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Personal Affairs Briefing 


Updated by Col Dorothy Donnelly, May 2001

AUTHORITY: Collective advice and experience from attorneys and financial planners. 

INTRODUCTION 

All military members must keep their personal affairs in order in preparation for mobilization or deployment.  Such preparations insure that members will not be impaired from performing their military duties, and will enable family members to make an orderly transition in the event of death or disability. 

The attachment to this topic is a briefing which should be an integral part of the Preventive Law and Pre-Mobilization Legal Counseling Programs. 

KWIK-NOTE: Ensure your unit members are briefed regarding keeping their personal affairs in order. 
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Personal Affairs Checklist

HOW TO GET YOUR RECORDS IN ORDER 

At one time or another, we have all said, “One of these days, I have got to get organized.” And we all know how easy it is to keep putting that day off. The usual reason is that organizing home records is such a formidable task, we just do not know where to start. But that is no longer an excuse. Here are some simple, efficient methods for classifying and storing your important documents. 

First, gather all your records together - those bursting shoe boxes, bulging envelopes, or paper bags stuffed with receipts, check stubs, and other papers. Sort your records, putting aside canceled checks, documents substantiating tax returns over three years old, expired insurance policies, closed accounts, etc. Locate such documents in a folder marked “historical records.” 

THE RECORDS YOU NEED

Here are some suggestions on what files to set up and what to fill them with. 

Personal Data 

The following information should be maintained in the event of your disability or to assist your executor.  Currently the Retired Officers Association maintains a downloadable file which easily permits the recording of necessary data.  The site is http://www.troa.org/Publications/Download/WorkbookWord.doc. 

1. Date and place of birth and certified copy of birth certificates of you, your spouse and children; 

2. Social security numbers of your spouse, children and other dependents (you should obtain social security numbers for all of your children); 

3. Permanent home address, including a chronological list of your places of residence including dates you resided there; 

4. Date and place of any adoption, adoption papers and/or legal guardianship records; 

5. Certified copy of any court order giving you legal custody of any children from a previous marriage; 

6. Date and place of your current marriage, and a certified copy of marriage license or certificate; 

7. Information on your previous marriage(s), such as name and current address of former spouse(s), the date and method of termination of the former marriage(s) (i.e., divorce, annulment, death), divorce or annulment judgments, orders, decrees or agreements along with documents related to spousal and child support, or death certificates of former spouse(s); 

8. Copies of your divorce or annulment decrees from prior marriage(s) of your present spouse along with documents related to spousal and child support; 

9. Name, address, and telephone numbers of places where unmarried children, including adopted or stepchildren, are enrolled in a full-time course of instruction if they are over the age of 18 but under age of 23 years; 

10. Statement from licensed doctor or medical officer for dependent children over 21 years of age who are mentally or physically disabled, including the period of disability and that such dependents are not capable of self-support as the result of their illness or injury; 

11. For illegitimate children, copy of a court order that you are the natural parent, and a copy of the court decision that you contribute to the child’s support, or a written admission of parentage by you if there was no court order; 

12. Naturalization and citizenship papers for you and your parents for those of you who were born outside the U.S.; 

13. Full names, places and dates of birth of your parents; 

14. Family health records to include records of vaccinations, operations, significant medical conditions, and past illnesses or injuries with names and addresses of doctors and hospitals, receipts and bills for healthcare providers, prescription drugs and medical appliances currently used; and 

15. Address of your registrar of voters so you can arrange for absentee ballots. 

This information will be necessary to claim many of the benefits to which you are entitled. 

Bank Accounts 

For all your checking accounts, savings accounts, credit union accounts, certificates of deposit, and IRAs, prepare a list to include: 

1. Name, address, and telephone number of the institution where they are located; 

2. Account or certificate number; 

3. Interest rate, principal, and maturity date of time deposits; 

4. Current balances; and 

5. Location of bankbook, passbook, certificates, and all statements received from the institution. Save canceled passbooks. 

Keep an updated list of your bank accounts so that your heirs may claim moneys to which they are legally entitled. In most states, inactive accounts will be closed, and the money in them will be transferred to the state for its general use. The internet now affords a ready research tool to locate such accounts.  Access to such state records can often be made through your state’s webpage.  For example, see www.state.nj.us.  Substitute your state’s abbreviation for “nj.”

Securities 

Make a list for all securities, including stocks, bonds (municipal, corporate, U.S. Savings), mutual funds, and money market accounts, with: 

1. Name, address, and phone number of the institution where the securities are located, including that of your broker or account representative; 

2. Account number; 

3. Number of shares; 

4. Title of security (e.g. General Motors stock); 

5. Serial number; 

6. Dates bought, gross price paid, and commissions; 

7. Dates sold, gross price received, commissions, and net proceeds; 

8. Where the transaction papers are located; 

9. Certificates or statements of the account; 

10. Date on which interest or dividends are paid; and 

11. All other expenses incurred in managing your investments. 

Actual certificates or bonds should be kept in a safe or secure place. Many people leave these with their broker or account representative who holds them in the name of the institution and for your benefit.  However, you should do so only do so with reputable brokers.  In such cases, make sure you are fully protected, that the broker is insured, and that a monthly statement will reflect the status of your securities. We do not advise leaving such documents with agents you deal with only over the internet.

Real Estate 

Unless otherwise indicated, keep the following records for every residence or piece of real estate you currently own: 

1. Deeds, mortgages, leases, easements (rights of way) in a safe or secure place, with copies in this file (expired leases on property you rented no longer need be kept, if they are outdated or are no longer applicable); 

2. Address of property; 

3. Date and place where deed, mortgages and easements were recorded; 

4. Register number; 

5. Names, address, and telephone number of persons in whose name the property is held; 

6. The form of ownership in which the property is held (i.e., Joint tenancy, etc.); 

7. Date property acquired; 

8. Method by which the property was acquired (i.e., purchase, gift, inheritance, etc.) 

9. Purchase price; 

10. Record of all expenses incurred in acquiring the property, such as title insurance fees, real estate brokers’ commissions, attorney’s fees and other closing costs (In most acquisitions, you will receive a closing statement from your attorney and/or any bank involved, itemizing these expenses - save this statement); 

11. Copies of title insurance policies and reports; 

12. The percentage of the price paid for the property by any co-owner(s), and the source of the funds all co-owners used to buy the property (This becomes important if one of the co-owners dies and you are seeking to save estate or inheritance taxes payable to the state or federal government by proving which co-owner paid for what part of the property when it was purchased); 

13. All encumbrances on the property, such as mortgages, liens and judgments, to include name and address of the holder of the encumbrance, the amount, and the date the encumbrance became such on the property; 

14. All documents showing encumbrances on the property as satisfied or fully paid (These documents should be recorded in the same local government office where the original encumbrance was recorded); 

15. Name, address, and telephone number of the holder of the mortgage, maturity date, original amount, balance due, monthly payment, mortgage account or loan number, and amortization or loan payment schedules; 

16. Mortgage life insurance policy, and name, address, and telephone number of insurance company, policy number, policy limits and expiration date, and annual premiums; 

17. Property insurance policy, including casualty, fire, theft, and liability, with name, address, and telephone number of insurance company, policy number, policy limits and expiration date, and annual premiums; 

18. Receipts, canceled checks and other papers showing all capital improvements to your property while you have owned it. These will increase your tax basis (cost or purchase price), so that when you sell the property, the difference between the sales price and your original purchase or acquisition price will be less, and you will be subject to less taxes on the gain or profit from the sale. Even though the exemption for the sale of residences has greatly increased, circumstances may force you to rent a property subjecting it to taxation upon sale.

19. Property tax bills paid for the last three years; 

20. Copies of appraisals; 

21. For investment or business real estate, records of the costs of managing and maintaining the property; 

22. For investment or business property, records of rental income received, mortgage income received, depreciation schedules and deductions; 

23. For investment or business property, leases and information on tenants, such as names, period of rental, expiration date, and amount of rental received; and 

24. For all property you have sold, the closing statement received from your attorney and/or bank involved showing sales price and the expenses of the sale. 

The reasons for maintaining all these records in connection with your real estate are to budget your expenses upon mobilization, to facilitate any sale, and to minimize your taxes on any profits from such sale. 

Employment Matters 

List all your employment (past or current, full-time or part-time) benefits which would pass to your survivors or which would inure to the benefit of your family if you were mobilized. Also, list the name, address, and telephone number of the person(s) at your employer, whom your family should contact. Such benefits may include: 

1. Pension or Keogh plans, to include identifying numbers and amounts, and whether the plan is vested; 

2. Profit-sharing, stock-option and deferred compensation plans, to include identifying numbers and amounts, and the terms of the plan; 

3. Statements issued to you from the employer or plan administrator showing all the above; 

4. Life and medical insurance policies for you and your dependents, to include type of insurance, policy numbers, premiums, and amount of coverage; 

5. Name, address, and telephone number of union and person to contact, date of union membership along with evidence of membership and status, and list of union benefits (You may want to arrange suspension or adjustment of dues payment upon mobilization); 

6. Business agreements to include partnership documents, agency or sales contracts, royalties or residuals, and employment contracts; and 

7. Evidence of beneficial interest in any business or joint venture. 

Keep your employer informed of your military obligations. As soon as you are alerted either through verbal or written orders, notify your employer and discuss with your employer your intention to return to work upon completion of military duty.  Do not use mobilization as an opportunity to quit your job, thinking that you want to change jobs anyway.  Circumstances of military service may make job searching while on active duty an impossible task.  

Insurance 

Other than property insurance and mortgage and employment life insurance, list and have the following handy: 

1. Include all private life, health, disability, or accident policies in this list to include ones you have privately, or through a union, religious or fraternal organization, a club, or through government or military service; 

2. Name, address, and telephone number of insurance broker, agent or other person or entity to contact for questions or claims to benefits of these policies; 

3. Keep all policies that are in force, and any old ones that may still provide further benefits. For policies that have expired or are no longer in force, write “canceled” and the date across the first page of the policy; and 

4. For each life insurance policy, include the name of the insured, type of policy (term, whole life, etc.), face value, name, address, and telephone number of insurance company, policy number, effective date, expiration date, premium payments amounts, when they are due, and how they are made (quarterly, by allotment, etc.), owner of policy, beneficiary and location of policy.

5. Include instructions to your beneficiaries to check with all banks and credit unions in case the institutions have small insurance policies for account holders.

This information will enable your family to obtain the necessary claim forms for the benefits of these policies. Your life insurance beneficiaries may wish to consult with your accountant or attorney before deciding whether the proceeds should be paid out in a lump sum or in a series of distributions if they have a choice. Include in your list any veteran’s benefits to which you are entitled, such as plot or burial allowances, and Social Security Administration death benefits. 

Review your coverage with your agent periodically. Certain premiums may be covered under the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Civil Relief Act (federal and state, if your state has one). 

As with bank accounts and securities, your beneficiaries must know which policies you have to make a claim. 

Automobiles 

1. Certificates of title, bill of sale, or lease; 

2. Make, model, year, vehicle identification number, and state of registration; 

3. Date acquired, price paid, location, and names, addresses, and telephone numbers of co-owners; 

4. Financing information to include name, address, and telephone number of lien holder and amount financed, lessor, length of payment schedule, amount and frequency payments, and coupon book; 

5. Insurance information to include name, address, and telephone number of insurance company, coverage amounts and types, effective date, expiration date, policy number, amount and frequency of premiums, and copy of the current policy; 

6. Warranties; and 

7. Tax receipts. 

Other Personal Property 

Hard Assets

For your property such as gems, precious metals, collectibles, jewelry, furs, artwork, stamps, coins, boats, recreational vehicles and appliances, etc., keep a list and have the: 

1. Type, quality, quantity, date purchased, gross price paid, commissions, and other costs of purchase; how acquired (purchase, gift, inheritance), date sold, net proceeds, location of assets, transaction slips, and evidences of ownership such as certificates of title, registration, sales receipts or bills of sale; 

2. Photographs and appraisals of these items which are valuable in substantiating casualty and theft losses for claims under your property insurance and on your income tax return. Keep appraisals current by updating them annually; 

3. Tax receipts, warranties, operating manuals and repair bills; and 

4. Name, address, and telephone number of any joint owners, percentage owned and source of funds each owner used to purchase the asset. 

Other Assets 

You should maintain a file for: 

1. Notes receivable, mortgages, or other evidence of income producing property; and 

2. Name, address, and telephone number of person or entity who owes you the money, amount, frequency of payment, interest, and when the debt is due to you. 

Taxes 

In addition to your real estate taxes discussed above, you should keep: 

1. Copies of your income tax returns filed with the federal and state government for the four previous years, including receipts, canceled checks, and diaries substantiating your deductions, depreciation, loss carry-over and other schedules, withholding and earnings statements, records of capital gains and losses, quarterly estimated tax forms, and correspondence with tax authorities. Put all older returns and their back-up documentation in a “dead storage” file; 

2. Amount of all taxes you will have to pay for the current year, and whether they are estimated or withheld; and 

3. Record the addresses of all taxing authorities, for your income taxes and property taxes. Upon mobilization, ensure that all taxes are paid to date and notify taxing authorities where further tax notices are to be sent. You may be granted an extension to pay certain taxes under the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Civil Relief Act. 

Credit Card Accounts

Set up a separate file for each account. For each account, list and keep: 

1. Names and addresses of all account holders, and specify if they are either joint accounts, or accounts on which another person(s) just has charge or user privileges; 

2. Name, address, and telephone number of bank or entity that issued the card; 

3. Type of account such as Visa, Mastercard, American Express or a store, gasoline, or telephone company card. For example, a Visa card is an example of a credit account on which you pay a finance charge on your outstanding balance each month, while American Express is an example of a charge account on which you are expected to pay the balance in full upon receipt of each statement; 

4. Card or account number; 

5. Credit limit and expiration date; 

6. Telephone number of whom to contact to report lost or stolen cards; 

7. Receipts, bills, and correspondence with the card issuer, and credit agreements; 

8. Current Annual Percentage Rate (APR); 

9. Note any cards that have “credit card life insurance” which either you have purchased or is included in your annual fee. This is insurance which the credit card company offers to automatically pay off outstanding balances upon your death; 

10. Location and number of cards issued; and 

11. Instructions for your survivors to destroy cards in your name and to have them reissued in the survivor’s name, if desired. 

Bills and Debts 

All notes, judgments, liens, credit union accounts, bills, leases, purchase contracts, installment sales contracts, and other outstanding debts that must be paid should be listed and should include: 

1. Written evidence of the debt; 

2. Name, address, and telephone number of the creditor; 

3. Total amount owed; 

4. Payment terms, including frequency and amount, interest and maturity date; 

5. All obligations that you have co-signed or guaranteed; and include name, address, and telephone number of the other debtor or the primary debtor, plus 1 through 4 above for these obligations also; and 

6. Documents relating to any bankruptcy action you filed. 

Safe Deposit Boxes 

For every box you have, include: 

1. An inventory of the contents of the box and where the inventory is located (have more than one copy and keep them in difference places with one in the box); 

2. Name, address, and telephone number of where the box is located; 

3. The number of boxes you have and the box number(s); 

4. Location and number of keys; and 

5. Name, address, telephone number and relationship to you of any person with joint access to the box. 

Joint access may fit your needs in the event you are mobilized. 

Under some states’ laws, boxes are “sealed” upon the death of one of the boxholders. Employees of the bank where your box is located daily read the obituary pages of the local newspapers and cross-check names against their boxholders. If state law provides for the sealing of boxes, upon the bank learning of your death, the box may be sealed until a representative of the state tax department meets your representative at the bank and inventories the contents of the box, or until your representative obtains a court order to open the box. Because of this practice, you should not keep your will in a safe deposit box, nor should you keep documents your family will need immediately in such a box.   If the state where your box is located seals boxes upon the death of one of the boxholders, and if you have a business which is incorporated, you should discuss with your attorney whether you should maintain your box in your corporate name rather than in your own name. If you put the box in your corporate name, you can have the person who would have joint access to the box if you held it in your own name, have joint access under your corporate name. This way, since your corporation will not “die” upon your death, the box will not be sealed and the person with joint corporate access will be able to obtain the contents of the box upon your death. 

If the state where your box is located does not seal boxes upon the death of one of the boxholders, the above advice is not pertinent, since another person with joint access to your box will have access to it upon your death. 

Business Expenses 

Maintain records to substantiate all potentially deductible or reimbursable outlays you make on your employer’s behalf each year. 

Net Worth Statement 

Annually appraise and assess your assets and liabilities, and indicate where the net worth statement is located. 

Wills, Trusts and Powers of Attorney 

For your last Will and Testament, all Living Trusts, Powers of Attorney and your Living Will (if you have one), list: 

1. The location of each document, and whom to contact to obtain the original and existing copies; 

2. The date and place it was executed; 

3. The names, addresses, and telephone numbers of the holder of your Power of Attorney, and your Will’s executor(s), trustee(s) and guardian(s), and the alternates or successors to each; and 

4. The name, address, and telephone number of your attorney and accountant. 

For any Will, Trust or Power of Attorney of another in which you are designated an executor, guardian, trustee, beneficiary, or holder of the power, list: 

1. The location of each document, and whom to contact to obtain the original and existing copies; 

2. The date and place it was executed; 

3. The name, address, and telephone number of the person who made this designation; and 

4. The name, address, and telephone number of the attorney or accountant of the person who made the designation. 

Keep originals of these documents in your safe, strongbox or that of your attorney. Keep copies in your home file. 

Clubs, Organizations and Subscriptions 

Clubs 

List the name, address, and telephone numbers of all clubs or fraternal, service or professional associations to which you belong, such as golf, tennis, health, athletic, record or video clubs, so that memberships can be canceled and unused portions of paid dues or fees may be recouped. Include any benefits of membership to which your survivors or dependents may be entitled and whom they should contact to claim them. 

Organizations 

If you hold files or other information for volunteer or business organizations, tell your spouse or personal representative where to find these files and information and to whom they should be returned. 

Subscriptions 

List the magazines and other periodicals to which you subscribe, so they may be canceled and unused portions of fees paid may be refunded. 

Military Benefits and Duties 

Include the following related to your ANG service: 

1. Discharge certificates; 

2. Your SGLI amount of coverage; 

3. Civilian employment benefits upon being mobilized; 

4. Dependent care responsibilities and executed documents reflecting these; 

5. Any rights or obligations you have under the Former Spouses’ Protection Act and Garnishment Orders; 

6. Honorary memberships; 

7. Turn-in of issue items, equipment, and ID cards; 

8. Healthcare treatment to which your family is entitled under CHAMPUS and DEERS; 

9. Benefits to which you and your family are entitled including Veterans benefits from the state and federal government, and Montgomery G.I. Benefits; 

10. Location of Powers of Attorney you have executed; 

11. If you owe a debt to the government, any applicable procedures for its waiver or remission; 

12. Your military records; 

13. The names, addresses, and telephone numbers of key persons at your base to contact for assistance, such as CBPO - Customer Service, Judge Advocate, Chaplain, and your Commander; 

14. The location of information in the form of handouts you have received from your unit to assist your family with any of the above; and 

15. Address of your local draft board, if in existence. You will need to notify them of your change of status. 

Summary – Names, Addresses and Telephone Numbers 

Even though described in the subjects to which they pertain, you should separately list this information for your: 

1. Attorney; 

2. Accountant; 

3. Investment broker or account representative; 

4. Insurance agent or broker; 

5. Employer(s); 

6. Banks where you have accounts; 

7. MPF at your base; 

8. Social Security Office; 

9. Veterans Administration; and 

10. Any other person or entity you think your survivors or family may need to contact. 

You should give this list to those to whom you have entrusted the management of your affairs, and should indicate on the list who has copies of it. 

Letter of Instructions 

If you were to be mobilized or die tomorrow, would your spouse or other family member or representative have the information needed to manage or wind up your affairs and make final arrangements on your behalf? 

Even though you have established and maintained the files that have just been discussed, and you and that person have discussed these matters, it is a good idea to summarize the important details of where to find anything that is needed, whom to contact, and what is to be done should something happen to you. This summary should be put in the form of a letter of instructions and should be updated yearly, or sooner if something in it changes. Copies should be given to the person in your family who needs it to act and to one or more of your close advisors. 

Contents of the Letter 

In the letter you can include or attach the list of names, addresses, and telephone numbers of persons to contact (See the above “SUMMARY - NAMES, ADDRESSES, AND TELEPHONE NUMBERS” section of this topic). In the first few paragraphs, consider including information that will be needed immediately after your death, such as your preference for funeral arrangements, whether you have purchased a cemetery plot, and where it and the deed or other evidence of its ownership is located, and your preference or lack of preference to make a gift of any of your body parts. 

You should also include where to find important items such as your Will, insurance policies, bank books, credit union account passbooks, other vital documents, your safe deposit box keys, strongbox keys, and the combination to your safe. 

CONCLUSION 

Admittedly, assembling and keeping these records current are not easy tasks. This takes time. The best way to approach it is to do it little-by-little and on a regular schedule over a set period of time. 

If and once you set up this inventory, and can immediately put your hands on the papers you need, you will be better prepared to claim property insurance benefits in the event of a casualty, may be able to claim once-hidden tax deductions, withstand tax audits, uncover overlooked insurance or pension benefits, expedite tax return preparation (and avoid the April 15th panic), and improve your estate, financial, and tax planning. 

Most importantly, you will have the peace of mind in knowing that your loved ones will know where everything is, and what to do about it in the event you are mobilized, or become deceased. You owe them that much. 
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