
Navigating Divorce and Bankruptcy in California Family Law 

When divorce and bankruptcy converge, individuals face a complex interplay of legal and financial 

challenges. This episode of California Virtual Family Law Attorney examines how these processes 

interact under California law, focusing on community property principles, the impact of automatic 

temporary restraining orders (ATROs), and the non-dischargeability of domestic support obligations. By 

exploring strategic negotiation and legal considerations, the discussion provides actionable insights for 

achieving equitable resolutions in these high-stakes situations. 

How do divorce and bankruptcy intersect under California law? 

Bankruptcy, a specialized area of law, occasionally intersects with family law when debts are incurred 

during marriage. While less common than other family law issues, this overlap creates significant 

challenges. For instance, individuals contemplating bankruptcy during a divorce must navigate 

conflicting legal frameworks, as family law prioritizes equitable division of marital assets and debts, 

while bankruptcy aims to discharge or reorganize financial obligations. 

How are debts divided in California under community property laws? 

In California, community property laws dictate that debts acquired during marriage are generally 

considered community property, subject to equal division in divorce proceedings. This includes credit 

card debts, even if held in one spouse’s name, unless they fall under exceptions like inheritance or 

separate property profits. These debts must be disclosed and divided during divorce, ensuring both 

parties address their shared financial responsibilities. 

What role do automatic temporary restraining orders (ATROs) play in 

divorce? 

Automatic temporary restraining orders (ATROs), issued on form FL-110 with divorce summons, prevent 

actions that harm the community estate, such as filing for bankruptcy to discharge marital debts without 

mutual consent. Violating ATROs by attempting to discharge community debts can lead to legal 

consequences, as it may unfairly shift liability to the other spouse, necessitating court intervention to 

protect the estate. 

What challenges arise when filing for bankruptcy during a divorce? 

Attempting to file for bankruptcy during a divorce creates conflicts, particularly if debts were incurred 

without the other spouse’s knowledge. If one spouse files for bankruptcy to discharge marital debts, 

creditors may pursue the non-filing spouse, potentially leading to bank levies or liens. Courts may issue 

emergency orders to halt such filings, ensuring the community estate remains protected until divorce 

proceedings resolve debt division. 

Are child and spousal support obligations dischargeable in 

bankruptcy? 



Child and spousal support arrears, classified as domestic support obligations under 11 USC 101(14A), are 

non-dischargeable in bankruptcy. This legal protection ensures that support obligations established in 

divorce decrees or separation agreements remain enforceable, safeguarding the financial well-being of 

dependents and former spouses despite bankruptcy proceedings. 

Can a person file for bankruptcy after divorce to eliminate assigned 

debts? 

After a divorce is finalized, individuals may file for bankruptcy to address assigned debts, such as credit 

card balances. However, creditors may still pursue the ex-spouse for community debts incurred during 

marriage, unless indemnification clauses are included in the divorce agreement. These clauses allow the 

non-liable spouse to seek reimbursement, providing a legal remedy to mitigate creditor actions. 

How does legal separation affect bankruptcy and debt division? 

The principles governing debt division in divorce also apply to legal separation, as community property 

laws remain in effect. Debts assigned during legal separation must be negotiated and documented, with 

ATROs similarly restricting unilateral bankruptcy filings to protect both parties’ interests. 

Why is the date of separation important in debt and asset disputes? 

The date of separation, defined by California Family Code 70 as a final break in the marriage with clear 

communication, significantly impacts debt and asset division. Disputes over this date can arise, 

particularly when significant assets, like lottery winnings or bonuses, are involved. Establishing an 

accurate date ensures fair division of community versus separate property, requiring careful legal 

analysis. 

How can divorcing spouses negotiate debt division effectively? 

For amicable divorces, negotiating debt as part of a broader settlement can create win-win outcomes. 

For example, one spouse may assume more debt in exchange for reduced spousal support or retention 

of a paid-off home. Strategic negotiation considers the totality of financial circumstances, ensuring 

equitable solutions that address both parties’ needs and minimize future disputes. 

How can individuals achieve fair resolutions when divorce and 

bankruptcy overlap? 

Navigating divorce and bankruptcy demands a clear understanding of community property laws, ATROs, 

and non-dischargeable obligations. Strategic negotiation and professional legal support help individuals 

achieve fair resolutions while managing financial challenges. For expert assistance, visit Linda C Garrett 

Law to schedule a free initial consultation and gain the clarity needed to move forward confidently. 
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