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FROM
AUSTIN BRYAN

As trusted consultants we strive to
work together to help you reach your
financial goals. With this month’s
Directions we also want to bring
estate and generational planning into
the conversation. Thank you for your
continued partnership and trust.

DIRECTIONS FOR LIFE

Turning your ear to wisdom and
applying your heart to
understanding—

Proverbs 2:2

A will is often the cornerstone
of an estate plan. Here are
five things you can do with a
will.

Distribute property as
you wish
Wills enable you to leave

your property at your death to a surviving
spouse, a child, other relatives, friends, a trust,
a charity, or anyone you choose. There are
some limits, however, on how you can
distribute property using a will. For instance,
your spouse may have certain rights with
respect to your property, regardless of the
provisions of your will.

Transfers through your will take the form of
specific bequests (e.g., an heirloom, jewelry,
furniture, or cash), general bequests (e.g., a
percentage of your property), or a residuary
bequest of what's left after your other transfers.
It is generally a good practice to name backup
beneficiaries just in case they are needed.

Note that certain property is not transferred by
a will. For example, property you hold in joint
tenancy or tenancy by the entirety passes to
the surviving joint owner(s) at your death. Also,
certain property in which you have already
named a beneficiary passes to the beneficiary
(e.g., life insurance, pension plans, IRAs).

Nominate a guardian for your minor
children
In many states, a will is your only means of
stating who you want to act as legal guardian
for your minor children if you die. You can
name a personal guardian, who takes personal
custody of the children, and a property
guardian, who manages the children's assets.
This can be the same person or different
people. The probate court has final approval,
but courts will usually approve your choice of
guardian unless there are compelling reasons
not to.

Nominate an executor
A will allows you to designate a person as your
executor to act as your legal representative
after your death. An executor carries out many
estate settlement tasks, including locating your

will, collecting your assets, paying legitimate
creditor claims, paying any taxes owed by your
estate, and distributing any remaining assets to
your beneficiaries. As with naming a guardian,
the probate court has final approval but will
usually approve whomever you nominate.

Specify how to pay estate taxes and
other expenses
The way in which estate taxes and other
expenses are divided among your heirs is
generally determined by state law unless you
direct otherwise in your will. To ensure that the
specific bequests you make to your
beneficiaries are not reduced by taxes and
other expenses, you can provide in your will
that these costs be paid from your residuary
estate. Or, you can specify which assets should
be used or sold to pay these costs.

Create a testamentary trust or fund a
living trust
You can create a trust in your will, known as a
testamentary trust, that comes into being when
your will is probated. Your will sets out the
terms of the trust, such as who the trustee is,
who the beneficiaries are, how the trust is
funded, how the distributions should be made,
and when the trust terminates. This can be
especially important if you have a spouse or
minor children who are unable to manage
assets or property themselves.

A living trust is a trust that you create during
your lifetime. If you have a living trust, your will
can transfer any assets that were not
transferred to the trust while you were alive.
This is known as a pourover will because the
will "pours over" your estate to your living trust.

Caveat
Generally, a will is a written document that must
be executed with appropriate formalities. These
may include, for example, signing the document
in front of at least two witnesses. Though it is
not a legal requirement, a will should generally
be drafted by an attorney.

There may be costs or expenses involved with
the creation of a will or trust, the probate of a
will, and the operation of a trust.
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Ten Year-End Tax Tips for 2017
Here are 10 things to consider as you weigh
potential tax moves between now and the end
of the year.

1. Set aside time to plan
Effective planning requires that you have a
good understanding of your current tax
situation, as well as a reasonable estimate of
how your circumstances might change next
year. There's a real opportunity for tax savings
if you'll be paying taxes at a lower rate in one
year than in the other. However, the window for
most tax-saving moves closes on December
31, so don't procrastinate.

2. Defer income to next year
Consider opportunities to defer income to 2018,
particularly if you think you may be in a lower
tax bracket then. For example, you may be able
to defer a year-end bonus or delay the
collection of business debts, rents, and
payments for services. Doing so may enable
you to postpone payment of tax on the income
until next year.

3. Accelerate deductions
You might also look for opportunities to
accelerate deductions into the current tax year.
If you itemize deductions, making payments for
deductible expenses such as medical
expenses, qualifying interest, and state taxes
before the end of the year, instead of paying
them in early 2018, could make a difference on
your 2017 return.

4. Factor in the AMT
If you're subject to the alternative minimum tax
(AMT), traditional year-end maneuvers such as
deferring income and accelerating deductions
can have a negative effect. Essentially a
separate federal income tax system with its
own rates and rules, the AMT effectively
disallows a number of itemized deductions. For
example, if you're subject to the AMT in 2017,
prepaying 2018 state and local taxes probably
won't help your 2017 tax situation, but could
hurt your 2018 bottom line. Taking the time to
determine whether you may be subject to the
AMT before you make any year-end moves
could help save you from making a costly
mistake.

5. Bump up withholding to cover a tax
shortfall
If it looks as though you're going to owe federal
income tax for the year, especially if you think
you may be subject to an estimated tax penalty,
consider asking your employer (via Form W-4)
to increase your withholding for the remainder
of the year to cover the shortfall. The biggest

advantage in doing so is that withholding is
considered as having been paid evenly through
the year instead of when the dollars are actually
taken from your paycheck. This strategy can
also be used to make up for low or missing
quarterly estimated tax payments.

6. Maximize retirement savings
Deductible contributions to a traditional IRA and
pre-tax contributions to an employer-sponsored
retirement plan such as a 401(k) can reduce
your 2017 taxable income. If you haven't
already contributed up to the maximum amount
allowed, consider doing so by year-end.

7. Take any required distributions
Once you reach age 70½, you generally must
start taking required minimum distributions
(RMDs) from traditional IRAs and
employer-sponsored retirement plans (an
exception may apply if you're still working for
the employer sponsoring the plan). Take any
distributions by the date required — the end of
the year for most individuals. The penalty for
failing to do so is substantial: 50% of any
amount that you failed to distribute as required.

8. Weigh year-end investment moves
You shouldn't let tax considerations drive your
investment decisions. However, it's worth
considering the tax implications of any year-end
investment moves that you make. For example,
if you have realized net capital gains from
selling securities at a profit, you might avoid
being taxed on some or all of those gains by
selling losing positions. Any losses over and
above the amount of your gains can be used to
offset up to $3,000 of ordinary income ($1,500
if your filing status is married filing separately)
or carried forward to reduce your taxes in future
years.

9. Beware the net investment income
tax
Don't forget to account for the 3.8% net
investment income tax. This additional tax may
apply to some or all of your net investment
income if your modified AGI exceeds $200,000
($250,000 if married filing jointly, $125,000 if
married filing separately, $200,000 if head of
household).

10. Get help if you need it
There's a lot to think about when it comes to tax
planning. That's why it often makes sense to
talk to a tax professional who is able to
evaluate your situation and help you determine
if any year-end moves make sense for you.

Deductions may be limited
for those with high incomes

If your adjusted gross income
(AGI) is more than $261,500
($313,800 if married filing
jointly, $156,900 if married
filing separately, $287,650 if
filing as head of household),
your personal and dependent
exemptions may be phased
out, and your itemized
deductions may be limited. If
your 2017 AGI puts you in this
range, consider any potential
limitation on itemized
deductions as you weigh any
moves relating to timing
deductions.

IRA and retirement plan
contributions

For 2017, you can contribute
up to $18,000 to a 401(k) plan
($24,000 if you're age 50 or
older) and up to $5,500 to a
traditional or Roth IRA ($6,500
if you're age 50 or older). The
window to make 2017
contributions to an employer
plan generally closes at the
end of the year, while you
typically have until the due date
of your federal income tax
return (not including
extensions) to make 2017 IRA
contributions.
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Managing Debt While Saving for Retirement
It's a catch-22: You feel that you should focus
on paying down debt, but you also want to save
for retirement. It may be comforting to know
you're not alone.

According to an Employee Benefit Research
Institute survey, 18% of today's workers
describe their debt level as a major problem,
while 41% say it's a minor problem. And
workers who say that debt is a problem are also
more likely to feel stressed about their
retirement savings prospects.1 Perhaps it's no
surprise, then, that the largest proportion (21%)
of those who have taken a loan from their
employer-sponsored retirement plans have
done so to pay off debt.2 Borrowing from your
plan can have negative consequences on your
retirement preparedness down the road. Loan
limits and other restrictions generally apply as
well.

The key in managing both debt repayment and
retirement savings is to understand a few basic
financial concepts that will help you develop a
strategy to tackle both.

Compare potential rate of return with
interest rate on debt
Probably the most common way to decide
whether to pay off debt or to make investments
is to consider whether you could earn a higher
rate of return (after accounting for taxes) on
your investments than the interest rate you pay
on the debt. For example, say you have a credit
card with a $10,000 balance that carries an
interest rate of 18%. By paying off that balance,
you're effectively getting an 18% return on your
money. That means your investments would
generally need to earn a consistent, after-tax
return greater than 18% to make saving for
retirement preferable to paying off that debt.
That's a tall order for even the most savvy
professional investors.

And bear in mind that all investing involves risk;
investment returns are anything but
guaranteed. In general, the higher the rate of
return, the greater the risk. If you make
investments rather than pay off debt and your
investments incur losses, you may still have
debts to pay, but you won't have had the benefit
of any gains. By contrast, the return that comes
from eliminating high-interest-rate debt is a sure
thing.

Are you eligible for an employer match?
If you have the opportunity to save for
retirement via an employer-sponsored plan that
matches a portion of your contributions, the
debt-versus-savings decision can become even
more complicated.

Let's say your company matches 50% of your
contributions up to 6% of your salary. This
means you're essentially earning a 50% return
on that portion of your retirement account
contributions. That's why it may make sense to
save at least enough to get any employer
match before focusing on debt.

And don't forget the potential tax benefits of
retirement plan contributions. If you contribute
pre-tax dollars to your plan account, you're
immediately deferring anywhere from 10% to
39.6% in taxes, depending on your federal tax
rate. If you're making after-tax Roth
contributions, you're creating a source of
tax-free retirement income.3

Consider the types of debt
Your decision can also be influenced by the
type of debt you have. For example, if you
itemize deductions on your federal tax return,
the interest you pay on a mortgage is generally
deductible — so even if you could pay off your
mortgage, you may not want to. Let's say you're
paying 6% on your mortgage and 18% on your
credit card debt, and your employer matches
50% of your retirement account contributions.
You might consider directing some of your
available resources to paying off the credit card
debt and some toward your retirement account
in order to get the full company match, while
continuing to pay the mortgage to receive the
tax deduction for the interest.

Other considerations
There's another good reason to explore ways to
address both debt repayment and retirement
savings at once. Time is your best ally when
saving for retirement. If you say to yourself, "I'll
wait to start saving until my debts are
completely paid off," you run the risk that you'll
never get to that point, because your good
intentions about paying off your debt may falter.
Postponing saving also reduces the number of
years you have left to save for retirement.

It might also be easier to address both goals if
you can cut your interest payments by
refinancing debt. For example, you might be
able to consolidate multiple credit card
payments by rolling them over to a new credit
card or a debt consolidation loan that has a
lower interest rate.

Bear in mind that even if you decide to focus on
retirement savings, you should make sure that
you're able to make at least the minimum
monthly payments on your debt. Failure to do
so can result in penalties and increased interest
rates, which would defeat the overall purpose of
your debt repayment/retirement savings
strategy.

1 Employee Benefit
Research Institute, 2017
Retirement Confidence
Survey
2 Employee Benefit
Research Institute, 2016
Retirement Confidence
Survey
3 Distributions from pre-tax
accounts will be taxed at
ordinary income tax rates.
Early distributions from
pre-tax accounts and
nonqualified distributions of
earnings from Roth
accounts will be subject to
ordinary income taxes and a
10% penalty tax, unless an
exception applies. Employer
contributions will always be
placed in a pre-tax account,
regardless of whether they
match pre-tax or Roth
employee contributions.
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Past performance may not be indicative of future
results. Different types of investments involve varying
degrees of risk, and there can be no assurance that
future performance of any specific investment,
investment strategy, or product or any
non-investment related content made reference to
directly or indirectly in this newsletter (including
investments and/or strategies recommended or
undertaken by Smith Capital), will be profitable, equal
any corresponding indicated historical performance
level(s), be suitable for your portfolio or individual
situation, or prove successful. Due to various factors,
including changing market conditions and/or
applicable laws, the content may no longer be
reflective of current opinions or positions. You should
not assume that any discussion or information
contained in this newsletter serves as the receipt of,
or as a substitute for, personalized investment advice
from Smith Capital. If a reader has any questions
regarding the applicability of any specific issue
discussed above to his/her individual situation,
he/she is encouraged to consult with a professional
advisor of his/her choosing. Smith Capital is neither a
law firm nor a certified public accounting firm and no
portion of the newsletter content should be construed
as legal or accounting advice. If you are a Smith
Capital client, please remember to contact Smith
Capital, if there are any changes in your
personal/financial situation or investment objectives.
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statement is available upon request. Smith Capital is
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If I donate used property to charity, what
documentation is needed?
The documentation needed to
obtain a federal income tax
deduction for donating used
property to a charity typically

depends on the value of the property. In
general, do not attach the documentation to
your income tax return. Keep the records so
that you can provide them to the IRS if
requested to do so.

If you claim a deduction of less than $250, you
must have a receipt from the charitable
organization (a letter acknowledging your
contribution will suffice) that shows the name of
the organization, the date and location of your
contribution, and a reasonably detailed
description of the property. You must also have
a record of the fair market value (FMV) of the
property (and how you determined it) at the
time of the contribution.

If you claim a charitable deduction for $250 or
more, you must substantiate the contribution
with a contemporaneous written
acknowledgment of the contribution from the
charity. The acknowledgment must contain the
name of the charity and a reasonably detailed
description of the property. The

acknowledgment must also include either (1) a
statement that no goods and services were
provided by the charity in return for the
contribution, (2) a good-faith estimate of the
value of such goods and services (these reduce
the amount of the charitable deduction), or (3) a
statement that the goods and services were
token benefits or consisted entirely of
insubstantial membership benefits or intangible
religious benefits.

If the value of the contribution is over $500,
your records must also include how you
acquired the property (e.g., purchase, gift,
inheritance, or exchange), when you obtained
the property, and the cost or other basis of the
property (including any adjustments).

If you claim a deduction of over $5,000 for a
noncash charitable contribution of one item or a
group of similar items, you must also obtain a
qualified written appraisal of the donated
property from a qualified appraiser.

If the amount of your deduction for all noncash
contributions is more than $500, you must file
IRS Form 8283 with your federal income tax
return.
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