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Estate Planning Benefits in a Rocky Economy
Markets are Down… But Your Estate Plan Could Profit

The average American’s stock portfolio is down 30% to 
40% or in some cases even more. Real estate values 
have dipped—or in some areas fallen by double-digit 

percentages. Terrible news… but where there’s turmoil 
there’s usually opportunity, especially where your estate 
plan is concerned. The combination of low asset values and 
low interest rates make this the perfect time to revise your 
estate plan and take advantage of certain strategies that are 
most effective in a down economy. 

Consider converting traditional IRAs to Roth IRAs. If a con-
ventional IRA has dropped in value, you’ll pay lower tax on 
the current value. (Since at conversion you’ll owe income 
tax on the money you contributed tax-free to the IRA, those 
taxes will be lower if the value has dropped. For example, 
if you contributed $5,000 but the IRA is now only worth 
$3,000, you’ll only pay taxes on the $3,000 current value, not 
the $5,000 you originally contributed.) If you have a new-
Roth IRA, it will grow completely tax-free—and if the mar-
ket eventually recovers and the assets skyrocket in value, 
those gains will still be tax-free.

Now may also be a great time to make a gift. You can cur-
rently give $13,000 tax-free per person, annually. If stock 
you own has fallen by 50%, you can now give away twice as 
many shares as you could have before the fall.

Finally, ask us about a Grantor Retained Annuity Trust 
(GRAT). Here is how a GRAT works: When you trans-
fer assets into the Trust, it will provide you with a yearly 
income for a specified term. At the end of the term, re-
maining beneficiaries will receive the balance of the Trust 
without owing transfer tax. If the assets in the Trust in-
crease in value (because land or stock values appreciate), 
the increase in value goes to your beneficiaries—tax-free. 
In the process you’ll enjoy yearly income, and if economic 
conditions improve greatly, the Trust could be worth more 
at the end of the specified term than it was when you first 
funded it—even after you took yearly distributions. The 
initial contribution of assets to the Trust can be structured 
so there is no gift. We may never see these conditions 
again. Contact our office to find out about strategies that 
can benefit you and your family. n
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Don’t Let Stress Get the Best of You

Some things we just can’t control: Loss of a loved one, 
job loss, illness, divorce or injury… even the stress 
of raising children or grandchildren. Those events 

create stress, and while you may not be able to control the 
things that cause you stress, you can take steps to handle 
the stresses in your life more constructively.

Long-term stress can cause headaches, stomach pain, 
and backaches. It can disrupt your sleeping and eating 
habits—in some cases, it can even lead to depression or 
long-term illness.

What are some of the warning signs that stress is starting 
to overwhelm you? The American Psychological Associa-
tion recommends that you seek professional help if:

 ◗ You worry all the time and can’t concentrate.
 ◗ You get panic attacks and your heart races.
 ◗ You feel trapped.
 ◗ The way you feel affects your daily life: sleep, eat-

ing habits, job performance, and relationships.

So what can you do?

 ◗ Talk to your spouse, friends, family members, or 
spiritual leader.

 ◗ Change your habits: Identify the things that cre-
ate stress, and develop different responses to those 
situations.

 ◗ Try relaxation techniques like meditation or deep 
breathing.

 ◗ Check out community resources like support 
groups, hotlines, or workshops on dealing effec-
tively with stress.

 ◗ Get counseling through your Employee Assis-
tance Program at work, if available.

 ◗ Ask friends to recommend a qualified therapist, 
psychologist, or psychiatrist, or get recommenda-
tions from local mental health professionals or 
your physician.

For many people, stress is caused simply by taking on 
too many responsibilities or the addition of a new re-
sponsibility. Set aside time for things like family meals, 
hobbies, exercise, and activities you enjoy. What is the 
worst that can happen if you don’t get some things done? 
The impact is probably negligible—but if stress gets the 
best of you, it could have serious consequences. n

Grandchild Proof Your House

I f you’re a new grandparent it’s probably been a long 
time since you have needed to worry about having 
toddlers in your home. 

The following is a partial list of items you should secure 
and precautions you should take; once you’re done, you 
can relax and enjoy the visit!

 ◗ Safeguard all prescription and non-prescription 
medications.

 ◗ Unload and lock up firearms and store ammuni-
tion separately.

 ◗ Secure all alcohol and other spirits.
 ◗ Move cleaning supplies to higher cabinets.
 ◗ Ensure any items in cabinets below waist-level 

are safe for kids or get child locks.
 ◗ Set water heater temperature no higher than 

120 degrees.
 ◗ Move house plants out of reach; many are poi-

sonous if ingested.
 ◗ Tie up curtain and blind cords so they are out of 

reach (strangling hazard).
 ◗ Store furniture that can tip or be pulled over; or 

move to rooms children can’t access.
 ◗ Remove tablecloths.
 ◗ Secure electrical outlets and appliance cords.
 ◗ Lock exterior doors and protect stairways with gates.
 ◗ Remove pet bowls from rooms children can access.
 ◗ Bottom line: Secure any item smaller than a 

ping-pong ball. n
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What’s in a Legacy?

We often discuss famous people in this section. In 
this issue, we are featuring two “regular” people 
who are leaving an amazing legacy.

Jon Wehrenberg retired manufacturing executive and 
weekend pilot, 65, and his partner Debi Boies, a retired 
nurse, co-founded “Pilots N Paws,” an online forum con-
necting flying enthusiasts with animal rescuers.

“My interest was in seeing whether pilots—who are al-
ways looking for an opportunity to fly—would be inter-
ested in doing animal rescue flights,” said Wehrenberg. In 
the process, he’s created a new link in the chain of animal 
rescue networks that help divert abandoned dogs and cats 

from pounds and euthanasia to homes of people who will 
foster or adopt them. “I feel a lot better about myself as 
I help change the lives of animals and pet owners,” said 
Wehrenberg.

He has flown 113 animals in the past year, which is a frac-
tion of the pets transported by other pilots. He has fit as 
many as 11 animals at a time in his plane.

In their retirement years, Wehrenberg and Boies have 
created a lasting legacy that continues to positively touch 
more people and benefit hundreds of animal’s lives each 
year. For more information, visit www.pilotsnpaws.org.

What will your legacy be? n
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Planning Ahead Leaves More Options Open

The average funeral costs over $6,000. The price can 
rise dramatically; for example, some caskets alone cost 
more than $15,000. As a result, many people plan—and 

finance—their funerals in advance. Not only can you save 
money by pre-planning, but you can also spare your loved 
ones the strain and emotional pain of making funeral ar-
rangements while they’re grieving.

There are many options for funeral planning in advance. A 
couple of examples include pre-arrangements made through 
a funeral home, and pre-funding arrangements through a 
Funeral Trust. Here’s a brief explanation of both approaches.

Pre-arranging a funeral through a funeral home is very 
popular. According to the AARP, over 21 million Americans 
have made arrangements for their own or for a loved one’s 
funeral. It’s easy to set up: You meet with a funeral director, 
determine your needs, and develop a package of services the 
funeral home will provide. Then you either make payments 
over time or purchase a life insurance policy payable to the 
specific funeral home you wish to work with. As a result, 
when the time comes, the arrangements—financial and 
otherwise—are already in place.

Another payment option would be to set up what is called 
a Funeral Trust, which is growing in popularity. You fund 
this particular Trust and at your death the funds are used to 
pay for your funeral. Any remaining funds are distributed to 
your beneficiaries as you specify. To ease the emotional bur-

den on your family, you should specify your funeral plans: 
The type of service you want, casket and other items, where 
you will be buried, etc. Taking care of those details in ad-
vance ensures your funeral is both funded and planned. 

The main disadvantage to pre-planning through a funeral 
home is lack of flexibility. You may be locked into using 
that particular funeral home, and if the funeral home is 
sold, goes out of business, or does not honor its commit-
ment, your family could be left to deal with that problem. 
A Funeral Trust does not limit you to using a particular 
funeral home, can yield tax advantages, and can appreciate 
over time, potentially leaving extra funds available to be 
distributed to your beneficiaries.

Depending on your situation and the type of Trust used, 
the funds in a Funeral Trust may be free from creditors 
and free from Medicaid considerations. n



A Tax Break Is a Terrible Thing to Waste
Fund a Child or Grandchild’s Education With 
a 529 Plan

If you aren’t already aware, there are two types of 
529 Plans: Prepaid tuition plans and college sav-
ings plans. Prepaid tuition plans allow you to lock 

in predetermined prices for future college tuition 
costs. But they do have restrictions. Prepaid plans 
may include residency requirements, age restrictions 
for the beneficiary, and limited enrollment periods. 
They also may not let you put aside money for living 
expenses, since many only cover tuition and fees.

On the plus side, college tuition rates tend to rise faster 
than the rate of inflation, which makes a prepaid plan 
a good option as long as you plan to send your children 
to a public university in your state of residence. You 
can make a one-time lump payment or pay a monthly 
amount over a specified number of years.

A college savings plan is more flexible than a prepaid 
tuition plan. In most cases, the beneficiary is allowed 
to go to a school in any state. Plus you may be allowed 
to choose how the money is invested, using mutual 
funds, money market funds, or bond funds. College 
savings plan funds can be used to pay for “qualified” 
educational expenses like room and board, addi-
tional fees, books, computers… in general, anything 
directly related to the student’s education. 

There are potential negatives, though. Unlike a pre-
paid tuition plan, the money you put in a college 
savings plan may be subject to swings in the market, 
depending on the investment option you choose. In 
addition, you cannot “lock in” costs now and pay 
that amount regardless of any price increases.

529 Plans are not deductible from your fed-
eral taxes, but some contributions (up to a 

certain amount per year, typically) may be 
deductible at the state level.

Fund a child’s education and possibly 
get a tax break—what’s not to love? n
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Identity Theft: Rising or Declining?

Identity theft continues to be a hot topic, and for good rea-
son. In 2007, complaints to the Federal Trade Commis-
sion (FTC) rose by 20% over 2006. The average loss, per 

victim, rose by 25%. 

The result, in terms of dollars, is huge. The FTC determined 
that identity theft cost Americans over $2.1 billion in out 
of pocket costs annually—and that number only includes 
people who filed a police report. The actual loss is probably 
much greater, with estimates as high as $5 billion. 

A few more results from the report:
 ◗ The FTC received 813,899 identity theft complaints.
 ◗ 3% of consumers lost more than $5,000. About 10% lost 

between $1,000 and $5,000.
 ◗ The 5 leading complaint categories:

 ❚ Identity Theft (32%)
 ❚ Shop-at-home/Catalog Sales (8%)
 ❚ Internet Services (5%)
 ❚ Foreign Money Orders (4%)
 ❚ Prizes/Sweepstakes/Lotteries (4%)

 ◗ The payment methods:
 ❚ Credit cards (33%)
 ❚ Wire transfers (28%)
 ❚ Bank account debit (17%)
 ❚ Personal checks (10%)
 ❚ Money orders (7%)
 ❚ Cash advances (3%)

 ◗ Total complaints by age: 
 ❚ 40 - 49 (23%)
 ❚ 30 - 39 (21%)
 ❚ 50 - 59 (20%)
 ❚ 20 - 29 (16%)

How can you protect yourself? Safeguard your 
information. Routinely monitor your fi-
nancial accounts and billing state-
ments. Report a suspected identity 
theft as soon as it occurs. 

For more information, 
check out the FTC’s Avoid 
ID Theft website at: www.
ftc.gov/bcp/edu/micro-
sites/idtheft. n
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Overeating Affects More Than Your Waistline

Eating too much, even just at one meal, may cause you to 
loosen your belt, but the impact could be much greater. 
For example, big meals can also raise the risk for heart 

attack and gallbladder problems.

Think of it this way: The average male needs about 2,500 
calories a day. The average American takes in about 4,500 
calories (including almost 230 grams of fat) on Thanksgiv-
ing Day.

And what happens? Overeating makes your body work 
harder to digest the food. The extra workload on your diges-
tive system forces your heart to pump more blood to your 
stomach and intestines. Fatty foods and the lack of proper 
nutrients can also lead to changes that cause your blood to 
clot more easily, increasing the risk of a heart attack. 

Then, as your stomach releases food into your intestines, 
your gallbladder releases bile to aid fat digestion. It’s work-
ing harder… and gallstone attacks can occur when clusters of 
solid material get stuck in the narrow duct connecting your 
gallbladder to your intestines. While gallstone attacks are 
normally not life-threatening, they can be incredibly painful.

So what can you do, especially around holi-
days or special events? Plan ahead. 
Keep plates and bowls in the kitchen 
so you’ll have to actively choose to 
get second helpings. Use smaller 
spoons and plates—for many 
people, the bigger the 
plate, the more 
they’ll eat. Avoid 
finger foods 
before meals, 
eat smaller 
portions and 
you will re-
spond more 
naturally to 
signals from 
your metab-
olism that 
you’re full.  n
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Have a great recipe to share with everyone? Have 
it featured in our next newsletter by emailing it to 
[lawfirm@email.com].  n

Winning Recipe
Asparagus Risotto

1 pound asparagus, 2-inch lengths 
½ cup chopped onion 
5 cups chicken broth 
2 tablespoons olive oil 
¾ stick of butter 
½ cup dry white wine 
1 ½ cups arborio rice
3 ounces Parmesan cheese 
1. Blanch asparagus pieces in large pot of boiling, 

water for 2 minutes
2. Rinse asparagus under cold water, drain well 
3. Bring chicken broth to simmer in small sauce-

pan, reduce heat to low and keep broth hot
4. Heat olive oil in heavy large saucepan over me-

dium heat
5. Add chopped onion and sauté until translucent, 

about 4 minutes
6. Add rice and stir 3 minutes 
7. Add dry white wine and cook until liquid evapo-

rates
8. Continue cooking until rice is tender and mix-

ture is creamy, adding chicken broth 1 cup at a 
time and stirring frequently, about 20 minutes

9. Add asparagus pieces and stir until heated 
through, about 2 minutes 

10. Remove from heat, add butter and stir until in-
corporated 

11. Stir in grated Parmesan cheese

Makes 4 servings

Nutrition Information Per Serving:
Calories  ............................................................... 320
Total fat  ................................................................. 5g
Carbohydrates  .................................................... 46g
Dietary fiber  ...................................................... 1.5g
Protein  ................................................................ 15g
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Have a great recipe to share with everyone? Have 
it featured in our next newsletter by emailing it to 
info@levinefurman.com.  n
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