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It's almost impossible to
overstate the importance of
taking the time to plan your
estate. Nevertheless, it's
surprising how many American
adults haven't done so. You
might think that those who are rich and famous
would be way ahead of the curve when it
comes to planning their estates properly,
considering the resources and lawyers
presumably available to them. Yet there are
plenty of celebrities and people of note who
died with inadequate (or nonexistent) estate
plans.

Most recently
The Queen of Soul, Aretha Franklin, died in
2018, leaving behind a score of wonderful
music and countless memories. But it appears
Ms. Franklin died without a will or estate plan in
place. Her four sons filed documents in the
Oakland County (Michigan) Probate Court
listing themselves as interested parties, while
Ms. Franklin's niece asked the court to appoint
her as personal representative of the estate.
All of this information is available to the public.
Her estate will be distributed according to the
laws of her state of residence (Michigan). In
addition, creditors will have a chance to make
claims against her estate and may get paid
before any of her heirs. And if she owned
property in more than one state (according to
public records, she did), then probate will likely
have to be opened in each state where she
owned property (called ancillary probate). The
settling of her estate could drag on for years at
a potentially high financial cost.
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Prince Rogers Nelson, who was better known
as Prince, died in 2016. He was 57 years old
and still making incredible music and
entertaining millions of fans throughout the
world. The first filing in the Probate Court for
Carver County, Minnesota, was by a woman
claiming to be the sister of Prince, asking the
court to appoint a special administrator
because there was no will or other
testamentary documents. As of November
2018, there have been hundreds of court filings

from prospective heirs, creditors, and other
"interested parties." There will be no private
administration of Prince's estate, as the entire
ongoing proceeding is open and available to
anyone for scrutiny.

A long time ago
Here are some other notable personalities who
died many years ago without planning their
estates.
Pablo Picasso died in 1973 at the ripe old age
of 91, apparently leaving no will or other
testamentary instructions. He left behind nearly
45,000 works of art, rights and licensing deals,
real estate, and other assets. The division of his
estate assets took six years and included seven
heirs. The settlement among his nearest
relatives cost an estimated $30 million in legal
fees and other related costs.
The administration of the estate of Howard
Hughes made headlines for several years
following his death in 1976. Along the way,
bogus wills were offered; people claiming to be
his wives came forward, as did countless
alleged relatives. Three states — Nevada,
California, and Texas — claimed to be
responsible for the distribution of his estate.
Ultimately, by 1983, his estimated $2.5 billion
estate was split among some 22 "relatives" and
the Howard Hughes Medical Institute.
Abraham Lincoln, one of America's greatest
presidents, was also a lawyer. Yet when he met
his untimely and tragic death at the hands of
John Wilkes Booth in 1865, he died intestate —
without a will or other testamentary documents.
On the day of his death, Lincoln's son, Robert,
asked Supreme Court Justice David Davis to
assist in handling his father's financial affairs.
Davis ultimately was appointed as the
administrator of Lincoln's estate. It took more
than two years to settle his estate, which was
divided between his surviving widow and two
sons.
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Reviewing Your Estate Plan
An estate plan is a map that explains how you
want your personal and financial affairs to be
handled in the event of your incapacity or
death. Due to its importance and because
circumstances change over time, you should
periodically review your estate plan and update
it as needed.

An estate plan should be
reviewed periodically,
especially after a major life
event. Here are some ideas
about when to review your
estate plan and some things
to review when you do.

• Do you have a valid will? Does it reflect your
current goals and objectives about who
receives what after you die? Is your choice of
an executor or a guardian for your minor
children still appropriate?
• In the event you become incapacitated, do
you have a living will, durable power of
attorney for health care, or Do Not
When should you review your estate
Resuscitate order to manage medical
plan?
decisions?
Reviewing your estate plan will alert you to any
• In the event you become incapacitated, do
changes that need to be addressed. For
you have a living trust or durable power of
example, you may need to make changes to
attorney to manage your property?
your plan to ensure it meets all of your goals, or
when an executor, trustee, or guardian can no • What property do you own and how is it titled
(e.g., outright or jointly with right of
longer serve in that capacity. Although there's
survivorship)? Property owned jointly with
no hard-and-fast rule about when you should
right of survivorship passes automatically to
review your estate plan, you'll probably want to
the surviving owner(s) at your death.
do a quick review each year, because changes
in the economy and in the tax code often occur • Have you reviewed your beneficiary
on a yearly basis. Every five years, do a more
designations for your retirement plans and life
thorough review.
insurance policies? These types of property
pass automatically to the designated
You should also review your estate plan
beneficiaries at your death.
immediately after a major life event or change
in your circumstances. Events that should
• Do you have any trusts, living or
trigger a review include:
testamentary? Property held in trust passes
to beneficiaries according to the terms of the
• There has been a change in your marital
trust. There are up-front costs and often
status (many states have laws that revoke
ongoing expenses associated with the
part or all of your will if you marry or get
creation and maintenance of trusts.
divorced) or that of your children or
grandchildren.
• Do you plan to make any lifetime gifts to
family members or friends?
• There has been an addition to your family
through birth, adoption, or marriage
• Do you have any plans for charitable gifts or
(stepchildren).
bequests?
• Your spouse or a family member has died,
• If you own or co-own a business, have
has become ill, or is incapacitated.
provisions been made to transfer your
business interest? Is there a buy-sell
• Your spouse, your parents, or another family
agreement with adequate funding? Would
member has become dependent on you.
lifetime gifts be appropriate?
• There has been a substantial change in the
•
Do you own sufficient life insurance to meet
value of your assets or in your plans for their
your needs at death? Have those needs been
use.
evaluated?
• You have received a sizable inheritance or
•
Have you considered the impact of gift,
gift.
estate, generation-skipping, and income
• Your income level or requirements have
taxes, both federal and state?
changed.
This is just a brief overview of some ideas for a
• You are retiring.
periodic review of your estate plan. Each
• You have made (or are considering making) a person's situation is unique. An estate planning
change to any part of your estate plan.
attorney may be able to assist you with this
process.
Some things to review
Here are some things to consider while doing a
periodic review of your estate plan:
• Who are your family members and friends?
What is your relationship with them? What
are their circumstances in life? Do any have
special needs?
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Charitable Giving After Tax Reform
Tax reform changes to the standard deduction
and itemized deductions may affect your ability
to obtain an income tax benefit from charitable
giving. Projecting how you'll be affected by
these changes while there's still time to take
action is important.

Income tax benefit of charitable giving

Some of the recent changes
to the standard deduction
and itemized deductions
may affect your ability to
obtain an income tax benefit
from your charitable
contributions. Incorporating
charitable giving into your
year-end tax planning may
be even more important
now. If you are age 70½ or
older and have a traditional
IRA, you may wish to
consider a qualified
charitable distribution.

If you itemize deductions on your federal
income tax return, you can generally deduct
your gifts to qualified charities. However, many
itemized deductions have been eliminated or
restricted, and the standard deduction has
substantially increased. You can generally
choose to take the standard deduction or to
itemize deductions. As a result of the changes,
far fewer taxpayers will be able to reduce their
taxes by itemizing deductions.
Taxpayers whose total itemized deductions
other than charitable contributions would be
less than the standard deduction (including
adjustments for being blind or age 65 or older)
effectively have less of a tax savings incentive
to make charitable gifts. For example, assume
that a married couple, both age 65, have total
itemized deductions (other than charitable
contributions) of $15,000. They would have a
standard deduction of $27,000 in 2019. The
couple would effectively receive no tax savings
for the first $12,000 of charitable contributions
they make. Even with a $12,000 charitable
deduction, total itemized deductions of $27,000
would not exceed their standard deduction.
Taxpayers whose total itemized deductions
other than charitable contributions equal or
exceed the standard deduction (including
adjustments for being blind or age 65 or older)
generally receive a tax benefit from charitable
contributions equal to the income taxes saved.
For example, assume that a married couple,
both age 65, have total itemized deductions
(other than charitable contributions) of $30,000.
They would be entitled to a standard deduction
of $27,000 in 2019. If they are in the 24%
income tax bracket and make a charitable
contribution of $10,000, they would reduce their
income taxes by $2,400 ($10,000 charitable
deduction x 24% tax rate).
However, the amount of your income tax
charitable deduction may be limited to certain
percentages of your adjusted gross income
(AGI). For example, your deduction for gifts of
cash to public charities is generally limited to
60% of your AGI for the year, and other gifts to
charity are typically limited to 30% or 20% of
your AGI. Charitable deductions that exceed
the AGI limits may generally be carried over
and deducted over the next five years, subject
to the income percentage limits in those years.

Year-end tax planning
When making charitable gifts during the year,
you should consider them as part of your
year-end tax planning. Typically, you have a
certain amount of control over the timing of
income and expenses. You generally want to
time your recognition of income so that it will be
taxed at the lowest rate possible, and to time
your deductible expenses so they can be
claimed in years when you are in a higher tax
bracket.
For example, if you expect that you will be in a
higher tax bracket next year, it may make
sense to wait and make the charitable
contribution in January so you can take the
deduction next year when the deduction results
in a greater tax benefit. Or you might shift the
charitable contribution, along with other
itemized deductions, into a year when your
itemized deductions would be greater than the
standard deduction amount. And if the income
percentage limits above are a concern in one
year, you might consider ways to shift income
into that year or shift deductions out of that
year, so that a larger charitable deduction is
available for that year. A tax professional can
help you evaluate your individual tax situation.

Qualified charitable distribution (QCD)
If you are age 70½ or older, you can make
tax-free charitable donations directly from your
IRAs (other than SEP and SIMPLE IRAs) to a
qualified charity. The distribution must be one
that would otherwise be taxable to you. You
can exclude up to $100,000 of these QCDs
from your gross income each year. And if you
file a joint return, your spouse (if 70½ or older)
can exclude an additional $100,000 of QCDs.
You cannot deduct QCDs as a charitable
contribution because the QCD is excluded from
your gross income. In order to get a tax benefit
from your charitable contribution without this
special rule, you would have to itemize
deductions, and your charitable deduction could
be limited by the percentage of AGI limitations.
QCDs may allow you to claim the standard
deduction and exclude the QCD from income.
QCDs count toward satisfying any required
minimum distributions (RMDs) that you would
otherwise have to receive from your IRA, just
as if you had received an actual distribution
from the plan.
Caution: Your QCD cannot be made to a
private foundation, donor-advised fund, or
supporting organization. Further, the gift cannot
be made in exchange for a charitable gift
annuity or to a charitable remainder trust.
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What are some tips for creating a home inventory?
Imagine having to remember
and describe every item in
your home, especially after
you've been the victim of a
fire, theft, or natural disaster.
Rather than relying on your memory, you may
want to prepare a home inventory — a detailed
record of all your personal property. This record
can help substantiate an insurance claim,
support a police report when items are stolen,
or prove a loss to the IRS. Here are some tips
to get started.

example, include purchase dates, estimated
values, and serial and model numbers. If
possible, locate receipts to support the cost of
big-ticket items and attach copies of appraisals
for valuables such as antiques, collectibles, and
jewelry.

Keep it safe. In addition to keeping a copy of
your inventory at your home where you can
easily access it, store a copy elsewhere to
protect it in the event that your home is
damaged by a flood, fire, or other disaster. This
might mean putting it in a safe deposit box,
Tour your property. A simple way to complete giving it to a trusted friend or family member for
your inventory is to make a visual record of
safekeeping, or storing it either on an external
your belongings. Take a video of the contents
storage device that you can take with you or on
of each room in your home and spaces where
a cloud-based service that provides easy and
you have items stored, such as a basement,
secure access.
cellar, garage, or shed. Be sure to open
Update it periodically. When you obtain a
cabinets, closets, and drawers, and pay special valuable or important item, add it to your
attention to valuable and hard-to-replace items. inventory as soon as possible. Review your
You can also use the tried-and-true, low-tech
home inventory at least once a year for
method of writing everything down in a
accuracy. You can also share it annually with
notebook, or use a combined approach. Mobile your insurance agent or representative to help
inventory apps and software programs are
determine whether your policy coverages and
available to guide you through the process.
limits are still adequate.
Be thorough. Your home inventory should
provide as many details as possible. For

What are some ways to prepare financially for severe
weather?
Floods, tornadoes, lightning,
and hail are common spring
events in many parts of the
country and may result in
widespread damage. Severe weather often
strikes suddenly, so take measures now to
protect yourself and your property.
Review your insurance coverage. Make sure
your homeowners and auto insurance coverage
is sufficient. While standard homeowners
insurance covers losses from fire, lightning, and
hail (up to policy limits), you may need to buy
separate coverage for hurricanes, floods,
earthquakes, and other disasters. Consult your
insurance professional, who can help determine
whether you have adequate coverage for the
risks you face.
Create a financial emergency kit. Collect
financial records and documents that may help
you recover more quickly after a disaster. This
kit might contain a list of key contacts and
copies of important documents, including
identification cards, birth and marriage
certificates, insurance policies, home
inventories, wills, trusts, and deeds. Make sure
your kit is stored in a secure fireproof and

waterproof container that is accessible and
easy to carry. The Emergency Financial First
Aid Kit, available online at ready.gov, offers a
number of checklists and forms that may help
you prepare your own kit, as well as tips to
guide you through the process.
Protect your assets. Take some
commonsense precautions to safeguard your
home, vehicles, and other possessions against
damage. For example, to prepare for a possible
power outage, you might want to install an
emergency generator and a sump pump with a
battery backup if you have a basement or
garage that is prone to flooding. Inspect your
yard and make sure you have somewhere to
store loose objects (e.g., grills and patio
furniture) in a hurry, cut down overhanging tree
limbs, and clean your gutters and down spouts.
Check your home's exterior, too, to make sure
that your roof and siding are in good condition,
and invest in storm windows, doors, and
shutters. In addition, make sure you know how
to turn off your gas, electricity, and water
should an emergency arise. And if you have a
garage, make sure your vehicles are parked
inside when a storm is imminent.
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