What To Do When Someone Dies in King or Snohomish County
The death of a family member, friend, or loved one is a traumatic experience.  Although we cannot heal your pain, we can help you settle the affairs of the deceased in an efficient and compassionate manner.

We have been assisting our community to deal with death for almost 50 years.  Based upon our experience and knowledge we can help you take care of the deceased’s affairs, protect the family, and assert the interests of heirs or beneficiaries.

The following is a brief outline of important information that may help you through this difficult time.  If you have questions, concerns, or need help please call us at (425) 776‑3191.

INITIAL SERVICES


Payment for Funeral Services: Did the deceased have a prepaid funeral or cremation plan?  If not, then someone will need to pay for the services.  The reasonable costs of the services will be reimbursed by the deceased’s Estate, if there are sufficient funds.  If there are insufficient funds, then the person who signed the contract for services will be responsible for the payment.

Notice of Funeral Services:  Contact family and friends, provide notice of location, date and time of services.  Will there be invitations, speakers, photos or personal history gallery?  If so, engage family members to assist in planning and preparing for the services. 


Obituary:  A notice of death is generally published in the local paper.  If, however, you desire to have an obituary published, you should draft and submit to your local paper a typewritten statement setting forth the relevant information about the deceased.  This information may include family members, activities, organizations and suggestions for remembrances, etc.

Death Certificates:  Order certified copies of death certificates from the funeral director. If you are not dealing with a funeral director, contact the Vital Statistics Department in the county of the death.  Generally five to ten certified copies are sufficient.  The certified copies will be necessary for dealing with insurance companies, banks, financial institutions or the court.  If necessary, more certified copies may be purchased from the County.


Property:  Secure the deceased’s residence and personal property.  The spouse or person to be appointed as personal representative must secure, account for, and marshall the assets of the decedent.  Generally, personal property should not be distributed until the decedent’s Estate is properly administered.  The people receiving items should sign receipts acknowledging receipt of the property.   

PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS OF ADMINISTRATION


The following is a brief list of actions the Personal Representative or person administering the Estate should take.  It is not an exhaustive list.  There are many other aspects which may need to be addressed by the person taking action.


Social Security:  Cancel the decedent’s Social Security payment and check for survivor’s benefits.  Contact the local Social Security Administration office online at www.ssa.gov/seattle. Depending on when the decedent died the most recent Social Security payment may need to be refunded.


Veterans’ Affairs:  Are there any benefits available?  Contact your local Veterans’ Affairs office at www.va.gov/seattleva.


Credit Cards:  Cancel credit cards and check for death insurance.  Provide notice to the credit card companies of the death of the cardholder and the need for them to file a creditor’s claim in a timely fashion.


Monthly Charges:  Cancel all non-essential recurring charges.  For example, if the decedent had Internet access, satellite, cable services, phone services or was a member of any clubs, the monthly charges should be cancelled as soon as possible.


Utilities:  If the decedent owned a residence or house, you will need to maintain the utilities to keep the residence warm, dry and secure.  Payment of the utilities will be from the Estate account as soon as the probate commences or an Estate account is opened.  If you need to advance the funds for payment of the utilities, then you will be reimbursed from the Estate account.  Keep accurate records and receipts of all payments made on behalf of the Estate for proper reimbursement.


Debts:  The person administering the Estate is not personally responsible for the bills or debts of the decedent.  If there are insufficient assets to pay the decedent’s creditors, then the Estate is insolvent.  If the Estate is insolvent, it will be administered as an insolvent Estate and the creditors will be paid a pro rata share, if at all.


Mail:  Unless the spouse is administering the Estate, it may be advisable to submit a change of address to the local Post Office and direct the decedent’s mail to the Personal Representative’s address.  This will allow the Personal Representative to receive information concerning creditors, monthly charges, and asset information (monthly statements).
TAXES


The following is a brief summary of a few of the tax issues surrounding an Estate.  You are directed to consult a CPA familiar with estate taxes for advice as to tax issues of the decedent’s affairs.


Estate Tax:  Washington State estate tax may be due if the decedent’s Estate exceeds $2 million.  If estate tax is due, then it must be paid within nine months of the date of death.  For more information on Washington’s estate tax contact the Department of Revenue at www.dor.wa.gov.


Income Tax:  The decedent’s final income tax return will be due, if necessary, by April 15.  For more information regarding the final income tax return please review IRS booklet “Tax Information for Survivors and Executors and Administrators”, Publication 559 which can be found at www.irs.gov.


Estate Income Tax:  The Estate is a separate taxpaying entity.  If the Estate earns more than $600.00 in interest income, then the Estate must file a fiduciary income tax return.  This is similar to a personal income tax return.

The Personal Representative or administrator of the Estate is responsible for preparing the return and ensuring the taxes are paid.  Taxes may be due even if the property is distributed outside of probate.

ESTATE ADMINISTRATION


There are a number of ways in which a decedent’s Estate may be administered.  The following is a brief summary of the possible methods to ensure the decedent’s debts are paid, the assets protected and the assets distributed according to the terms of the decedent’s wishes.  You are encouraged to contact us to determine what method of administration is appropriate or necessary under the particular circumstances.


Will, no Will, Probate:  The decedent’s Estate is usually administered through a process known as probate.  Probate is the method by which the decedent’s last will and testament is administered, assets accumulated, debts paid and property disbursed to heirs in compliance with the decedent’s wishes.  

If the decedent did not have a Will, then the Estate may still be probated.  The decedent’s assets will be distributed pursuant to the terms of the applicable statute, which generally means the spouse and/or the nearest blood relatives will receive the assets. 

A person identified in the Will as the Personal Representative, Administrator, Executor, or Executrix is generally appointed by the court to act on behalf of the Estate.  That person will be responsible for publishing notice to creditors, paying the creditors, marshalling the assets, accounting for the assets and debts, preparing and filing any necessary tax returns and distributing the net property of the Estate to the identified beneficiaries.


Administration Without Probate:   Small Estates under $100,000.00 with no real property may be distributed by a process known as an Affidavit of Successorship.  An Affidavit of Successorship may be used when more than 40 days have elapsed from the date of death, no probate has been commenced, all debts of the decedent have been paid and the legal heirs are entitled to receipt of the small amount of assets.


Trust – Revocable or Irrevocable:
Estates administered pursuant to the terms of a trust whether a revocable living trust or irrevocable trust must be administered pursuant to the terms of the trust.  Assets may need to be transferred out of the trust.  The creditors will still need to be paid and the successor trustee may decide to publish a notice to creditors.

Community Property Agreement or Joint Tenants With Right of Survivorship: Assets subject to contractual arrangements, such as Community Property Agreements, or assets held as Joint Tenants with Right of Survivorship will pass to the individuals identified in the contract.  The contracts cannot defeat creditor’s claims and the decedent’s creditors must be paid even if the assets pass directly to the individuals.

A Community Property Agreement must be recorded in the County of the decedent’s residence together with a Declaration stating that the assets have been transferred to the survivor, and the debts have been paid.

FEES AND COSTS OF ADMINISTRATION


The attorney fees and costs are not set by statute or percentage of value of the Estate.  Therefore, in Washington it is a relatively inexpensive process to administer the decedent’s Estate.  The attorney fees and costs for Estate administration vary depending upon the method of administration.  However, as the fees are billed on an hourly basis for work performed, the amount of fees and costs are directly influenced by the complexity of the issues, disputes among heirs, creditors’ claims and tax issues.


If after reading the above you have further questions or you would like us to assist you or discuss your particular circumstances please don’t hesitate to contact us.
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