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Tax planning, that first getaway or
vacation of the year, college visits for
high school juniors and seniors, and
thoughts about retirement planning
and income or job changes dominate
our conversations with clients lately.
We like to help our clients think
through opportunities, challenges
and possible significant life changes
proactively.

If your personal situation has
changed or will change soon and/or
you want to explore one of these
topics, give us a call or send me a
note at jredpath@vistaws.com. As
always, we look forward to working
with you to help you realize your life
goals and dreams.

When saving for retirement,
you're probably aware of the
benefits of using
tax-preferred accounts such
as 401(k)s and IRAs. But you
may not be aware of another
type of tax-preferred account
that may prove very useful,

not only during your working years but also in
retirement: the health savings account (HSA).

HSA in a nutshell
An HSA is a tax-advantaged account that's
paired with a high-deductible health plan
(HDHP). You can't establish or contribute to an
HSA unless you are enrolled in an HDHP. An
HDHP provides "catastrophic" health coverage
that pays benefits only after you've satisfied a
high annual deductible. However, you can use
funds from your HSA to pay for health
expenses not covered by the HDHP.

Contributions to an HSA are generally either tax
deductible if you contribute them directly, or
excluded from income if made by your
employer. HSAs typically offer several savings
and investment options. Your employer will
likely indicate which funds or investment
options are available if you get your HSA
through work. All investments are subject to
market fluctuation, risk, and loss of principal.
When sold, investments may be worth more or
less than their original cost.

Withdrawals from the HSA for qualified medical
expenses are free of federal income tax.
However, money you take out of your HSA for
nonqualified expenses is subject to ordinary
income taxes plus a 20% penalty, unless an
exception applies.

Benefits of an HSA
An HSA can be a powerful savings tool. First, it
may be the only type of account that allows for
federal income tax-deductible or pre-tax
contributions coupled with tax-free withdrawals.
Depending upon the state, HSA contributions
and earnings could be subject to state taxes. In
addition, because there's no "use it or lose it"
provision, funds roll over from year to year. And
the account is yours, so you can keep it even if
you change employers or lose your job.

HSA as a retirement tool
During your working years, if your health
expenses are relatively low, you may be able to
build up a significant balance in your HSA over
time. You can even let your money grow until
retirement, when your health expenses are
likely to be greater.

In retirement, medical costs may prove to be
one of your biggest expenses. Although you
can't contribute to an HSA once you enroll in
Medicare (it's not considered an HDHP), an
HSA can help you pay for qualified medical
expenses, allowing you to preserve your
retirement accounts for other expenses (e.g.,
housing, food, entertainment, etc.). And an
HSA may provide other benefits as well.

• An HSA can be used to pay for unreimbursed
medical costs on a tax-free basis, including
Medicare premiums (although not Medigap
premiums) and long-term care insurance
premiums, up to certain limits.

• You can repay yourself from your HSA for
qualified medical expenses you incurred in
prior years, as long as the expense was
incurred after you established your HSA, you
weren't reimbursed from another source, and
you didn't claim the medical expense as an
itemized deduction.

• And once you reach age 65, withdrawals for
nonqualified expenses won't be subject to the
20% penalty. However, the withdrawal will be
taxed as ordinary income, similar to a
distribution from a 401(k) or traditional IRA.

• At your death, if your surviving spouse is the
designated beneficiary of your HSA, it will be
treated as your spouse's HSA.

HSAs aren't for everyone. If you have relatively
high health expenses, especially within the first
year or two of opening your account, you could
deplete your HSA or even face a shortfall. In
any case, be sure to review the features of your
health insurance policy carefully. The cost and
availability of an individual health insurance
policy can depend on factors such as age,
health, and the type and amount of insurance.
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Key Retirement and Tax Numbers for 2019
Every year, the Internal Revenue Service
announces cost-of-living adjustments that affect
contribution limits for retirement plans and
various tax deduction, exclusion, exemption,
and threshold amounts. Here are a few of the
key adjustments for 2019.

Employer retirement plans
• Employees who participate in 401(k), 403(b),

and most 457 plans can defer up to $19,000
in compensation in 2019 (up from $18,500 in
2018); employees age 50 and older can defer
up to an additional $6,000 in 2019 (the same
as in 2018).

• Employees participating in a SIMPLE
retirement plan can defer up to $13,000 in
2019 (up from $12,500 in 2018), and
employees age 50 and older can defer up to
an additional $3,000 in 2019 (the same as in
2018).

IRAs
The combined annual limit on contributions to
traditional and Roth IRAs increased to $6,000
in 2019 (up from $5,500 in 2018), with
individuals age 50 and older able to contribute
an additional $1,000. For individuals who are
covered by a workplace retirement plan, the
deduction for contributions to a traditional IRA
is phased out for the following modified
adjusted gross income (AGI) ranges:

2018 2019

Single/head
of household
(HOH)

$63,000 -
$73,000

$64,000 -
$74,000

Married filing
jointly (MFJ)

$101,000 -
$121,000

$103,000 -
$123,000

Married filing
separately
(MFS)

$0 - $10,000 $0 - $10,000

Note: The 2019 phaseout range is $193,000 -
$203,000 (up from $189,000 - $199,000 in
2018) when the individual making the IRA
contribution is not covered by a workplace
retirement plan but is filing jointly with a spouse
who is covered.

The modified AGI phaseout ranges for
individuals to make contributions to a Roth IRA
are:

2018 2019

Single/HOH $120,000 -
$135,000

$122,000 -
$137,000

MFJ $189,000 -
$199,000

$193,000 -
$203,000

MFS $0 - $10,000 $0 - $10,000

Estate and gift tax
• The annual gift tax exclusion for 2019 is

$15,000, the same as in 2018.
• The gift and estate tax basic exclusion

amount for 2019 is $11,400,000, up from
$11,180,000 in 2018.

Kiddie tax
Under the kiddie tax rules, unearned income
above $2,200 in 2019 (up from $2,100 in 2018)
is taxed using the trust and estate income tax
brackets. The kiddie tax rules apply to: (1)
those under age 18, (2) those age 18 whose
earned income doesn't exceed one-half of their
support, and (3) those ages 19 to 23 who are
full-time students and whose earned income
doesn't exceed one-half of their support.

Standard deduction

2018 2019

Single $12,000 $12,200

HOH $18,000 $18,350

MFJ $24,000 $24,400

MFS $12,000 $12,200

Note: The additional standard deduction
amount for the blind or aged (age 65 or older)
in 2019 is $1,650 (up from $1,600 in 2018) for
single/HOH or $1,300 (the same as in 2018) for
all other filing statuses. Special rules apply if
you can be claimed as a dependent by another
taxpayer.

Alternative minimum tax (AMT)

2018 2019

Maximum AMT exemption amount

Single/HOH $70,300 $71,700

MFJ $109,400 $111,700

MFS $54,700 $55,850

Exemption phaseout threshold

Single/HOH $500,000 $510,300

MFJ $1,000,000 $1,020,600

MFS $500,000 $510,300

26% rate on AMTI* up to this amount, 28%
rate on AMTI above this amount

MFS $95,550 $97,400

All others $191,100 $194,800

*Alternative minimum taxable income
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Reviewing Your Estate Plan
An estate plan is a map that explains how you
want your personal and financial affairs to be
handled in the event of your incapacity or
death. Due to its importance and because
circumstances change over time, you should
periodically review your estate plan and update
it as needed.

When should you review your estate
plan?
Reviewing your estate plan will alert you to any
changes that need to be addressed. For
example, you may need to make changes to
your plan to ensure it meets all of your goals, or
when an executor, trustee, or guardian can no
longer serve in that capacity. Although there's
no hard-and-fast rule about when you should
review your estate plan, you'll probably want to
do a quick review each year, because changes
in the economy and in the tax code often occur
on a yearly basis. Every five years, do a more
thorough review.

You should also review your estate plan
immediately after a major life event or change
in your circumstances. Events that should
trigger a review include:

• There has been a change in your marital
status (many states have laws that revoke
part or all of your will if you marry or get
divorced) or that of your children or
grandchildren.

• There has been an addition to your family
through birth, adoption, or marriage
(stepchildren).

• Your spouse or a family member has died,
has become ill, or is incapacitated.

• Your spouse, your parents, or another family
member has become dependent on you.

• There has been a substantial change in the
value of your assets or in your plans for their
use.

• You have received a sizable inheritance or
gift.

• Your income level or requirements have
changed.

• You are retiring.
• You have made (or are considering making) a

change to any part of your estate plan.

Some things to review
Here are some things to consider while doing a
periodic review of your estate plan:

• Who are your family members and friends?
What is your relationship with them? What
are their circumstances in life? Do any have
special needs?

• Do you have a valid will? Does it reflect your
current goals and objectives about who
receives what after you die? Is your choice of
an executor or a guardian for your minor
children still appropriate?

• In the event you become incapacitated, do
you have a living will, durable power of
attorney for health care, or Do Not
Resuscitate order to manage medical
decisions?

• In the event you become incapacitated, do
you have a living trust or durable power of
attorney to manage your property?

• What property do you own and how is it titled
(e.g., outright or jointly with right of
survivorship)? Property owned jointly with
right of survivorship passes automatically to
the surviving owner(s) at your death.

• Have you reviewed your beneficiary
designations for your retirement plans and life
insurance policies? These types of property
pass automatically to the designated
beneficiaries at your death.

• Do you have any trusts, living or
testamentary? Property held in trust passes
to beneficiaries according to the terms of the
trust. There are up-front costs and often
ongoing expenses associated with the
creation and maintenance of trusts.

• Do you plan to make any lifetime gifts to
family members or friends?

• Do you have any plans for charitable gifts or
bequests?

• If you own or co-own a business, have
provisions been made to transfer your
business interest? Is there a buy-sell
agreement with adequate funding? Would
lifetime gifts be appropriate?

• Do you own sufficient life insurance to meet
your needs at death? Have those needs been
evaluated?

• Have you considered the impact of gift,
estate, generation-skipping, and income
taxes, both federal and state?

This is just a brief overview of some ideas for a
periodic review of your estate plan. Each
person's situation is unique. An estate planning
attorney may be able to assist you with this
process.

An estate plan should be
reviewed periodically,
especially after a major life
event. Here are some ideas
about when to review your
estate plan and some things
to review when you do.
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Should I cut the cord on cable?
In the last few years, it's
become common for
consumers to ditch cable
television in favor of streaming
services and devices. Many

affordable streaming options are available,
making it easier for consumers to give up cable
without necessarily sacrificing their favorite
shows. But there are some drawbacks to
relying exclusively on streaming services for
television viewing. Consider the following
before you decide to cut the cord.

The most obvious benefit of cutting cable is the
money you'll likely save each month. Compare
what you spend on your monthly bill to how
much of your cable subscription you actually
use. Are you regularly watching all the channels
you pay for, or do you watch only a few of
them? Are the channels you watch worth what
you pay each month? If not, it might make
sense to cancel cable and switch to an
alternative entertainment source.

You may decide to replace cable with a
streaming service or device. In addition to being
less expensive than cable, most services are
user-friendly. You won't need to flip through
hundreds of channels to find your favorite

shows, and as long as you have an Internet
connection, you can view them on the go on
your cell phone or tablet. Plus, streaming
services typically let you stop and start month
to month without termination fees.

But depending on your viewing preferences, a
streaming service might not be the right option
for you. There is often a delay in the online
release of many television shows, which can be
frustrating for dedicated viewers. And if you're a
sports fan, you might be disappointed to learn
that you won't have access to live sports
coverage through most streaming services.
Comprehensive sports packages are offered by
some services, but they can be expensive and
are not available in all regions.

Another disadvantage of switching to streaming
is that you may need to subscribe to multiple
packages or invest in special streaming devices
to access the programs you want. You might
also consider the cost of high-speed Internet —
you won't be able to stream without a relatively
fast Internet connection. Between multiple
subscriptions and reliable Internet, the cost of
streaming can add up quickly. Be sure to
compare prices and take advantage of any
free-trial offers.

How can I protect my personal and financial information
from credit fraud and identity theft?
In today's digital world,
massive computer hacks and
data breaches are common
occurrences. And chances

are, your personal or financial information is
now susceptible to being used for credit fraud
or identity theft. If you discover that you are the
victim of either of these crimes, you should
consider placing a credit freeze or fraud alert on
your credit report to protect yourself.

A credit freeze prevents new credit and
accounts from being opened in your name.
Once you obtain a credit freeze, creditors won't
be allowed to access your credit report and
therefore cannot offer new credit. This helps
prevent identity thieves from applying for credit
or opening fraudulent accounts in your name.

To place a credit freeze on your credit report,
you must contact each credit reporting agency
separately either by phone or by filling out an
online form. Keep in mind that a credit freeze is
permanent and stays on your credit report until
you unfreeze it. This is important, because if
you want to apply for credit with a new financial
institution in the future, open a new bank
account, or even apply for a job or rent an

apartment, you will need to "unlock" or "thaw"
the credit freeze with each credit reporting
agency.

A less drastic option is to place a fraud alert on
your credit report. A fraud alert requires
creditors to take extra steps to verify your
identity before extending any existing credit or
issuing new credit in your name. To request a
fraud alert, you only have to contact one of the
three major reporting agencies, and the
information will be passed along to the other
two.

Recently, as part of the Economic Growth,
Regulatory Relief and Consumer Protection Act
of 2018, Congress made several changes to
credit rules that benefit consumers. Under the
new law, consumers are now allowed to
"freeze" and "unfreeze" their credit reports free
of charge at all three of the major credit
reporting bureaus, Equifax, Experian, and
TransUnion. In addition, the law extends initial
fraud alert protection to one full year.
Previously, fraud alerts expired after 90 days
unless they were renewed.
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