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Getting Organized & the FireProof FileBox
Preparing Your Loved Ones to be Alone

If you had ten minutes to evacuate your home, what would you take with you?  If you could answer this question, would you be able to locate all of it in ten minutes?

If you had a medical emergency tonight, could you or your family locate your medical information for the hospital?  Do you have powers of attorney, health care declarations, or HIPPA authorizations?

If you had a major fire or burglary, how difficult would it be to recall what was lost or stolen?  Do you have a video or snapshots of every room in your home?  Do you have purchase receipts?

We all know that we should get organized and have all our important papers in a safe accessible location, but many of us have not taken the time to get it done.  Perhaps now is the time to make a commitment to do it.
The Fireproof FileBox
1. Start by purchasing a FireProof FileBox.  You can find a basic FireProof FileBox at Walmart, Target or other business supply store for around $45-$60.  Purchase and label a few file folders using the Fireproof FileBox Checklist as your guide.
2. Next, write down some basic information about you and your family.  List dates and places of importance – birth, death, divorce, etc.  List important numbers – social security, naturalization, passport, driver’s license, employer ID, etc.  Record the location of important papers and documents if you are not going to store them in the FireProof FileBox.  This includes wills, trusts, birth and marriage certificates, deeds, contracts, etc. (If you are a veteran, your military discharge papers, in particular “Form D-214” will be needed to apply for and collect military benefits). 

3. List all your insurance policies (life, medical, auto, home, etc.) Include type of coverage, policy number(s), premiums and due dates.  Also provide agent and/or company contact information. VERY IMPORTANT!  If a policy covering surviving family member(s) lapses for non payment of premiums, and if any covered person is uninsurable or too old to qualify for insurance protection, the insurance company may elect not to reinstate the policy.  Accordingly, it may be very costly or impossible to obtain insurance coverage.
Life insurance proceeds and some retirement benefits are generally paid lump sum to your named beneficiary.  In many cases, these funds will represent the largest amounts of cash your beneficiary will receive during their lifetime. Make notes about the purpose of your life insurance coverage.  If the intended use of these funds is to pay off or reduce debt, and/or used to provide long-term income, someone needs to know about your plan.  Make sure that your financial advisors are in the loop on this.
3. Provide pertinent information about your family’s medical history. In addition to inheriting your worldly possessions, some heirs, namely your children and grandchildren, might also inherit (or be genetically prone to) illnesses that run in the family, such as heart disease, diabetes, alcoholism, ovarian and breast cancer.
In the event of an accident or illness that renders you and/or a family member incommunicado, a readily accessible, real-time medical history consisting of current and past medical conditions, blood-type, what medications you are taking, what you are allergic to and a list of personal medical practitioners, could save a life, or at the very least, save you or someone in your family from undergoing unnecessary, painful and expensive medical tests.

4. Include a folder for your Federal, State and Local income tax records for the last three years.

8. Financial Information.  Provide a clear description of each asset and a brief explanation regarding the intended use and/or the ultimate disposition of the asset.  Include how long to hold the asset, and under what conditions each asset should be sold.  If you are unclear as to how to approach this issue, it might be a good idea to discuss this with your CPA and/or financial advisor.  It’s also a good idea to introduce your professional advisor(s) to your beneficiaries and/or executor while you are alive.   Here’s a few more lists to consider:

A. Bank accounts and banking relationships

B. Annual household budget (current and projected)

C. Your other financial obligations (include taxes, insurance premiums, mortgage payments, car payments, etc. List credit cards and lines of credit that should be kept open (and closed).  Don’t forget to include account numbers and where, when and to whom payments are made. 

D. List all your real estate holdings. Include the location of deeds, and other pertinent data about these properties.

E. Make a list of all your motor vehicles, boats, RVs, motorcycles, etc., along with the location of the title papers. In addition to listing all the particulars about these vehicles, license plate numbers, VIN numbers, etc., also write down who performs the service and maintenance.

F. Inventory all your valuables by item, serial number, purchase date, purchase price and current value. (This information could also come in handy in the event of a theft or other casualty loss.) 

G. Make a list of all items covered under a warranty or service contract.
H. List, by service, all those who perform maintenance in and around your home.

I. Make a list of insider information about your home, such as: the location of the gas and water shut off valves and the electrical power box.
J. Provide detailed information about how to care for orphaned pets.
K. If you own a business, consider creating a complete and comprehensive business manual that will help your intended business successor to run the business in your absence. 
L. Make a list of computer passwords, various other pass codes, access numbers along with the location (and use of) of spare keys. CAUTION! Keep this type of information in a safe place, accessible only to those who will have a need to access this confidential data.
9. Debts and Other Obligations.  Although estate planning is mostly about effectively transferring your tangible assets to intended heirs, it’s also about settling your estate.  The person who coined the phrase “you can’t take it with you,” didn’t just mean your money. He (or she) also meant your debts, too!
Few of us exit life debt free.  Accordingly, when planning your estate, it is important to consider if your intended heir(s) will inherit a dream or a nightmare.  Although properly drawn estate documents will indeed do the job of getting assets to the right beneficiaries, unless these assets are owned free and clear, or insured against death, your beneficiaries will also inherit any debt associated to such asset(s).  (Real estate, automobiles, boats, recreation vehicles and businesses are a few examples of assets that are generally passed on with debt.) 

It’s also important for your executor to know who else you owe money to, and what bills should be paid—and when (and what bills should not be paid or reduced).  Examples of this are joint healthcare policies, club memberships, dues, subscriptions and other types of programs and services that are no longer necessary.
Who owes you money?  Make a list of those who owe you money and include the terms of the loan(s).

10. Other Memorabilia – Artworks, Collections, Pictures and Letters.  Objects of art, collectibles, antiques, family heirlooms, jewelry should be appraised while you are on this side of heaven.  This action will help prevent an unsuspecting heir from inadvertently selling valuable assets below actual value.
11. Expressing your last wishes and final arrangements (in writing) is a surefire way to avoid family squabbles.  Providing details about everything from your funeral plan to your favorite hymn takes the guesswork and frustration out of how you want your survivors to celebrate your life.  Most important, having a plan in place before you go paves the way for loved ones to have the freedom to mourn their loss in a more timely and healthy manner.
12. Make a directory of important contacts. (See Page 2 of the FireProof FileBox Checklist.)  List the names, addresses, telephone numbers and e-mail address of family members, friends and trusted advisors.  (It’s also a good idea to include how these people are related to you and who should be called first.)  When listing advisors, detail their profession, the services they provide and the duties you expect them to perform in your absence.

Personal Representative. Be sure to share this information with the person whom you have designated to carry out your final wishes.  Also be sure to include the “whys” behind the “whats” regarding any unusual last requests. 

13. Estate Documents… A will is a simple (and inexpensive) document wherein you appoint an executor to pay your final expenses (debts, taxes, etc.) before distributing what’s left of your tangible estate to your intended heirs.  Wills, trusts, health care directives (living wills), HIPPA authorizations, power of attorneys, guardianship papers, etc. are just some of the legal vehicles that get things done— your way— when you die or if you become incapacitated.  If you already have your estate planning documents in order and up to-date, be sure to provide your appointed executor with a brief outline of the key stipulations and the location of these documents.

14. Ethical Wills.  Wills are not designed to pass down one’s intangible wealth –namely:  investment strategies, family traditions, personal know-how, philosophies, parting thoughts and all the other stuff we tend to only store in our head.  An ethical will is a document that contains anything you want to share with others.  It could be philosophies, experiences, insights or anything you want to tell someone. 

Wills DO NOT convey who should be called on for advice and guidance; nor do wills typically specify the location of (and/or instructions for the intended use of) material assets.  And for sure—wills DO NOT convey the seemingly endless list of items that will need to be taken care of after you’re gone.
Wills DO NOT pass wealth with insight and/or the intelligence to use this wealth wisely.  Since life insurance proceeds, IRA and 401k distributions, stocks, bonds mutual funds and other liquid assets DO NOT come with a user’s manual, the information you provide about these types of assets and the intended use is essential.
If you don’t prepare your loved ones for a time when you will no longer be here, this information is at the risk of being lost forever.  Your loved ones may not have all the answers they need.
Although the topic of preparing our loved ones to be alone sounds grim, it really should be looked upon as an opportunity to effectively communicate what’s most important to those who are most important.
Action Plan:

A. Purchase a FireProof FileBox

B. Organize your important papers and documents

C. Make of list of the things you need to do but haven’t done.

D. Prioritize the list and then starting working on getting them done.

E. Purchase a copy of The Beneficiary Book at www.active-insights.com
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