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When it comes to our estates, Canadians are 
typically not the best planners. Less than 40 per 
cent of high net worth individuals have a 
prepared will and nearly 80 per cent of those 
wills aren’t up-to-date.

Mark Halpern, a certified financial planner 
and trust and estate practitioner suggests it’s a 
reflection of our busy lives and our reluctance to 
talk about death that many of us are not well-
prepared or well-educated. “Everyone is so busy 
taking care of other things and other people, 
they usually don’t spend enough time planning 
for themselves and their families,” he says.

Typically money from an estate can have 
three possible destinations as beneficiaries and 
each of us can only pick two of those.  “The 
choices are family, charity and the Canadian 
Revenue Agency (CRA).  Most people will pick 
family and charity,” says Mr. Halpern of the 
three choices.  “Unknown to most Canadians, 
upon the death of a husband and wife, the CRA 
can collect upwards of 50% of their assets if no 
planning is in place.”

If you want to ensure the wealth you’ve 
accumulated over a lifetime is distributed 
according to your wishes, it’s important to plan 
ahead.

Many of us will have a significant portion of 
our estate tied up in RRSPs (registered 
retirement savings plans) or RRIFs (registered 
retirement income funds). They can be 
transferred to a spouse or dependent child, tax-
free. But on the death of the surviving spouse, 
Mr. Halpern explains, all money in these plans is 
considered income and is taxed at almost 50 per 
cent. 

But there is a way to avoid some of these 
taxes—and support causes and organizations 
important to you and your community at the 
same time.

If you’ve been proactive in your estate 
planning and have crystalized your retirement 
income needs, “it would be a wonderful idea to 
make the charity the beneficiary of all or some of 
your retirement funds, especially if by doing so 
you are saving taxes” Mr. Halpern says.  Planning, 
he stresses, is the key.

For example, you could leave your non-
registered assets, real estate and insurance 
monies to your children and registered funds to 
a charity of your choice.

“If you’ve done your planning and allocated 
money for your kids elsewhere, making a charity 
the beneficiary of your registered funds would 
result in your estate receiving a significant tax 
receipt for that donation and offsetting any 
other taxes owed,” Mr. Halpern says.  

You could also use your registered assets to 
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make a charitable donation now—and avoid 
paying some of the income tax on monies 
withdrawn from these plans later.

“If your net worth is high, most people will 
only be taking out the minimum required by the 
government, which means your tax bill is only 
going to continue to accumulate,” Mr. Halpern 
explains.

“Why not take out some of the money now 
and give it to charity? Now, that withdrawal 
becomes tax neutral because you’re giving it to 
charity and you get a tax receipt for the entire 
donation.” 

Or you could take out a life insurance policy 
using the after-tax amount withdrawn from 
your RRIF—and designate the beneficiaries as 
family and a chosen charity. 

“Half of the proceeds can go to charity and 
offset the taxes owing on your RRIF and the 
other half can go to your family,” Mr. Halpern 
explains.  The result is that your family ends up 
with more money in the end had you not made 
the charitable beneficiary and, more importantly, 
you are remembered for leaving a large donation 
to your favourite charity instead of a large tax 
payment to the government.    

Barb Steele, a Newmarket-based certified 
financial planner, money coach and registered 
retirement counsellor, says the best way to 
preserve and transfer wealth, with little tax 
impact, is via permanent life insurance. 
“Charitable givings via life insurance is very tax 
efficient and a win/win for everyone,” she says. 
“I don’t know why more benefactors are not 
using this vehicle.” 

Insurance has always been used by wealthy 
families, she says, but is available to everyone. 
“There is no better time than now to be using 
this vehicle as a means of wealth preservation, 
wealth creation and wealth transfer. It is just 
another form of risk-free diversification and 
should be built into every portfolio.”

Consult a certified financial or estate-planning 
specialist today to find the best options for you 
and your family.

For more information on how to include 
Southlake Foundation in your estate 
planning, contact Kate Turoczi at 
kturoczi@southlakeregional.org or 
905-836-7333, ext. 5118.


