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	Estate Planning
for

Peace of Mind


      Most Americans die without having a Will or other estate plan in place – despite the fact that most people say they’d prefer to save their heirs the time, expense and taxes that quickly pile up. Add blended families, children who don’t get along, intended heirs who are not your closest relatives as defined by the state, a husband and wife who came into the marriage with separate property, and the likelihood grows that not only will you have fewer assets to pass on, but also that the wrong people will get your assets. There is only one solution for this: plan now. 
	Writing the Will

    Almost everyone needs a Will. If you have children, a Will names guardians for them in the unlikely event that you and your spouse die at the same time.

    If you don’t have children, a Will ensures that your money and personal property go to the people you choose.

    Even if you rely on a Trust instead of a Will to specify where your assets should go, a Will deals with any property you might forget or be unable to put in a Trust. Be aware, however, that a Will doesn’t keep your estate out of probate.

Should you avoid probate?

    Probate is the court process following a person’s death to prove authenticity of the Will, appoint someone to handle the affairs (pay bills and taxes), and identify, inventory and distribute the assets. Many people decide to avoid probate because it’s time consuming (6-18 months), costly and makes the details of your estate public.

    So why wouldn’t you want to avoid probate? If you look at your situation and see lots of creditors and warring heirs, probate can be helpful. Probate is designed to bring order out of chaos – a judge can effectively tamp down on warring parties long enough to get done what needs to get done.

     Free ways to bypass court

    While some ways to avoid probate require an attorney, others are within your control – and free.

    You can keep bank, brokerage, mutual-fund and retirement accounts out of probate by simply filling out a “payable on death” form.

    You can also pass investment or retirement accounts or insurance policies to heirs by naming a beneficiary. As long as the beneficiary survives you, the assets go directly to that person, bypassing probate.
	
	   A word of caution: keep your beneficiary designations up to date as your wishes change. These designations can’t be changed by a Will or Trust.

Is a Trust for you?

    One of the most popular estate planning tools is called a Revocable Living Trust – a legal entity that you can make the owner of your assets. In the document that creates the Trust, you spell out how your assets should be disposed of after you die and name a trustee (generally yourself) to manage the assets in the Trust while you are alive and well.

    You also name a “successor trustee” to manage the assets when you can’t, including after your death. If you’re married, generally one spouse is the trustee, and the other spouse is the successor trustee. When the first spouse dies, the survivor updates the document to add a child or trusted advisor to act as the next successor trustee.

    With a Trust, only you, your trustees and heirs need to know details of your estate. Nothing is filed in court.

    A Trust can also work with some simple estate-planning techniques to save families a small fortune in federal income tax.
Tying up loose ends
    Help your heirs make sure all your bills get paid and all assets are accounted for by jotting down your assets and debts. Give that list to your trustee or attorney or tell your heirs where they can find the list. 

    Many experts also suggest that you fill out an advance healthcare directive, in which you designate someone to make decisions about your medical care in the event that you become incapacitated. The directive also allows you to specify your wishes under certain medical circumstances.
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