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April brings two biggies this year, tax filing
date on the 18th and the end of certain
Social Security options on the 29th. We all
know taxes must be paid, IRA contributions
made and then we move on with
adjustments for ’16 like starting a
systematic investment plan (SIP) to pay
your IRA contributions first; increasing the
401k or 529 plan contributions or switching
to a ROTH for future tax benefits. Changes
to Social Security will take away certain
optional benefits for those 62-66 years of
age which you can read about on page
one. I’m giving a workshop about
investments that cannot go down,
regardless of market performance. (All
guarantees and protections are subject to
the claims-paying ability of the issuing
company.) They are long term, tax-deferred
accounts! How does that sound to you?
Want to learn more? Join me Wednesday,
May 4 at Culinary Concepts, 376
Hollywood Ave, Fairfield, 07006 for dinner
and a discussion. Seating is limited so
please RSVP to me ASAP!
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The Bipartisan Budget 
Act of 2015 included a 
section titled "Closure of 
Unintended Loopholes" 
that ends two Social
Security claiming
strategies that have
become increasingly
popular over the last

several years. These two strategies, known as
"file and suspend" and "restricted application"
for a spousal benefit, have often been used to
optimize Social Security income for married
couples.
If you have not yet filed for Social Security, it's
important to understand how these new rules
could affect your retirement strategy.
Depending on your age, you may still be able to
take advantage of the expiring claiming options.
The changes should not affect current Social
Security beneficiaries and do not apply to
survivor benefits.
File and suspend
Under the previous rules, an individual who had 
reached full retirement age could file for retired 
worker benefits--typically to enable a spouse to
file for spousal benefits--and then suspend his
or her benefit. By doing so, the individual would
earn delayed retirement credits (up to 8%
annually) and claim a higher worker benefit at a
later date, up to age 70. Meanwhile, his or her
spouse could be receiving spousal benefits. For
some married couples, especially those with
dual incomes, this strategy increased their total
combined lifetime benefits.
Under the new rules, which are effective as of
April 30, 2016, a worker who reaches full
retirement age can still file and suspend, but no
one can collect benefits on the worker's
earnings record during the suspension period.
This strategy effectively ends the
file-and-suspend strategy for couples and
families.
The new rules also mean that a worker cannot
later request a retroactive lump-sum payment
for the entire period during which benefits were

suspended. (This previously available claiming 
option was helpful to someone who faced a 
change of circumstances, such as a serious
illness.)
Tip: If you are age 66 or older before the new
rules take effect, you may still be able to take
advantage of the combined file-and-suspend
and spousal/dependent filing strategy.
Restricted application
Under the previous rules, a married person who 
had reached full retirement age could file a 
"restricted application" for spousal benefits after
the other spouse had filed for Social Security
worker benefits. This allowed the individual to
collect spousal benefits while earning delayed
retirement credits on his or her own work
record. In combination with the
file-and-suspend option, this enabled both
spouses to earn delayed retirement credits
while one spouse received a spousal benefit, a
type of "double dipping" that was not intended
by the original legislation.
Under the new rules, an individual eligible for 
both a spousal benefit and a worker benefit will 
be "deemed" to be filing for whichever benefit is
higher and will not be able to change from one
to the other later.
Tip: If you reached age 62 before the end of 
December 2015, you are grandfathered under 
the old rules. If your spouse has filed for Social
Security worker benefits, you can still file a
restricted application for spouse-only benefits at
full retirement age and claim your own worker
benefit at a later date.
Basic Social Security claiming options remain 
unchanged. You can file for a permanently 
reduced benefit starting at age 62, receive your
full benefit at full retirement age, or postpone
filing for benefits and earn delayed retirement
credits, up to age 70.
Although some claiming options are going 
away, plenty of planning opportunities remain, 
and you may benefit from taking the time to 
make an informed decision about when to file
for Social Security.
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Quiz: Which Birthdays Are Financial Milestones?

What is the birthday rule? 
The birthday rule may be used
by health insurers to coordinate
benefits when a dependent 
child is covered by the health 
plans of both parents and the
parents are married or living
together. The plan of the
parent whose birthday falls
earlier in the calendar year is
generally the primary plan,
providing benefits and paying
claims first, and the plan of the
other parent provides
secondary coverage. If the
parents share the same
birthday, primary coverage is
provided by the plan that has
covered one parent the
longest.
Source: National Association of
Insurance Commissioners,
naic.org

When it comes to your finances, some 
birthdays are more important than others. Take
this quiz to see if you can identify the ages that
might trigger financial changes.
Questions
1. Eligibility for Medicare coverage begins at
what age?
a. 62
b. 65
c. 66
2. A child can stay on a parent's health
insurance plan until what age?
a. 18
b. 21
c. 26
3. At this age individuals who are making 
contributions to a traditional or Roth IRA or 
an employer-sponsored retirement plan can
begin making "catch-up" contributions.
a. 50
b. 55
c. 60
d. 66
4. This age is most often associated with
drops in auto insurance premiums.
a. 18
b. 25
c. 40
d. 50
5. Individuals who have contributed enough
to Social Security to qualify for retirement
benefits become eligible to begin collecting
reduced benefits starting at what age?
a. 62
b. 65
c. 66
d. 70
6. To obtain a credit card, applicants under
this age must demonstrate an independent
ability to make account payments or have a
cosigner.
a. 16
b. 18
c. 21

Answers
1. b. 65. Medicare eligibility begins at age 65,
although people with certain conditions or
disabilities may be able to enroll at a younger
age. You'll be automatically enrolled in
Medicare when you turn 65 if you're already
receiving Social Security benefits, or you can
sign up on your own if you meet eligibility
requirements.
2. c. 26. Under the Affordable Care Act, a child
may retain his or her status as a dependent on
a parent's health insurance plan until age 26. If
your child is covered by your employer-based
plan, coverage will typically end during the
month of your child's 26th birthday. Check with
the plan or your employer to find out exactly
when coverage ends.
3. a. 50. If you're 50 or older, you may be able
to make contributions to your IRA or
employer-sponsored retirement plan above the
normal contribution limit. These "catch-up"
contributions are designed to help you make up
a retirement savings shortfall by bumping up
the amount you can save in the years leading
up to retirement. If you participate in an
employer-sponsored retirement plan, check
plan rules--not all plans allow catch-up
contributions.
4. b. 25. By age 25, drivers generally see their
premiums decrease because, statistically,
drivers younger than this age have higher
accident rates. Gaining experience and
maintaining a clean driving record should lead
to lower premiums over time. However, there's
no age when auto insurance rates automatically
drop because rates are based on many factors,
including type of vehicle and claims history, and
vary by state and insurer; each individual's
situation is unique.
5. a. 62. You can begin receiving Social 
Security retirement benefits as early as age 62.
However, your benefits will be reduced by as
much as 30% below what you would have
received if you had waited until your full
retirement age (66 to 67, depending on your
year of birth).
6. c. 21. As a result of the Credit Card Act of 
2009, credit card companies cannot issue cards
to those under age 21 unless they can show
proof that they can repay the debt themselves
or unless someone age 21 or older with the
ability to make payments cosigns the credit
card agreement.
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What's New in the World of Higher Education?

Tools for students
The Department of Education
and the Consumer Financial
Protection Bureau have
launched the "Know Before
You Owe" campaign, which
includes a standard financial
aid award letter for colleges to
use so that students can better
understand the type and
amount of aid they qualify for
and more easily compare aid
packages from different
colleges. In addition, to help
students search for and select
suitable colleges, the
Department has launched its
College Scorecard online tool
at collegescorecard.ed.gov.

Sources
1 College Board, Trends in
College Pricing 2015
2 The Institute for College 
Access and Success, Student
Debt and the Class of 2014,
October 2015
3 Federal Reserve Bank of 
New York, Quarterly Report on
Household Debt and Credit,
November 2015

If you're a parent or grandparent of a college
student or soon-to-be college student, you
might be interested to learn what's new in the
world of higher education.
Higher college costs
Total average costs for the 2015/2016 school
year increased about 3% from the previous
year: $24,061 for public colleges (in-state),
$38,855 for public colleges (out-of-state), and
$47,831 for private colleges.1

Total average costs include direct billed costs 
for tuition, fees, room, and board; and indirect
costs for books, transportation, and personal
expenses. Together, these items are officially
referred to as the "total cost of attendance."
Note that the cost figure for private colleges
cited by the College Board is an average; many
private colleges cost substantially more--over
$60,000 per year.
Higher student debt
Seven in 10 college seniors who graduated in 
2014 (the most recent year for which figures 
are available) had student loan debt, and the 
average amount was $28,950 per borrower.2
It's likely this amount will be higher for the
classes of 2015 and 2016.
Student loan debt is the only type of consumer
debt that has grown since the peak of
consumer debt in 2008; balances have eclipsed
both auto loans and credit cards, making
student loan debt the largest category of
consumer debt after mortgages. As of
September 2015, total outstanding student loan
debt was over $1.2 trillion.3

Reduced asset protection allowance 
Behind the scenes, a stealth change in the
federal government's formula for determining
financial aid eligibility has been quietly (and
negatively) impacting families everywhere. You
may not have heard of the asset protection
allowance before. But this figure, which allows
parents to shield a certain amount of their
nonretirement assets from the federal aid
formula, has been steadily declining for years,
resulting in higher expected family contributions
for families. For the 2012/2013 year, the asset
protection allowance for a 47-year-old married
parent was $43,400. Today, for the 2016/2017
year, that same asset protection allowance is
$18,300--a drop of $25,100. The result is a
$1,415 decrease in a student's aid eligibility
($25,100 x 5.64%, the federal contribution
percentage required from parent assets).
New FAFSA timeline
Beginning with the 2017/2018 school year, 
families will be able to file the government's

financial aid application, the FAFSA, as early as
October 1, 2016, rather than having to wait until
after January 1, 2017. The intent behind the
change is to better align the financial aid and
college admission timelines and to provide
families with information about aid eligibility
earlier in the process.
One result of the earlier timeline is that your 
2015 federal income tax return will do double 
duty as a reference point for your child's federal
aid eligibility--it will be the basis for the FAFSA
for both the 2016/2017 and 2017/2018 years.

School Year Tax Return 
Required

FAFSA Earliest
Submission

2016/2017 2015 January 1, 2016
2017/2018 2015 October 1, 2016
2018/2019 2016 October 1, 2017

American Opportunity Tax Credit now 
permanent
The American Opportunity Tax Credit was 
made permanent by the Protecting Americans
from Tax Hikes Act of 2015. It is a partially
refundable tax credit (meaning you may be able
to get some of the credit even if you don't owe
any tax) worth up to $2,500 per year for
qualified tuition and related expenses paid
during your child's first four years of college. To
qualify for the full credit, single filers must have
a modified adjusted gross income (MAGI) of
$80,000 or less, and joint filers must have a
MAGI of $160,000 or less. A partial credit is
available for single filers with a MAGI over
$80,000 but less than $90,000, and for joint
filers with a MAGI over $160,000 but less than
$180,000.
New REPAYE plan for federal loans
The pool of borrowers eligible for the 
government's Pay As You Earn (PAYE) plan for
student loans has been expanded as of
December 2015. The new plan, called REPAYE
(Revised Pay As You Earn), is available to all
borrowers with federal Direct Loans, regardless
of when the loans were obtained (the original
PAYE plan is available only to borrowers who
took out loans after 2007).
Under REPAYE, monthly student loan 
payments are capped at 10% of a borrower's 
discretionary income, with any remaining debt 
forgiven after 20 years of on-time payments for
undergraduate loans and 25 years of on-time
payments for graduate loans. To learn more
about REPAYE or income-driven repayment
options in general, visit the federal student aid
website at studentaid.gov.
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In December 2015, the
Federal Open Market
Committee (FOMC) raised the
federal funds target rate to a
range of 0.25% to 0.50%, the

first shift from the rock-bottom 0% to 0.25%
level where it had remained since December
2008.
The federal funds rate is the interest rate at 
which banks lend funds to each other from their
deposits at the Federal Reserve, usually
overnight, in order to meet reserve
requirements. The Fed also raised a number of
other rates related to funds moving between
Federal Reserve banks and other banks. The
Fed does not directly control consumer savings
or credit rates, but the federal funds rate serves
as a benchmark for many short-term rates,
such as savings accounts, money market
accounts, and short-term bonds.
The prime rate, which commercial banks 
charge their best customers, is typically about 
3% above the federal funds rate. Other forms of
business and consumer credit--such as
small-business loans, adjustable-rate
mortgages, auto loans, and credit cards--are
often directly linked to the prime rate. Actual

Chart: Tracking the Fed

rates can vary widely. Fixed-rate home 
mortgages and other long-term loans are 
generally not linked directly to the prime rate,
but may be indirectly affected by it
The FOMC expects economic conditions to 
"warrant only gradual increases" in the federal 
funds rate. Most Committee members projected
a target range between 0.75% and 1.75% by
the end of 2016, so you can probably expect a
series of small increases this year. Although
rising interest rates make it more expensive for
consumers to borrow, higher rates could be
good for retirees and savers who seek current
income from bank accounts, CDs, bonds, and
other fixed-interest investments.
The FDIC insures CDs and bank savings 
accounts, which generally provide a fixed rate
of return, up to $250,000 per depositor, per
insured institution. The principal value of bonds
may fluctuate with market conditions. Bonds
redeemed prior to maturity may be worth more
or less than their original cost. Investments
seeking to achieve higher yields also involve a
higher degree of risk.
Source: Federal Reserve, 2015

Although the prime rate has been closely aligned to the federal funds rate over the past 20 years,
rates on conventional 30-year fixed mortgages have followed a more independent trajectory,
generally trending downward over the period.

Source: Federal Reserve, 2016
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What is the federal funds rate?


