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Living Wills

In conversations with clients about their estate plans, we often discuss the importance of having current wills and trust arrangements in place to ensure their intentions are clearly understood by both their family and the courts. Given the drawn-out battle that has embroiled the family of Terri Schiavo in recent weeks I’ll certainly be putting additional emphasis on the benefits of a “Living Will” from now on. 
Also called an advanced or personal directive, a Living Will contains your written instructions about the level of medical treatment you want to receive in the event you lose the capacity to make those decisions on your own. An accompanying document called a durable power of attorney for medical care allows you to appoint someone to make medical-care decisions on your behalf if you are unable to do so. Although you can appoint just about anyone, an obvious choice would be someone you trust who will be a strong advocate on behalf of your wishes. 

Legal recognition of these documents varies across Canada so you should discuss such arrangements with a lawyer who is familiar with your personal circumstances as well as the law in your province of residence. 

You should also talk to your family and clergy about your decisions, and ask them to support the person who will have durable power of attorney for your health care. Discuss your wishes with your family physician while you are still in good health, and ask them to place copies in your medical file. 
A living will can spare family members the anguish of having to make difficult decisions and help them come to terms with your wishes. It's certainly not easy to talk about your own mortality, but to avoid any doubt about your intentions, written instructions are an absolute must.
Foreign Content changes

In case you hadn't heard, the recent budget contained some good news for investors looking for complete flexibility when making decisions about their RRSPs. As Canada accounts for only 3% of the world's market capitalization, the proposed elimination of the 30% foreign content limit within registered plans gives you greater choice when it comes to diversifying your investments to meet your unique objectives. Although the limits were originally put in place over 30 years ago to help promote Canadian equity markets, government obviously feels they have now evolved to a point where they can compete and succeed on a global basis.

Because appropriate diversification is known to provide more predictable results, it's important to review your investment strategy in light of these changes to ensure your accounts contain a healthy balance of asset types in a variety of sectors and countries to avoid unnecessary volatility. For example, Canadians are currently devoting 75% of their assets to three of the ten sectors available in the Canadian marketplace (materials, financials and especially energy). This may prove to be a risky level of concentration as one only has to recall Nortel's temporary dominance of the Canadian market to find a dangerous example of under-diversification and disappointing results. There's no doubt that Canadian equities have done very well over the last couple years and the Canadian dollar continues to gain strength, but investors should always avoid the temptation to have "too many eggs in too few baskets". If you'd like to discuss how your strategy may be affected by these changes over the near and long term, please give me a call.

Coercive Tied Selling

In the past I've heard from a number of people who feel they've been the victim of "tied selling" so I thought I'd provide some clarification. Tied selling often occurs when an over enthusiastic employee of a lending institution suggests they can provide favorable terms when a customer transfers "supporting business" to the institution such as a mortgage, savings accounts, RRSPs or non-registered investments.

As noted on most bank websites, "Section 459.1 of the Bank Act prohibits banks from practicing coercive tied selling. More specifically, it is against the law for a bank to impose undue pressure on, or coerce, a person to obtain a product or service from a particular person, including the bank and any of its affiliates, as a condition for obtaining another product or service from the bank." 

For example, your bank's mortgage specialist tells you that you qualify for a home mortgage but you are also told that the bank will approve your mortgage only if you transfer your investments to the bank or its affiliates. You want the mortgage, but you do not want to move your investments. This type of practice is against the law. If you qualify for a product, a banking representative is not allowed to excessively pressure you to buy another unwanted product or service as a condition of obtaining the product you want.  If you've experienced such tactics, you may wish to have a look at the institutions website or call their ombudsman for additional information.

Are we missing something?

In our continuing effort to exceed your planning and service expectations, I encourage you to complete or update our Client Survey and Investor Profile available on our website or receive a copy of each by simply giving us a call. Although we continuously review our procedure and service standards for improvement, often the best ideas come from your suggestions. So if there's something you need, please let us know. We'll do our best to make sure you're looked after.

Call anytime,
Stephen
