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Protecting Your Legacy and Peace of Mind

Full Interview
Argent Trust is proud to have been selected in the 2016 edition of “Estate Planning Experts”.  
The book’s author, Shane Smith, Esq, is an Atlanta attorney that wanted to share information 
that would help families avoid the financial and non-financial problems that frequently occur 
when estate planning issues have not been discussed fully, understood and implemented.

Shane: Today I have the good fortune 
to be interviewing Howard Safer, a 
Research Magazine ‘Hall of Fame’ 
financial advisor. Howard, what 
inspired you to become a trust officer?

Howard: Well, it really goes back five 
decades at this point. I got into financial 
services as a CPA. I got an MBA from Tulane 
and a BA from Vanderbilt. I found that in 
working with families’ finances, the families 
wanted more holistic services. It became 
apparent that they knew a lot about their 
businesses or professions but that they 
wanted to know a lot more about personal 
finance topics.  Quite often the business 
owners that would use the CPA controller 
treasurer service provider would have 
greater personal financial needs.  They 
wanted someone to coordinate their 
planning with their other advisors. Many 
understood the benefit of being provided 
service from someone that was independent 
and objective.

As I worked for certain companies and spent 
10 years as a partner in a large  regional 
CPA firm, there were lots of people in 
that same position. We began offering 
services that helped them decide how to 
handle their financial planning as their 
wealth became liquid. They would sell 
their companies and go into retirement. 
They didn’t fully understand stocks, bonds, 
various alternative investments and other 
personal finance subjects. We migrated into 
helping them in those areas and found that 
the chartered trust company was the best 
platform to provide those services.

I reached that conclusion after years of study 
of the various financial service providers.  
Many use the first level which would be 
registered representatives or brokers.  They 
work on a suitability standard for their 
clients, trying to do good for their clients, 
but also having a duty to the companies they 
work for.
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Argent Trust’s CEO Howard Safer, was 
requested to share his thoughts on the many
advantages of using trusts for the benefit of 
better estate planning results.  The author 
discovered Argent Trust’s many advantages 
of having a Tennessee Chartered fiduciary 
doing business in Atlanta, Georgia and 9 
other southern states.

Howard Safer



The next step up would be to use an RIA, 
Registered Investment Adviser. They are 
held to the fiduciary standard, that is, they’re 
supposed to be on the same side of the table 
as the client. To me, that appeared to be a 
better place to be. But as I came to know 
over time they often are only audited by the 
SEC once every 10 years, often have low 
levels of capital and aren’t always audited by
independent CPA’s.

Eventually, you discover that there’s this 
top of the pyramid called trust officers and 
trust companies that have to have significant 
capital. They have to do what’s right for the 
client all the time—the fiduciary standard. 
They get audited by the local auditors and 
either state or national charter auditors on a 
much more frequent basis. They can be sued. 
There’s no arbitration. They’re absolutely 
responsible.

Another example  to help understand the 
‘trust’ advantage is to look at what probate 
judges do when dealing with a settlement for 
an orphan, widower or a widow that don’t 
have financial expertise.  The judge will look 
to a trust officer with a trust company that 
has significant assets and can be more likely 
to provide the needed services.

S: That’s quite a journey you’ve been 
on and it all makes total and complete 
sense, you just kept moving, for lack 
of the better word, up the ladder to 
the highest way of serving the client. 
How would you define estate planning 
if a lay person were to ask you what it 
was?

H: Estate planning is one of about six 
categories of financial planning. Financial 
planning would generally include investment 
planning, income tax and risk management 
which includes insurance and protecting the 
down side. A significant category is 
retirement planning. The bulk of what’s in 
the literature deals with retirement planning 
because the bulk of our population is having 

to build their net worth from current income 
streams. Families are trying to build a pool 
of assets that will take care of them in the 
future. The question becomes what happens 
to you and your family if something happens 
to you prematurely.  Estate planning deals 
with formulating and executing smart plans 
in case of disability or death. The key is how 
do you want to distribute assets in case of 
your demise?

It used to be that estate planning would 
spend a lot of time on the minimization 
of taxes, but today that’s been lessened by 
changes in the tax laws. What has grown 
is how do you make sure that those dollars 
are used to meet the goals and objectives of 
the deceased?  How do you expect others 
to act when you can’t take care of yourself?  
Estate planning includes a review of how one 
built for their retirement years and how one 
made past investment choices.  We believe 
that the trust officer is as good as anyone 
to  coordinate an appropriate plan going 
forward.  If you’re going to pay someone for 
doing it then that trust officer is the only one 
of the three financial service categories that 
can be the fiduciary during life and upon 
death. At your demise, estate planning 
documents provide a family plan.  In my 
own estate, whatever my wife and I don’t 
spend will go to our three  daughters, 
grandchildren and charities down the road.  
The  guidelines for all that are laid out. 
Estate planning is spending time and effort 
and energy to make sure there’s a smooth 
transition based on the wishes of the senior 
generation.

S: What do you like most about 
handling estate planning cases?

H: It’s always the gratification of meeting 
client’s needs. Every client you deal with 
has their own goals and objectives. You 
start with that, you finish with that and you 
hope that you’re helping them achieve that. 
There’s almost always a chance that you 
can add value by using smart techniques. 
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The rules are so complex in building assets, 
making investment decisions and knowing 
how best to distribute assets.  Different plans 
evolve as you look at how you might spend 
moneys, use retirement plans and what you 
do with your assets.  Our goal is to blend all 
these topics together in the most tax efficient 
manner to benefit individuals, their heirs 
and charities and minimize the amount of 
dollars that are going to the government. 
That brings us great pleasure. We’re  forever 
looking to make our clients happy, keep 
them healthy, wealthy, and wise. If we put 
all those things together, then that’s the 
ultimate goal.

S: What are some of the most common 
mistakes you see clients making when 
planning their estate?

H: Well, it’s the postponement of 
addressing these issues we’ve just talked 
about. Most people will spend a lot more 
time selecting what T.V. shows they’re going 
to watch this week than paying 
attention to these financial and family 
governance type issues. They’re not easy. 
They come with a wide range of complex 
issues and difficult decisions.

For example, a lot of young couples do their 
first will and have decisions regarding 
themselves and their children. The husband 
and wife know they want to take care of 
each other but then they need to focus on 
the needs of their children. One of the issues 
is, what if there’s a common disaster? Who 
should be the guardian responsible for 
their money? You could actually hire a trust 
company.  The more difficult question is 
whose going to take care of their children. 
That is usually a much more difficult 
decision. We see documents that don’t get 
executed because of resistance to naming a 
guardian.  It’s just not easy to think through 
that process and then to convey that to 
someone and get their permission.

But if you don’t do it, then something  

happens in the common disaster, then you’re 
leaving it to the court. You’re leaving it to 
some judge to listen to different people 
argue for why they might be the better 
person. So again, you just need to have 
people address it. You can’t do it in one 
sitting. It needs some attention that may 
require multiple discussions with a number 
of family members and their advisers. 
No one adviser knows all the elements. 
Attorneys, CPAs, trust officers, and others 
may all be helpful in the couple making final 
choices.

S: So without revealing any names, 
can you tell us about a hypothetical 
estate planning client, we’ll call him 
Mr. Jones, what was the situation, and 
how did you help him?

H: We adhere to the highest level of 
attorney/CPA type confidentiality and we 
don’t even like to discuss hypotheticals 
based on the chance that someone might be 
able to put different pieces of the puzzle 
together. The help that we provide, if you 
look more holistically, is that 
every year we’re going to help a  handful 
of people analyze what’s the best type of 
distribution plan for their heirs after they’re 
gone. Should that 
distribution  be split 60/40 to their two 
children, include donations to charities or 
have assets kept in trust?  Or should they 
just split assets 50/50 and not worry about 
anything after they’re gone? Or should they 
use a dynasty trust where  each state has its 
own rules to protect 
future generations?

We also help estate planning clients think 
through who should be the executor and 
trustee. One can use a corporate fiduciary 
like Argent Trust, the company we’re 
associated with or any other qualified 
institution. Alternatively, one can use an 
individual relative or friend.  Some want to 
use a local CPAs or attorney who is willing 
to be trustee.  But individuals do have health 
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issues, do pass away, do end up sometimes 
running off to Vegas and gambling. So our 
preference is that people ought to think very 
carefully and use the corporate fiduciary 
with deep enough pockets to protect their 
family if something goes wrong.

We cover these topics and more with Mr. 
and Mrs. Jones and we make every effort to 
emphasize advantages and disadvantages of 
each choice. We work with their attorneys 
who draft the documents. We get copies 
of tax returns from CPAs. Being a CPA by 
background, we can look at and give our 
trusted second opinion as to, “Have you 
thought about X, Y, or Z? If you have a fund 
for college education, let’s make sure we’re 
doing it in the smartest way possible either 
for 
children or grandchildren.” Clients that we 
have helped with broad estate planning and 
financial planning, end up with much lower 
cost in getting those goals achieved. Almost 
everyone has a goal of providing some level 
of education for the younger generations, 
and why not do that as effectively as you 
can?

There’s no end to the array of families that 
we help. We emphasize what the families can 
do to meet their goal. We try to take care of 
the charities that they care about, and again 
to minimize the dollars that might be going 
to the government. All those are factors that 
come together for the benefit of the Jones.

S: Absolutely. Who is an ideal client 
for you?

H: Really, anyone with an estate or total 
net worth typically over the million dollar 
range is ideal for beginning the process. 
Anyone with $50,000, $200,000, $300,000 
has certain issues, and that’s worth a 
conversation. We have those conversations 
and we give people choices. It may be 
appropriate just to get some professional 
somewhere to glance at their data. But as 
you get to the seven-figure realm, you’re 

more likely to want to give more thought 
to a plan, one that would be other than just 
splitting asset.

Each state is a little bit different. Georgia’s 
taxes are different from Tennessee or New 
Jerseys or Connecticut. You have to be savvy. 
So again, at the million-dollar level, you can 
have a taxable estate in certain states.  In 
other states, you can have five million and 
not have estate taxes.

As you get beyond $5,450,000 in 2016 there 
are federal estate taxes. Facing the  federal 
estate tax creates opportunities to provide 
service.  There is a wide array of strategies 
that one can do to benefit clients and help 
them achieve their goals.

S: What is the first step in that plan if 
you are engaged?

H: I would suggest a phone conversation 
or meeting to encourage a couple to begin 
soul-searching.  In today’s environment, one 
can Google the topic, dig a little bit deeper 
and give some forethought to their goals. 
Most people Google almost everything at 
this point in time. So I think that’s very 
easy and very appropriate. Most law firms 
have sites. There is a vast array of free 
information to get some of a basis. Then 
one could go to the local bookstore. You can 
buy something inexpensive and begin to get 
more background. 

After you’ve done some self study, you can 
be more comfortable that you’re addressing 
key issues.  Determining who will be the 
guardian of your children usually would be a 
high priority. Are you going to leave monies 
in trust for children or grandchildren?  Who 
should have your power of attorney?  Who 
should coordinate your plans? All of those 
types of issues should be discussed.

The more you can think through those 
topics, the better prepared you will be 
when you meet with a professional. 
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Attorneys and CPAs are typically going to 
bill for their time on an hourly basis. Many 
investment professionals will not charge 
for an initial meeting, but again they may 
not have additional planning credentials or 
knowledge.  You will likely want to have both 
a CPA and an attorney help formulate and 
implement parts of your plan.

So every case is different, but those are 
among the choices people have. In a perfect 
world, one would address all of these issues 
well in advance of an immediate need.  More 
typically, a family hears that Aunt Jane has 
been diagnosed with serious cancer and 
everybody is concerned.  Suddenly everyone 
wants to know answers to many questions. 
In other cases the dad dies even though he 
was in good health and now nobody knows 
what to do or where to go. There is an 

endless list of events that are unfortunate 
and the better approach is to get ahead of 
the curve. You can do a lot of things that 
make it so much easier down the road. One 
important step is to consolidate many of 
the numerous investment accounts that are 
here, there, and everywhere. A 
couple might have 20 different accounts.  
Consolidating those accounts will give 
others a better handle on what resources 
are available. Once you’ve made your way 
up the financial success ladder, it makes 
sense to reevaluate.  Steps include looking at 
paying off debt, analyzing assets and making 
various changes in the investment portfolio 
for the future.  It is always important 
to periodically pull all this information 
together, take inventory, and talk to 
someone that can help.
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For a copy of the book and a complimentary 
consultation, please call 615.385.2345 or your local 

Argent Trust professional.


