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By PhiliP Fine

Natalia Sandjian’s job often finds her
warning clients of all that lurks behind
their otherwise happy common-law rela-
tionships andnewlyblended families.The
financial planner in wealth management
at the National Bank raises red flags her
customers often don’t see in their family
situations, then recommends a course of
action or a specialist to mitigate the risks.
Take common-law relationships, for

example: while many company pension
funds and provincial tax authorities treat
them as de factomarriages, the province’s
Civil Code is another story. Sandjian finds
that most couples do not realize they lack
the same rights as married couples.
“You’d be surprised what percentage

of people in common-law relationships
don’t know that as a common-law part-
ner, they have zero legal rights,” she says.
She offers the example of one person

dying and the other expecting to have all
assets transferred.
“If they do not have a will drawn up

and one of the two common-law part-
ners passes away, a common-law partner
is not recognized by law at all,” she says,
adding that the parents or siblings of the
deceased will instead be named as heirs.
Those rules also apply to same-sex rela-
tionships; the partners have to be mar-
ried or in a civil union to have those legal
rights.
Sandjian also raises red flags for blend-

ed families. For example, let’s say a couple
has children from previous marriages.
Now remarried, each spouse wants to
leave all their money to their respective
children once both parents pass away.
Unexpected circumstances could still
occur, such as a car accident where both
spouses are killed, but the husband hap-
pens to die a few hours before the wife.
“So, 100per cent of the assetswill trans-

fer to his wife, but then that 100 per cent
transfers to her children,” Sandjian says,
noting this situation would cut the hus-
band’s children out of their inheritance.
To avoid this scenario, it’s important to

make sure your intentions are properly
communicated to the notary drawing up
the will.
Sandjian likes to get to knowher clients

to understand all the possible headwinds
they may face in the future. Death is a
crucial topic. She strongly recommends
clients meet with a notary to draw up a

will, because if a parent passes away and
there is no will, the majority of assets will
go to the children, even if they’re minors.
That canmean a surviving spouse or com-
mon-law partner who is having difficulty
paying for the family home would have
to petition the court to gain access to the
majority of the assets, which are now in
trust for these children.
Another topic Sandjian raises with cli-

ents is taxable shelters, informing them
that the tax saved when registered retire-
ment savings plans were taken out will
have to be paid back upon death, when
it is considered taxable income — unless
they specify that their RRSP is to be rolled
over to their spouse or partner.
As a financial planner, Sandjian wants

to be apprised of major life changes. A cli-
ent who has recently been divorced, for
example, should meet with her to review
such things as insurance.
“There are certain insurance policies,

once the divorce is final, that will rescind
the ex-spouse as the beneficiary,” she ex-
plains.
There are risks associated with all of

life’s phases, from marriages to divorces,
and from incapacity to death. That’s why
she asks older clients, or those with an ill-
ness, to consider drawing up amandate in
case of incapacity.
The goal of succession planning is to

manage your wealth both at macro and
micro levels. To that end, financial plan-
ners and other fiscal specialists are a bit
like maestros, conducting complex mon-
eymatters to create a perfect symphony.
“That’s our role,” she says. “To guide

clients towards all that they may have
missed while they were busy living their
lives.”
For more information on NBI Private

WealthManagement, visit nbc.ca/pwm.
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