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FINANCIAL MUSINGS

Gerri A Harrison CFP EA

Have you heard?

Some of you may have heard,
others have not. I headed in a
new direction | have wanted to go
for a long time— education. I am
looking to education clients and
others in all kinds of financial
areas.

I am training with an organization
called Creative Wealth Interna-
tional. I will be running “camps”
for kids, teens and women.

The Millionaires' Camp is meant
to teach individuals about money.
How to deal with it. From saving
to managing debt to becoming an
entrepreneur. Learning how to
live with and using money and
credit wisely. How to read a lease
and about real estate, how to help
those less fortunate than yourself
and how to be a financial success.

The Camps are taught using
games and an accelerated teaching
format that uses all your senses of
learning—seeing, hearing and

writing to help you remember infor-
mation better. It is not a sit down,
listen to a lecture for hours on end.

The kids’ camps are generally a
week long. The women’s camps
are meant for a weekend—Friday to
Sunday commitment.

Additionally, I am pursuing another
love. That is writing. I have cre-
ated a second website (with the
technical help of my husband)—
www.FinancesForEveryday.com.

There you will find a book and
several short reports [ have written.
Also are financial calculators and
general information about various
financial topics. All meant to help
educate people. Check back often
because I will be adding to this site
on a regular basis.

I have also started a blog for finan-
cial information to add to on a regu-
lar basis.

I will continue doing more of the

Did we have fun!

Thank you to all those who at-
tended the first annual Gerri Har-
rison Financial Services client
appreciation picnic.

I hope you all had as much fun as
I did. Iam sorry that I did not get
a chance to talk with all of you.
There were just so many.

The food was great. Big thanks to
Kathy and Gwen for making such
great salads for us. Kathy made
the marinade for the chicken. It
was her stepson Doug and hus-
band Doug who did the cooking.

If you liked the cookies—go to

Baked by Camille on the Vestal
Parkway. Warning—it can be a
dangerous place to go if you are
trying to watch your waistline.

I must say thanks to Chelsi, Jaye,
Mica and Jared for helping out
with keeping us on track.

Of course, I could not even have
begun to pull this all together
without my husband Lynn and
son Mike. Their backs certainly
paid the price.

Most of all though—it was you,
all the clients who came, ate and
stayed who made it fun. Some of
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Look, I can fly!

seminars like I did in September.
Some workshops will be free,
some not. If you have a particular
topic you would like to see, let me

know.
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My business works because
of you and people like you.
If you are happy with the
service that | provide for you
please consider referring me
to your family, friends, co-
workers and others. | am
looking to expand all areas

I will, of course, continue doing
tax preparation and small business
consulting. I think the cash and
debt management services of my
business is so important in today’s
world. And I am working on
increasing the college financial
aid portion of my business.

I am so excited and looking for-
ward to this new chapter! I hope
that I can count on you to be
along for the ride.

Look for our first camp for kids
during Christmas vacation!!

you ran into old friends and co-
workers that you have not seen in
awhile and got caught up.

We gave out over 50 gift cards for
local restaurants and retail stores
as door prizes. Hope all those that
won one remember us as you use
them.

The bounce house and decorating
your own piggy banks were a big
hit with the kids.

All in all, it was a great time. I am
sorry for those that missed it. [
hope we will see you at the 2nd
annual picnic next year!!

of my practice.

Gerri Harrison Financial Ser-
vices where you will find:

The Millionaires' Camp

www.FinancesForEveryday.com

www.GerriHarrison.com
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Some interesting websites

As a new member of AARP (no I am not 50,
but my husband just turned 50) I ran across
some interesting websites on their site that [
thought I would share.

If you are taking prescription drugs or even if
you use over-the-counter medications try the
following two websites for coupons and re-
bates: www.Optimizerx.com and
www.Internetdrugcoupons.com. These can be
used to cover your co-pay if you have pre-
scription coverage.

The following are websites for gift cards.
They are gift cards that people want to get rid
of. You can purchase them at discounts for

anywhere from 20% to 0% of face value. You

can purchase them as gifts for people or to use
for yourself.

For example, purchase a Target gift card at

15% off. You have just saved yourself 15%
when you shop at Target in addition to any other
sales they may have. The card would be good
for anything in the store.

There are cards for grocery stores, entertainment,
department and discount stores, bookstores,
pharmacies, restaurants, and just about anything
else you can name. One of the sites is an auction
site where you can bid on cards.

You can also sell gifts cards that you do not

have a use for. Some websites have a fee

for the buyer and some for the seller. Check to
make sure it is still a deal after you have paid any
applicable fees.

The websites are: www.CardAvenue.com,
www.GiftCardBuyBack.com,

www.GiftCardsAgain.com and
www.SwapAGift.com.

Should you pay extra or not?

It is a question I get asked several times a
year, if not once a month. Should I pay extra
on my mortgage to pay it off early?

Financial advisors say no you should invest
that money. Loan officers say no because you
get a tax deduction for the mortgage interest.
My answer is, it depends?

First—the tax deduction myth. If you pay
$5000 in mortgage interest and you are in the
15% tax bracket you save $750 in interest.
But—you still paid $5000 in interest. After
taxes you are still out $4250. It does not make
sense to keep a mortgage just because of the
interest deduction. You do not get that full
$5000 back.

As for taking it and investing it instead. First
question—what other debt are you
carrying? It does not make sense to
make extra payments on your mort-
gage if you are carrying credit card
debt, a car loan, or any other per-
sonal debt. This type of debt is non-
deductible interest and generally
carries a higher interest rate. So the
first step is to pay off all other debt.

Second -insure you have an adequate emer-
gency fund. You do not want to use all avail-
able cash and have to take out a home equity

loan when some emergency comes up. The

recommendation is at least three months or even

six months’ worth of living expenses in the
bank. Once you have this you can consider
whether or not you should pay extra on the
mortgage.

Now do you invest the extra money you have or
do you make extra payments on your mortgage?

Look at what rate of interest you are paying on
the mortgage and what rate of return you can

realistically earn on the investment? If you are
a conservative investor you may not earn more

on the investment than you would be paying on

the mortgage. In that case it really does not
make sense to carry the mortgage.

You need to consider how many years you have

until retirement. Will you be able to afford the

you need to get it paid off before you
can retire? If the answer is yes, then

and forgo the investment.

You also need to consider the emo-
tional effect that having a mortgage
payment has on you. Some individuals worry
constantly about a mortgage payment. They

hate having that payment hanging over them. If

that is you, then I certainly recommend paying

the extra on the mortgage and getting it paid off

mortgage payment in retirement? Do

you need to pay extra on the mortgage

FINANCIAL MUSINGS

NYS as well as other states are still reporting
record amounts of unclaimed property—in the
millions of dollars per state. There are bank
accounts, stock certificates and pension ac-
counts that have been
_ abandoned. There are
S . /- dividend checks, rebate
= checks and all types of
checks returned to the
organization as
undeliverable.
In some cases
these checks are for ten or twenty dollars. In
some cases, thousands of dollars.

Save where you can!

Go to www.unclaimed.org and look under
your name in any state that you have ever
lived in. Check in states that you have inher-
ited money from in the name of the individual
you inherited from.

as soon as you can.

If you can earn more on the investment, you
can afford the payment in retirement, and
you do not worry about the payment, it may
make more sense to invest the money and
carry the mortgage. The decision really is
more an emotional one. Maybe the thing to
do is —part and part. Invest some and pay
some extra on the mortgage.

There are two easy ways to pay extra on the
mortgage. You can make bi-weekly pay-
ments. This causes you to make an extra
payment each year Also, because you are
paying part of the interest earlier in the
month you end up with more being applied
to principal earlier. This can knock years of
a mortgage.

Your second option is to consistently add an
extra amount to each payment when you
make your monthly payment. Make sure
the bank is applying this to the principal.
With some banks you will need to write a
separate check to get them to apply it cor-
rectly. Depending on the amount of extra
payments determines how much shorter the
life of the loan.
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What if you have done all you can?

Everywhere you turn there is talk about reduc-
ing expenses. [ want to thank all those who
attending our reducing expenses seminars in
September. I hope they prove to be helpful.
But what if you have reduced your expenses
as far as you can and it is not enough?

You may be to work on increasing your in-
come. The obvious choice—get a part-time
job. They can be hard to come by right now.
Soon you will probably be able to find some-
thing for the Christmas season.

Consider instead—starting your own small
business. If you have a skill or a hobby that
you can turn into a business with little start-up
expense this might be the ideal time to try
something part-time.

You want to think services to avoid a lot of
start-up expenses. Handyman. Tutor. Web

designer. Painter. Second shift or weekend
child card provider. Lawn caretaker. Organ-
izer. Seamstress. Property manager.

What skills do you have? Print some
business cards and flyers, and maybe

use some equipment you already have.

Do not want something that long in
duration? Consider some one
shot income boosts.

Have a garage sale. To be successful be sure
to advertise. Make large, easy to read signs
with arrows pointing the way. Display mer-
chandise in a pleasing manner. Hang clothes
up. Put batteries in items to show they work.
Put like items together. Clean items that are
dusty. Put larger items near the road. Price
items so people do not have to ask. Get a
whole neighborhood to hold sales one weekend

New in the tax world!

With Congress waiting for the presidential
election to occur there has been only one ma-
jor piece of tax legislation passed this year. |
expect to see a flurry of activity before the end
of the year after the elections have passed.

For now—the mileage rates changed on Janu-
ary 1st and then again on July 1st. On January
1st business mileage went to 50 % cents per
mile and then six months later it went to 58
cents a mile.

Medical miles were at 19% cents on January
Ist and then went to 27% cents per mile on
July 1st. Charitable miles remain at 14 cents
for the entire year.

Be sure when you bring in mileage at tax time
that you have it separated for before and after
July 1Ist for the business and medical miles.

A nice new benefit for those individuals who
own houses, but are not able to itemize. You
will now be able to take a deduction for prop-
erty taxes paid.

The deduction is limited $500 for single and
$1000 for married filing joint as long as you
paid that much in taxes. Be sure to

bring in tax bills with you when you

come to get your taxes done this year

even if we have not needed them in the
past.

As always, there are
changes

Note, as of this point this deduction is only
effective for the 2008 tax year. It is nota
permanent deduction.

The housing act that Congress passed in July
also contained a tax credit for taxpayers who
are purchasing a house for the first time. The
house must be a primary residence for you
and your spouse, if applicable. The credit is
equal to $7500 ($3750 for MFS) or 10% of
the purchase price, whichever is smaller.

A first time home buyer is defined as some-
one who has had no ownership interest during
the three year period preceding the purchase
date of the house. Ifit is a married filing joint
tax return, neither spouse can have had a own-
ership interest to qualify for the credit.

The house must have been purchased after

April 9, 2008 and before July 1, 2009. If you

did purchase a residence during the 2008 tax

year be sure to bring in your statement of sale
that you received at closing. This
is the document showing all the
closing information.

g
r,
T&%m" Individuals claiming the credit are

subject to recapture rules
beginning with the second
year of ownership.
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Time to work smarter, not harder Try your hand on e-bay or one
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for better traffic.

If you do not have a good location, ask
a friend if you can have a sale at their
house. Unless we have some nice Octo-
ber days, you may need to wait until
next year.

Have just a few items to sell?

of the other online auction sites.
E-bay has detailed instructions for those new
to the auction world to assist you in creating
your listing. The key is to make sure that you
list your merchandise in the appropriate cate-
gory or no one who wants it will ever find it.

Take items to a consignment shop. You will
pay a commission to dealer, but they do all the
work. You simply need to take the items to
the store.

Effective for the 2008 tax year

Couple of other quick issues—

If you have not filed your 2007 tax return you
need to do so by October 15th. Not only is your
extension up on that date, but if you do not file
by October 15th you lose the right to receive a
stimulus rebate check.

If you know of anyone who normally does not
file a tax return because their income is too low,
they may be eligible for a stimulus payment.
Those receiving social security and some types
of disability payments are eligible even though
that income is not taxable. Think parents or
grandparents.

If you know someone who has a question as to
eligibility have them give me a call. If you
know someone who needs a stimulus return
done I am charging $20 to do the return. Call
and schedule an appointment before October
15th.

And finally—there was a tax bill passed earlier
this year regarding individuals who are suffer-
ing from foreclosure due to subprime problems.
If you are involved in a foreclosure, please con-
tact the office for an appointment. We can sit
down and review the tax implications with you.
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Miscommunication can lead to negative consequences!

56% of husbands said that they are the pri-
mary financial decision makers in the family.
Only 20% of the wives agree. 61% of women
believe the decisions were made jointly while
only 42% of men reported this to be true.

It does not matter who is really in charge.
What matters is the fact that many couples are
not communicating at all or are miscommuni-
cating.

What happens if spouses are not communicat-
ing and the one handling the finances suddenly
passes away? You have a grieving spouse
who must also contend with not knowing
where information is kept, what the financial
situation is, maybe not who the financial advi-
SOrs are.

Bills can be left unpaid if the spouse is un-
aware of them. Checking accounts can be
overdrawn due to automatic transfers the
spouse is unaware of. Accounts go to state
unclaimed departments since no one knows
they exists. Death benefits go uncollected.

Take a situation not even as life changing as a
death. What if you and your spouse have
different ideas about what retirement is about?

You are ready to take that cruise to Hawaii,
that trip to Europe, and do all the traveling you
have never had time to do. Meanwhile your
spouse is ready for some quiet time at home,
maybe hitting the golf course, puttering
around in his workshop, and just spending

time at home. What happens when you do
retire?

If you and your spouse are not com- .
municating during the accumulation
phase of retirement it may mean
that assets are not properly allo-
cated.

=

You could be overweighed in
certain classes and under-
weighted in others. You may
not be saving enough for the type of retire-
ment that you are each envisioning.

Pick a time. Spend a couple of hours every
Tuesday night or Sunday afternoon discussing
finances. Even if one of you handles all the
day to day activity be sure to let the other
know what is going on. Ideally you would
switch back and forth between who is han-
dling the finances. Or divide the jobs in half
and switch every three or six months.

Both partners should know who the primary
advisors are. Who are the family attorney,
accountant, financial advisor and insurance
agent? Have a list with names, addresses and
telephone numbers. Make sure you both know
where that list is.

Discuss what financial investments you have.
Which retirement payments will continue if
one of you should pass away? What are your
philosophies about investing? Why are you
choosing these particular investments? What

Are you up to a challenge?

Regardless of your thoughts about the war— I
hope you believe that we should support the
soldiers. I recently ran across some places
that you can help assist the troops in a variety
of ways.

mum of 1500 stamps. So—if all my clients
bring me 1500 stamps, I will match it with
another 1500. If you would like to send
stamps directly mail them to: Stamps 4 Sol-
diers PO Box 602 Harrisburg IL

Do not let fights over money
spin out of control!

[ 62946,

I am putting out a challenge. [ |

Soldiers are not able to call home for

Non-profit organizations have tons of & 8 /} 9\ free, This means that they do not call
stuff ready to ship, but do not have /&8 3& w3 home or run up high phone bills that
the funds to be able pay the postage S

they cannot afford to pay. If you are
willing to help provide pre-paid phone
cards for the troops go to
www.cellphonesforsoliders.com.

1
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Please help!

to ship it. So—here is my challenge:

For every stamp that you bring into
my office between now and April 1st I will
match it with a stamp of my own. For a maxi-

If you are willing to write a solider who does

do you need to do in terms of investing to get
where you want to go? Make sure

_ you both know where information is
, kept and how to read the information

2

Review your current debt situation.
< What loans do you have? Create a
< | list with the name of the debtor,
- amount of the debt, current inter-
est rate, monthly payment and
how the payment gets made
(online, automatic withdrawal,
paper check). Update periodically as informa-
tion changes.

Part of your weekly discussion should be how
to pay down debt. You also need to discuss
any new debt before taking it on.

Make sure both of you know what expenses
occur on a monthly, quarterly or annual basis.
How are each of these expenses paid (online,
automatic withdrawal, paper check)? Income
should be shared by each partner.

Other information as it arises should be dis-
cussed. Create a spending plan for everyday
income and expenses. Discuss major pur-
chases and plan for them. Review investments
and insurance policies. Make sure to have
current wills and estate plans.

Good communication will reduce stress. It
will help ward off money fights. Involve your
kids to get them on board with the plan too.

not receive mail regularly go online to
www.operationmilitarysupport.com.

If you have books, magazines or CDs go to
www.booksforsoliders.com to match your
donations to a soldier’s favorite.

Soldiers need thousands of personal care
items. Go to www.anysolider.com, click
“where to send” and choose a soldier. See
what he needs and send it.

As we approach the holidays and think about
how thankful we are for the family members
around us, try to remember those who will be
missing family members. Maybe you can
make their life a little easier.
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FSAN should you use one?

I often hear individuals saying that they do not
want to put money into the flexible spending
account or FSA at work because of the “use it
or lose it”. You may very well come out
ahead of the game even if you end up losing a
couple of hundred dollars.

For those of you that do not know—

A flexible spending account allows an em-
ployee to have money withdrawn from their
paycheck and put into a special account called
a FSA. The employee will generally deter-
mine in November how much to start having
withdrawn each paycheck in January. He does
not have the option of changing this amount
during the year.

The money that is withheld and put into the
FSA is not taxable for income tax purposes.
Say an employee normally has gross wages of
$1000 per week and puts $100 per paycheck
into an FSA. He will only pay federal and
state income taxes on $900.

That $100 per week times 52 weeks equals
$5200 per year. $5200 per year in the 15%
federal bracket and 7% NYS bracket would
mean a tax savings of $1144.

The employee can pay dependent care and
qualified medical expenses from this FSA. He
would pay the expenses as normal.

Receipts are then submitted to the 1/_\
third party administrator of the plan S
and reimbursement given to the
employee.

(v

The result is that the taxpayer/
employee has paid nondeduct-
ible medical expenses with non
-taxable dollars. With the de-
pendent care expenses you are allowed to pay
up to $5000 of expenses. This is more than
the $3000 you are allowed on a tax return.

So—you put $5200 or whatever amount works
for you in the account for the year. The way
that the FSA works, if you do not use the
money by December 31st you lose it.

A recent ruling does allow you until March
15th to use the previous years’ money. To be
able to do this your company’s plan must have
adopted the new regulations. Check with your
employer to see if your company has adopted
this extended date.

If your end date is December 31st and you

Do not give out personal information!

IRS is issuing warnings that scams are hap-
pening regarding the stimulus rebate checks
and other tax refunds. Taxpayers are receiving
phone calls, emails and letters requesting so-
cial security numbers and bank account infor-
mation to be able to direct deposit checks into
individual taxpayer’s bank accounts.

If you did not request direct deposit when you
originally filed your tax return, you cannot
change your mind later. If you receive an
offer to change to direct deposit- it is a scam.
Do not respond.

Please forward the email or letter to the
IRS (follow procedures found at
www.irs.gov) or forward to me. I will in
turn forward it to IRS.

IRS never communicates by
email. They consider it an
unsecure form of communica-
tion.

They will only communicate by telephone

Keep this number very safe!

after initial contact has been made through the
mail. If you receive a phone call with no prior
letter from the IRS, hang up. If you want, you
can give them my name and telephone number
and tell them to call me.

Under no circumstances give your social secu-
rity number over the telephone. IRS already
has this number. They will never need to ask
you for it.

This is true with anyone calling. There is no
reason that anyone calling you should be
- asking for your social security number,

%g any other identifying information.

¢ Ifthe caller is claiming that they are some-
one who you do business with, that infor-
mation should already be avail-
able to them.

If you are not sure, tell the individual you will
need to call them back. Find a statement or
bill for that company. Call the telephone num-

Cute, but expensive!
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have spent $4900, you would lose the remain-
ing $300. But you need to think about the fact
that you still saved $1144 or more in
taxes. The net savings would work
out to be $844; you still come out
ahead.

If losing money is preventing you

from participating in a FSA, con-
sider putting something in the
account to get some benefit.

Figure out what you normally spend monthly
prescriptions. What do you pay for co-pays to
specialists you know you see every year?
Factor in an amount for dental check-ups and
eye exams. What other medical expenses do
you know that you will have?

For day care expenses, determine what your
regular, after school care expenses will be. If
you can, factor in an amount for summer and
vacation care.

Even if you are low in your amounts and do
not cover 100% of your costs, at least you will
have some of your costs covered. Saving
taxes on $2000 or $3000 worth of expenses is
certainly better than not saving anything at all.

ber listed on the statement. Do not call the
telephone number given by the person on the
phone; it will be a bogus number too.

If you receive an email that looks like a com-
pany you do business with, do not click on the
link. Instead type in the URL or find it in your
favorites. Too often those links lead to web-
sites that look official, but have nothing to do
with the actual company. If you enter pass-
word or credit card information on these bogus
sites, the wrong individuals now have access
to your real account or your card information.

Be especially vigilant with your children. So
many are on the social networks Facebook and
My Space. They really have no clue who they
are talking with. Yet they are telling these
“friends” where they live, where they go to
school, what their phone number is and more.
Make sure your child is protected. The preda-
tors are out there. Do not let your child be-
come one of the statistics.
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Relax, Gerri is here to help

1 hope you are enjoying Financial Musings. Please feel free
to pass it onto a family member or friend. Or if you want
give me a call with their names and addresses and I will add
them to my mailing list to receive their own copy.

Gerri Harrison Financial Services provides financial and
tax preparation services to individuals and small businesses.
“I want to be part of the family. There for the good and the
bad. Everyone has a job and purpose in the family. My job
is to assist you in achieving your financial dreams and aspi-
rations as well as meeting your financial obligations and
concerns. [ want to be there to pack your child off to college
or pack you off to retirement. I want to be there through the
christenings, weddings, illnesses and deaths. Whenever
there is a financial matter you have a question about I want
the first thing you think of to be “Gerri will know how to

handle it.”.
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Where is it all going?

With gas and food prices skyrocketing it might
seem like all your money is going to pay basic
expenses. In fact if you take the year and
divide it in to days based on your expenses the
average person works just 30 days a year to
pay for food expenses for the entire year. That
is 8.2% of your working hours.

Transportation expenses account for another
30 days of work which is just 8.2%. So gaso-
line and food prices combined are 60 days
worth of work or 16.4% of your hours worked.

All other household expenses—mortgage,
furniture, insurance, utilities,
and repairs and maintenance
takes another 496 hours or 62
days. This represents 17% of
your working hours.

Currently health and medical
expenses represent 14.2% of
your working hours. This is
52 days of hard labor.

We get to work 13 days (3.6%) for clothing
and accessories’ expenses. Recreation costs
come in at 22 days or 6% of our working
hours. Miscellaneous expenses represent a
total of 36 days or 9.9% of our time.

Where is the biggest chunk of our time spent?
The first 80 days that you work each year are
for the federal government. The amount
earned in that 80 days pays your federal in-
come taxes and social security taxes. That is
21.9% of a working year.

State and local taxes on average account for
another 41 days or 11.2%. Obviously
here in New York our percentage is
actually a higher number since our taxes
are among the highest in the country.

That means at least 121 days, or fully
33% of a working year, are spent work-
ing for the federal and state govern-
ment.

I think we all agree that govern-

Shaking out every penny they can get

ment needs to collect taxes for the roads, edu-
cation, defense, and assistance to the needy.
There are all programs that we believe that the
government should be collecting taxes for and
should be running as efficiency as possible.

But what about the $1200 hammer, $4000
toilet or the $6000 shower curtain? What
about the hundreds of computers, cars and
other equipment that the government cannot
find that belong in their inventory? If you
think this is not affecting you, think again.

Every year until May 1st you are working for
the government. And it is not enough. The
government is running with record deficits
right now. Meanwhile you are not able to
fully fund your own retirement. You have
trouble saving for your children’s college
education. Social Security is in jeopardy.
Health care is an issue. You may even be
having trouble making ends meet and be over-
extending yourself with credit cards. Where
and when is it going to end?




