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The tragic events of September 11, 2001 not only changed the world, but they also changed the way many people see the world. Prior to that day, many, if not most, Americans saw themselves as living in a relatively “safe” place; at least much safer than Israel, Palestine or Northern Ireland. After that day, we all realized that the security we believed we possessed was much more tenuous. Even prior to that date, many of us had begun to be concerned with our economy as we saw stock portfolios diminish, as the cycle of the economy moved away from its peak. But then, this, along with our loss of security really wasn’t new. We have experienced the downside of the markets many times before, and our country has seen tragedy before, also. Even so, many of us understand the tenuousness of our lives and the fragility of our possessions more today than we have in a very long time. From an estate planning perspective, we wonder what we will end up being able to pass on to our heirs and the charities we support. Couple all of this with recent changes in estate tax laws, many of us our left wondering when is the best time to do estate planning, and how, really, do we plan in the face of uncertain times? Here are some suggestions to consider in doing your estate planning in the midst of uncertainty:
1. There is always uncertainty involved in estate planning. There are several critical variables in estate planning that we never know: We don’t know when we will die, we don’t know what we will own when we die, and we don’t know what the tax laws will be like when we die. As such, estate planning requires speculation, and the willingness to plan without needing to know this information. Estate planning is a process, not an event; as such, make sure your plan is flexible enough that it can evolve and change over time. Specific bequests should be made in percentages rather than fixed dollar amounts, and contingent bequests should always be made in the event an heir predeceases you.
2. There are certain things that withstand time and world change. You know who you would like to benefit from your estate, and you know what organizations you care enough about to share your estate with when you die. You know what personal possessions you have, and even though your desires may change, you can make revocable decisions about how these assets should pass.
3. Estate Planning is Really About Caring. The assets you pass to your loved ones and the organizations you care about are a message to those beneficiaries about how much you care. It’s not so much about what an inheritance can buy as it is about giving gifts to people and organizations who you have cared about, and who have cared about you during your life.
4. In bad times as well as good, the assets you have accumulated have the ability to help others during tough times in the future. Many of our clients have left substantial donations to the Red Cross, to World Vision, to their churches, hospitals and other organizations that are now helping people who are victims of tragedy throughout the world, including the tragedy in our own country. Isn’t it a wonderful thought that when bad times happen (and they will) the assets you leave behind may be able to comfort, feed, clothe and heal people suffering from tragedy.
5. You can’t predict the future. The best you can do is to plan based upon the knowledge you have today. There is no such thing as a perfect estate plan, but with a willingness to engage in the planning process, your estate will have a much higher probability of accomplishing the goals you have set for it.


