cost, divided by 39-
year depreciation period). The corpora-
tions’s cash flow after debt service will
be only $3.73 ($20.00 gross cash flow -
$16.27 debt service), although its taxa-
ble income will be $7.44 ($20.00 gross
cash flow - $10.00 interest expense -
$2.56 depreciation). In order to qualify
as a REIT, the corporation will be re-
quired to distribute dividends equal to
95% of its taxable income, or $7.07.
How can it comply, when it has only
$3.73 of available cash?

It was to solve this sort of problem
that fast-pay stock was created. Sup-
pose that the party providing funds to
the REIT were willing to provide those
funds in the form of preferred stock, ra-
ther than as a loan. The terms of the pre-
ferred stock could entitle the holder to
annual dividends of, say, $16.00 per
year for an initial period of ten years.
After the 10-year period had ended, the
dividend rate would drop sharply, per-
haps to 1% of the prior rate. The holder
would have the right to be receive
$100.00 upon liquidation of the REIT,
but would have no mandatory redemp-
tion rights prior to that time.

The economic consequences of this
preferred stock investment are very
similar to those of a self-liquidating, 10-
year loan. The crucial tax difference is
that REIT would treat the full annual

distributions to the preferred stock-
holder as deductible dividends, so that
the REIT would not have a problem in
meeting its distribution requirements.7

Proposed Regulations. The re-
cently proposed Regulations are prem-
ised on the notion that allowing this sort
of reporting fails “to clearly reflect”
[sic] the income of either the holder of
the preferred stock or the holders of the
remaining shares of the REIT. It is true
that the effects on the two parties are in
a sense offsetting. The holder of the pre-
ferred stock will overstate its dividend
income and then have an overstated
capital loss at the time of its disposition
of the preferred shares. On the other
hand, the holders of the remaining
shares (or the REIT itself) will under-
state their taxable income, because the
deduction of amounts paid to the holder
of the preferred shares really represents
principal amortization paid out of earn-
ings that increase, on a year-by-year ba-
sis, the value of the investment of the
holders of the common shares. Those
holders will thus have an increased cap-
ital gain to be reported upon disposition
of their shares in the REIT. The IRS
sees some abuses in this case; for exam-
ple, if the holder of the preferred stock
is a tax-exempt entity, it will suffer no
actual disadvantage from being re-
quired to overstate its dividend income.

In order to prevent these perceived
abuses, the proposed Regulations pro-
vide that, whenever the issuer of fast-
pay stock is a RIC or a REIT, the result-
ing “fast-pay arrangement” will be re-
characterized, apparently for all tax pur-
poses,8 as an “arrangement directly be-
tween the benefitted shareholders [i.e.,
the holders of all stock in the corpora-
tion other than the fast-pay stock9] and
the fast-pay shareholders.”10 Moreover,
if the IRS determines that a “principal
purpose for the structure of [any other]
fast-pay arrangement is the avoidance
of any tax imposed by the [Internal Rev-
enue] Code,” the IRS may, in its discre-
tion, recharacterize the fast-pay ar-
rangement.

The proposed Regulations provide
a general definition of “fast-pay stock”
and then list specific two cases in which

stock is presumed to be “fast-pay
stock.”

Stock is fast-pay stock if it is struc-
tured so that dividends ... paid by the
corporation with respect to the stock are
economically (in whole or in part) a re-
turn of the holder’s investment (as op-
posed to only a return on the holder’s
investment). Unless clearly demon-
strated otherwise, stock is presumed to
be fast-pay stock [if]--

(A) It is structured to have a divi-
dend rate that is reasonably expected to
decline (as opposed to a dividend rate
that is reasonably expected to fluctuate
or remain constant); or

(B) It is issued for an amount that
exceeds (by more than a de minimus
amount, ...) the amount at which the
holder can be compelled to dispose of
the stock.11

Although issuance of fast-pay
stock by foreign corporations with
United States shareholders may lead to
some of the same sorts of perceived
abuses as issuance of fast-pay stock by
RIC’s and REIT’s, the proposed Regu-
lations do not adopt a per se recharac-
terization rule in the case of foreign cor-
porations; rather, the IRS has indicated
that it will “closely scrutinize” any such
arrangements involving foreign corpo-
rations and may utilize its discretionary
authority in such cases.

As is evident from the foregoing
definitions, stock may be considered to
be “fast-pay stock” even if it is not is-
sued by a RIC or a REIT, even if it is
not preferred stock, and even if, by its
terms, it is far from certain that it will
“pay faster” earlier in its term than later.

Consequences of Recharacterization
If the recharacterization rules apply

to a fast-pay arrangement, it will be re-
characterized as an arrangement di-
rectly between the benefitted sharehold-
ers and the fast-pay shareholders. In the
arrangement, as so recharacterized, the
fast-pay shareholders are deemed to
have transferred to the benefitted share-
holders an amount of cash12 equal to the
fair market value of the fast-pay stock at
the time that the fast-pay stock is issued.
The benefitted shareholders are deemed
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to have issued to the fast-pay sharehold-
ers financial instruments having the
same payment terms (as to timing and
amount) as the fast-pay stock. The char-
acter of these deemed financial instru-
ments (for example, as stock or debt) is
determined under general tax law prin-
ciples and depends on all the facts and
circumstances. The benefitted share-
holders are deemed to contribute the
cash received by them (from the fast-
pay shareholders, in consideration of
the issuance of the deemed financial in-
struments) to the issuing corporation.13

Distributions made with respect to the
fast-pay stock are deemed to have been
made to the benefitted shareholders,
with respect to their benefitted stock,
and then deemed to have been paid by
them to the fast-pay shareholders with
respect to the deemed financial instru-
ments. The fast-pay stock, as such, is ig-
nored in determining whether the exist-
ence or nature of any relationship be-
tween the fast-pay shareholders and the
issuing corporation.14

Special rules are provided to deal
with the treatment of the buyer and
seller in the case of a sale of benefitted
stock at a time at which fast-pay stock

is outstanding. Rules are also provided
describing the obligations of the issuing
corporation to withhold Federal income
tax on certain payments made with re-
spect to fast-pay stock.15

The consequences of recharacteri-
zation of a fast-pay arrangement can be
surprising. Benefitted shareholders may
find themselves deemed to be receiving
income and making payments in unex-
pected ways, requiring complicated and
counterintuitive reporting. Moreover,
many rules in the Internal Revenue
Code depend on the relationship or
“nonrelationship” of parties to each
other. The recharacterization of transac-
tions under the proposed Regulations
can stand on its head the analysis of
whether such a relationship exists. Ac-
cordingly, recharacterization of a fast-
pay arrangement could have effects on
transactions completely unrelated to the
fast-pay investment.16

Reporting Requirements
The proposed Regulations would

require any corporation that has fast-
pay stock outstanding at any time dur-
ing a year, whether or not the recharac-
terization rules apply to that stock, to

attach a special disclosure statement to
its tax return for that year.17

Effective Dates
The recharacterization required by the
proposed Regulations would apply to
all taxable years ending after February
26, 1997, with respect to any fast-pay
arrangement, regardless of when cre-
ated. If, upon issuance of final Regula-
tions, a taxpayer has filed to comply
with the recharacterization rules for pe-
riods to which they are (retroactively)
made effective, the taxpayer will be re-
quired to file amended returns. How-
ever, for taxable years ending before the
date on which final Regulations are
published, taxpayers (particularly hold-
ers of benefitted shares) would be given
an election to compute the amount of
additional income required to be re-
ported by them by reference to the
somewhat different method of compu-
tation set out in Notice 97-21. The spe-
cial reporting rules for corporations
with “unrecharacterized” fast-pay ar-
rangements will be effective for taxable
years ending after the date of publica-
tion of final Regulations.18

1 Internal Revenue Code section 7701(l).
2 Treasury Regulation sections 1.881-3 and 1.881-4.
3 Proposed Treasury Regulation section 1.7701(l)-2.
4 1997-1 C.B. 407.
5 Internal Revenue Code sections 11(c)(3), 852(b)(2)(D), 857(b)(2)(B).
6 Internal Revenue Code sections 852(a)(1), 857(a)(1). These are the rules that apply to ordinary income; RIC’s and REIT’s are not required

to distribute their capital gains, but, to the extent that they do so (or elect for their shareholders to be taxable on undistributed entity-level
capital gains), the RIC or REIT is not subject to tax on its capital gains.

7 The REIT’s taxable income, before deduction for dividends paid, would be $17.44 ($20.00 gross cash flow - $2.56 depreciation deduction).
A $16.00 deduction for dividends paid on the preferred stock would reduce this amount to $1.44. Cash flow from the property, after paying
the preferred stock dividend, would be $4.00. The REIT would have more than enough money available to distribute sufficient dividends
on its common shares to maintain its REIT qualification.

8 By contrast, the 1995 Regulations dealing with “conduit financing arrangements” involving foreign corporations and nonresident aliens
recharacterize such arrangements solely for purposes of specified provisions of the Internal Revenue Code.

9 The proposed Regulations contemplate that there may be multiple classes of fast-pay stock in a corporation. In applying the new rules to
any one class of fast-pay stock, each other class will be considered benefitted stock “as appropriate to match the economic substance of the
fast-pay arrangement.”

10 However, a taxpayer will not be able affirmatively to use these rules, “if a principal purpose for using such rules is the avoidance of any tax
imposed by the Code.” With respect to any taxpayer who tries to do so, the IRS may treat the fast-pay arrangement “in accordance with its
form or its economic substance.” Proposed Treasury Regulation section 1.7701(l)-3(d). This authority may be exercised on a taxpayer-by-
taxpayer basis, so a single transaction may be recharacterized as to some parties and not as to others.

11 Proposed Treasury Regulation section 1.7701(l)-3(b)(2)(i) (emphasis added). The determination of whether stock is fast-pay stock will be
based on all the facts and circumstances and must be made when the stock is issued, whenever there is a significant modification in its
terms, and whenever there is a significant change in the relevant facts and circumstances. Proposed Treasury Regulation section 1.7701(l)-
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3(b)(2)(ii). A literal application of this last rule could lead to treating stock as fast-pay stock based solely on economic developments that
were unanticipated at the time that it was issued.

12 The proposed Regulations do not address what to do when the fast-pay shareholders transferred property other than cash as the consideration
for their acquisition of their fast-pay stock.

13 Example 3 in proposed Treasury Regulation section 1.7701(l)-3(e) makes clear that the fast-pay stock is not considered to be outstanding
in the hands of the benefitted shareholders; rather, they are deemed to have made an additional capital contribution in their capacity as
holders of the benefitted stock.

14 Proposed Treasury Regulation section 1.7701(l)-3(c)(2), (3)(i).
15 Proposed Treasury Regulation section 1.1441-7(g). These withholding rules are proposed to be effective to payments made on or after

January 6, 1999. In other words, corporations which make payments on fast-pay stock during 1999 cannot defer consideration of the issues
raised by the proposed Regulations to the time at which they will be preparing their 1999 tax returns.

16 For example, take the case of an individual who acquires 100% of the sole class of fast-pay stock issued by a particular REIT. The individual
also happens to own almost 50% of the outstanding stock of a corporation (“X”) that owns 5% of the REIT’s common stock. Upon rechar-
acterization of the fast-pay arrangement, X is deemed to have issued to the individual a financial instrument with terms requiring it to make
payments to the individual equal to 5% of the payments that are (actually) required to be made by the corporation with respect to the fast-
pay stock. Assume that, under general principles of tax law, this deemed financial instrument is considered to be an equity investment by
the individual in X. This equity investment could cause X to be considered to own more than 50% of the stock of X, thereby changing the
tax consequences of completely unrelated transactions between the individual and X.

17 Proposed Treasury Regulation section 1.7701(l)-3(f).
18 Proposed Treasury Regulation section 1.7701(l)-3(g).
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