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If you want to draft a will, create a trust, or consult about a Power of Attorney, you will need to work with an attorney. An attorney is the only professional licensed to write legal documents. Look for one who specializes in estate planning or elder law.

To find an attorney: 

· Ask people you know if they can refer you to a good attorney. Friends, local business owners, or professionals such as accountants, financial planners, or bankers may be able to recommend attorneys who specialize in estate planning.

· Ask for referrals from lawyers. Most lawyers specialize in several areas of law. If a lawyer tells you s/he doesn’t handle estate planning, ask her/him to refer you to someone who specializes in estate planning.

· Look for duplicate referrals.

Another way to locate an attorney is to contact your state’s bar association and request a lawyer referral. Bar associations do not rate attorneys, but they exclude from their lists lawyers who have excessive complaints. You can find members of the American and state bar associations on the American Bar Association web site (http://www.abanet.org/lawyerlocator/searchlawyer.html).

Once you have the names of several lawyers, one source of information about them is the Martindale-Hubbell Law Directory, available in many libraries and on the Internet at http://martindale.com. The directory contains biographical information about many practicing attorneys. It lists their experience, specialties, education, and other professional information. Some attorneys aren’t listed because they are new to the profession or practice in a rural location where there are too few other attorneys or judges to rate them.

Almost every attorney listed in the directory is rated “AV”, “BV” or “CV”. The ratings are a compilation of confidential opinions that Martindale-Hubbell solicits from lawyers and judges. The first letter is for “Legal Ability,” which is rated as follows:

· “A” — Very High to Preeminent

· “B” — High to Very High

· “C” — Fair to High

The “V” part stands for “Very High General Recommendation,” meaning that the rated lawyer adheres to professional standards of conduct and ethics. Therefore, this rating should not be your only criterion for deciding on a potential lawyer. However, you can be reasonably confident that a lawyer who gets high marks from other clients and an “AV” rating from Martindale-Hubbell knows what he or she is doing.

Interview prospective candidates. After narrowing the attorney list to two or three, contact the attorneys and request a face-to-face meeting. If you outline your needs in advance, many lawyers are willing to meet you for a half hour consultation at no charge. You should ask the attorney whether s/he charges a fee for an initial consultation. During this meeting pay attention to your comfort level with the attorney. Ask all prospective lawyers:

· What is your experience in this area of law?

· How will I be able to contact you?

· Who can I talk to if you are not available?

· How long will it take you to return my communication?

· Approximately how long will it take to complete my legal work?

· What are your rates and how often will you bill me?

· What can I do to reduce legal fees?

Many people are uncomfortable talking about fees, but they must be discussed with your attorney early in your relationship with him/her. Legal advice does not come cheaply. Lawyers commonly charge for their work on an hourly basis. Fees vary by region, by complexity of the case, and by the experience of the lawyer. Rates may range from $60 to $300+ per hour. They may also offer a “flat rate” for certain types of work such as drafting a will or trust. After selecting an attorney, get any agreement in writing before legal work has started.

Begin your estate plan. Once you have selected an attorney, determine what you want your estate plan to achieve before scheduling a second, longer meeting. Determine:

· Do you want to make sure your spouse/partner is financially secure?

· What do you want to happen to the property you’ve accumulated?

· Who will care for your minor children or aging parents?

· Do you want your spouse and children to be provided for in an equitable manner?

· Who will settle your estate in a timely and fair way?

· If you own a business, do you want one or more family members to inherit and manage it?

· Do you desire to keep estate taxes, probate fees, and other administrative and legal costs to a minimum?

Organize and prepare important papers and inventories. Many of these papers will be needed to complete your estate plan. The Legally Secure Your Financial Future: Organize, Communicate, Prepare seminars will help you identify many of the issues you may want to discuss and complete with your attorney.

This document is for non-profit educational purposes only. This document may not be used by a profit-making company or organization. When used by a non-profit organization, appropriate credit must be given to the Cooperative Extension Legally Secure Your Financial Future: Organize, Communicate, Prepare. Materials for this program were developed by a team from six land-grant universities. The program is included in the program toolkit of the Cooperative Extension Financial Security in Later Life national initiative. 

For more information go to: http://www.csrees.usda.gov/fsll.
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