
                            
 
Promises Kept: Planning for the Child You Love 

Chapter 1: The Promise 
**Real	Question:**	We’ve	done	nothing	so	far…	is	it	too	late	to	start?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	It’s	never	too	late	—	but	the	longer	you	wait,	the	more	you	risk.	
Planning	now	gives	you	options,	protects	benefits,	and	brings	peace	of	mind.	

**Planning	Insight:**	This	chapter	focuses	on	real	family	outcomes	and	critical	planning	
decisions.	By	understanding	this	piece,	you're	preventing	heartbreak	and	protecting	
benefits	long-term.	

Every	family	makes	a	silent	promise:	“If	something	ever	happens	to	me,	I	want	my	child	to	
be	OK.”	But	when	that	child	has	special	needs,	“OK”	requires	more	than	just	love	—	it	
requires	a	plan.	
	
Some	parents	come	to	us	after	already	losing	benefits	or	inheritance	due	to	a	mistake	they	
didn’t	know	they	were	making.	Others	find	us	just	in	time	to	protect	everything.	We’ve	seen	
both	—	and	that’s	why	this	chapter	exists.	
	
There’s	a	dangerous	myth	that	if	you	don’t	start	early,	it’s	too	late.	That’s	false.	The	truth	is:	
the	second-best	time	to	start	planning	is	right	now.	And	the	families	who	lean	in	—	even	
when	overwhelmed	—	almost	always	say	the	same	thing	afterward:	“I	wish	I	had	done	this	
sooner.”	
	
What	we	do	at	Safe	Harbor	is	give	you	a	simple,	step-by-step	map.	No	guilt.	No	judgment.	
Just	action,	so	your	child’s	future	is	secure	whether	you’re	here	or	not.	
	
This	chapter	includes	a	story	about	one	family	who	waited	too	long	—	and	another	who	
acted	just	in	time.	If	you’re	reading	this	and	haven’t	started,	you’re	not	alone.	And	you’re	not	
behind.	You're	just…	here.	And	this	is	where	it	begins.	



Chapter 2: Understanding the System 
**Real	Question:**	What	exactly	causes	a	loss	of	SSI	or	Medi-Cal?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	Unprotected	assets,	direct	inheritances,	or	improper	gifting	can	
instantly	disqualify	your	child.	

**Planning	Insight:**	This	chapter	breaks	down	the	rules	around	SSI,	Medi-Cal,	and	benefit	
eligibility	—	so	you	can	avoid	common	landmines.	

SSI	and	Medi-Cal	are	means-tested	programs.	That	means	they’re	only	available	to	
individuals	with	limited	income	and	assets.	If	your	child	inherits	money	directly,	receives	
cash	gifts,	or	owns	titled	property	in	their	name,	they	can	instantly	lose	eligibility.	
	
It’s	not	just	about	how	much	they	receive	—	it’s	also	about	how	it’s	structured.	Even	
something	like	paying	a	child’s	rent	without	proper	documentation	can	be	considered	'in-
kind	support,'	which	reduces	their	monthly	SSI.	Planning	properly	keeps	your	child	eligible	
and	safe.	

Chapter 3: The Special Needs Trust (SNT) 
**Real	Question:**	Why	does	my	child	need	a	special	needs	trust?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	A	properly	drafted	SNT	holds	assets	for	your	child	without	
disqualifying	them	from	benefits.	

**Planning	Insight:**	This	chapter	explains	the	types	of	trusts,	who	should	set	them	up,	and	
how	they	protect	your	child’s	benefits	for	life.	

A	Special	Needs	Trust	(SNT)	acts	as	a	legal	container	that	holds	money	and	assets	for	your	
child,	without	those	assets	counting	against	SSI	and	Medi-Cal	limits.	When	properly	drafted,	
the	trust	can	pay	for	things	that	improve	quality	of	life	—	vacations,	therapies,	housing	
support	—	without	reducing	benefits.	
	
There	are	two	main	types:	first-party	and	third-party	trusts.	Most	families	use	a	third-party	
trust	because	it	avoids	Medicaid	payback	and	offers	more	flexibility.	This	chapter	includes	
real-world	examples	of	how	trusts	protect	families	from	financial	disaster.	

Chapter 4: The Power of an ABLE Account 
**Real	Question:**	What’s	the	difference	between	a	trust	and	an	ABLE	account?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	An	ABLE	account	allows	your	child	to	save	and	spend	money	
legally	—	without	triggering	benefit	disqualification.	

**Planning	Insight:**	This	chapter	shows	you	when	and	how	to	use	ABLE	accounts	for	
housing,	employment	income,	and	care-related	expenses.	



ABLE	accounts	(Achieving	a	Better	Life	Experience)	allow	individuals	with	disabilities	to	
save	up	to	$18,000/year	(2025	limit)	without	losing	SSI.	Funds	can	be	used	for	rent,	food,	
transportation,	and	more	—	as	long	as	the	money	is	spent	in	the	same	month	it’s	deposited.	
	
The	power	of	ABLE	is	timing:	it	works	best	when	used	alongside	a	trust.	You	can	move	
funds	from	the	trust	to	the	ABLE	account	and	then	pay	for	housing-related	expenses	
without	in-kind	support	penalties.	This	strategy	is	underutilized	—	but	it’s	a	Safe	Harbor	
signature.	

Chapter 5: The Hidden Threat of Inheritance 
**Real	Question:**	Can’t	I	just	leave	my	house	or	savings	to	my	child?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	If	you	do,	those	assets	could	disqualify	them	from	every	benefit	
they	rely	on	—	and	trigger	estate	recovery.	

**Planning	Insight:**	This	chapter	reveals	how	improper	inheritance	planning	can	ruin	
eligibility	—	and	what	to	do	instead.	

Leaving	assets	directly	to	your	child	—	even	with	good	intentions	—	is	one	of	the	biggest	
mistakes	families	make.	Medi-Cal	has	estate	recovery	rights	and	can	seize	the	home	after	
your	child	passes	away.	Even	worse,	those	assets	will	count	against	SSI	and	Medi-Cal	limits.	
	
The	right	way?	Title	the	home	to	a	third-party	special	needs	trust.	Fund	that	trust	with	life	
insurance	or	retirement	assets,	and	avoid	direct	ownership.	That	keeps	benefits	intact	and	
protects	the	legacy	you	intended.	

Chapter 6: Life Insurance Done Right 
**Real	Question:**	Is	term	life	insurance	enough?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	Most	term	policies	never	pay	out	—	and	if	your	child	is	the	
beneficiary,	it	could	destroy	their	benefits.	

**Planning	Insight:**	This	chapter	explains	permanent	insurance	strategies	and	how	to	
make	the	trust	the	beneficiary.	

Term	life	insurance	is	temporary	—	and	more	than	90%	of	policies	never	pay	a	benefit	
because	the	insured	outlives	the	term.	Worse,	if	your	child	is	named	the	beneficiary	directly,	
the	payout	could	disqualify	them	overnight.	
	
A	better	approach	is	to	make	a	special	needs	trust	the	policy	owner	and	beneficiary.	That	
way,	the	funds	go	exactly	where	they’re	needed	—	without	triggering	disqualification	or	
probate.	Permanent	insurance	can	also	be	funded	through	your	retirement	or	as	a	second-
to-die	policy	for	married	couples.	



 

Chapter 7: Your Planning Team 
**Real	Question:**	Do	I	need	a	lawyer?	A	financial	planner?	Who	actually	sets	this	up?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	You	need	a	coordinated	team	that	understands	the	rules	—	most	
professionals	don’t	specialize	in	special	needs.	

**Planning	Insight:**	This	chapter	walks	through	who	should	be	involved,	what	their	roles	
are,	and	how	Safe	Harbor	fits	into	the	team.	

Special	needs	planning	isn’t	one-size-fits-all	—	and	it’s	not	something	most	lawyers	or	
financial	advisors	do	often.	That’s	why	Safe	Harbor	focuses	exclusively	on	families	like	
yours.	
	
You’ll	likely	need	a	trust	attorney,	an	insurance	strategist,	and	a	benefits-savvy	financial	
planner.	We	help	you	coordinate	all	three.	We	also	train	trustees,	write	Letters	of	Intent,	
and	keep	your	plan	current	with	benefit	law	changes.	

Chapter 8: What Happens at Age 18 
**Real	Question:**	What	changes	when	my	child	turns	18?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	They	legally	become	an	adult	—	and	everything	about	their	
benefits,	decision-making,	and	eligibility	changes.	

**Planning	Insight:**	This	chapter	outlines	how	turning	18	affects	SSI,	Medi-Cal,	
guardianship,	and	medical	authority.	

At	age	18,	your	child	is	legally	an	adult.	That	means	you	may	lose	the	ability	to	make	
medical	or	financial	decisions	without	formal	legal	authority.	It	also	means	your	income	and	
assets	no	longer	count	toward	SSI	eligibility	—	but	only	if	they	qualify	as	disabled.	
	
This	is	the	time	to	explore	conservatorship,	powers	of	attorney,	and	applying	for	SSI	and	
Medi-Cal.	We	walk	you	through	what	to	file,	when,	and	what	red	flags	to	avoid	—	so	your	
child’s	transition	into	adulthood	is	seamless	and	secure.	

Chapter 9: The Safe Harbor Plan 
**Real	Question:**	Can	someone	just	give	me	a	step-by-step	plan?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	Yes.	That’s	exactly	what	Safe	Harbor	was	built	for.	

**Planning	Insight:**	This	chapter	introduces	our	simple,	guided	process	—	so	you	know	
what	to	expect	from	start	to	finish.	

	



We	know	this	can	feel	overwhelming.	That’s	why	Safe	Harbor	offers	a	clear,	three-meeting	
process:	
1.	Discovery	–	We	identify	goals,	risks,	and	benefits.	
2.	Design	–	We	build	a	trust-centered	plan	tailored	to	your	child.	
3.	Delivery	–	We	coordinate	attorneys,	funding,	and	implementation.	
	
Along	the	way,	we	answer	your	questions,	provide	second	opinions,	and	support	your	
family	for	the	long	haul.	You	don’t	have	to	do	this	alone.	We’ve	got	the	map	—	and	we	walk	
it	with	you.	

Chapter 10: Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) 
**Real	Question:**	What	are	other	families	asking?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	You’re	not	alone	—	this	chapter	answers	the	most	common	
questions	we	hear	from	parents	like	you.	

**Planning	Insight:**	We	answer	real-world	concerns	about	SSI,	life	insurance,	trusts,	
guardianship,	and	more.	

Can	I	leave	a	house	to	my	child?	Should	I	keep	working	if	they’re	getting	SSI?	What	if	my	
other	child	doesn’t	want	to	be	trustee?	These	are	real,	frequent	questions	we	hear	—	and	
each	one	has	real-world	consequences	if	answered	incorrectly.	
	
This	chapter	provides	plain-English	answers	that	empower	you	to	make	confident	
decisions.	The	FAQ	section	is	something	many	families	come	back	to	again	and	again	—	
especially	when	unexpected	issues	arise.	

Chapter 11: Next Steps — Taking Action 
**Real	Question:**	Where	do	we	begin?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	Start	by	scheduling	a	discovery	meeting.	We’ll	take	it	from	there	—	
one	step	at	a	time.	

**Planning	Insight:**	This	chapter	outlines	how	to	move	forward	with	confidence,	what	to	
prepare,	and	how	to	avoid	the	regret	of	waiting	too	long.	

Every	plan	begins	with	a	first	step.	At	Safe	Harbor,	that	step	is	a	Discovery	Meeting	—	a	
calm,	pressure-free	conversation	about	your	child,	your	concerns,	and	your	goals.	
	
We	don’t	expect	you	to	know	all	the	answers.	That’s	our	job.	But	we	do	want	you	to	walk	
away	feeling	hopeful	and	clear.	In	this	chapter,	we	guide	you	through	what	to	expect,	how	to	
prepare	(bring	your	questions!),	and	how	we	begin	turning	intention	into	action.	
	
If	you’ve	made	it	this	far,	you	already	care	enough	to	take	action.	And	that	action	can	protect	
everything	you’ve	worked	so	hard	to	build.	



Chapter 12: Trustees, Siblings & Scenarios That Go Sideways 
**Real	Question:**	Can’t	I	just	name	my	other	child	as	trustee?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	You	can	—	but	they	need	to	be	ready.	A	trustee	manages	assets,	
follows	strict	benefit	rules,	and	must	act	in	your	child’s	best	interest.	Many	siblings	aren't	
prepared	for	the	legal,	financial,	and	emotional	weight.	

**Planning	Insight:**	The	wrong	trustee	can	lead	to	disqualification,	family	conflict,	or	even	
lawsuits.	A	well-prepared	sibling	can	be	amazing	—	but	only	if	supported	by	clear	
instructions	and	professional	help.	

We’ve	seen	well-meaning	siblings	unintentionally	cause	benefit	losses	by	making	
unsupported	distributions,	missing	reporting	deadlines,	or	mishandling	housing	payments.	
That’s	not	their	fault	—	they	weren’t	trained.	

We	help	you	choose	and	prepare	the	right	trustee,	and	build	a	support	structure	so	they’re	
never	alone	in	making	decisions.	

Chapter	13:	Second-to-Die	Policies	&	Planning	for	Two	Parents	

**Real	Question:**	What	happens	if	we	both	pass	away?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	That’s	when	your	child	is	most	vulnerable	—	and	when	the	money	
matters	most.	**Second-to-die	life	insurance**	is	a	cost-effective	way	to	fund	your	child’s	
trust	only	after	both	parents	are	gone.	

**Planning	Insight:**	This	approach	lets	you	leverage	two	lives	to	create	one	large,	tax-free	
inheritance	inside	a	Special	Needs	Trust.	It’s	ideal	for	funding	lifelong	care,	especially	when	
your	current	income	is	supporting	expenses	now.	

We	help	parents	design	these	policies	so	they	coordinate	with	their	trust	and	preserve	
benefits.	It’s	peace	of	mind,	permanently	funded.	

Chapter 14: The Letter of Intent 
**Real	Question:**	How	will	anyone	know	what	our	child	needs	day	to	day?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	That’s	what	the	Letter	of	Intent	is	for.	It’s	not	a	legal	document	—	
but	it’s	often	the	most	valuable.	It	tells	future	caregivers	your	child’s	story,	preferences,	
fears,	routines,	and	values.	

**Planning	Insight:**	Think	of	it	as	your	voice,	on	paper.	Who	are	their	doctors?	What	
medications	do	they	take?	What	brings	them	joy	—	or	causes	distress?	

We	provide	every	client	with	a	custom	Letter	of	Intent	template	and	help	you	write	it.	No	
detail	is	too	small.	Your	insights	can	make	the	difference	between	survival	and	thriving	for	
your	child.	

	 	



Chapter 15: Guardianship vs Alternatives 
**Real	Question:**	Do	we	need	to	get	guardianship?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	Maybe	—	but	not	always.	Guardianship	gives	legal	authority	to	
make	decisions,	but	also	removes	rights	from	your	child.	Sometimes,	alternatives	like	
powers	of	attorney	or	supported	decision-making	are	better.	

**Planning	Insight:**	Every	child	is	different.	Guardianship	may	be	essential	for	some,	
inappropriate	for	others.	We	walk	families	through	every	option	—	including	less-
restrictive	alternatives	that	preserve	dignity	while	providing	protection.	

 

Chapter 16: The DAC Switch: From SSI to SSDI & Medicare 
**Real	Question:**	What	happens	when	I	retire	or	pass	away?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	Your	child	may	qualify	for	Disabled	Adult	Child	(DAC)	benefits.	
That	means	switching	from	SSI	to	SSDI	and	gaining	access	to	Medicare	—	often	with	higher	
income	and	better	stability.	

**Planning	Insight:**	To	be	eligible	for	DAC,	your	child	must	have	been	receiving	SSI	and	be	
disabled	before	age	22.	Losing	SSI	before	this	transition	can	cost	your	child	thousands	in	
future	benefits.	

We	make	sure	your	plan	keeps	SSI	intact	until	the	DAC	switch	is	triggered	—	and	help	you	
apply	when	it’s	time.	

 

Chapter 17: The IHSS Opportunity 
**Real	Question:**	Can	we	get	paid	to	care	for	our	child?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	In	California	and	some	other	states	—	yes.	IHSS	lets	parents	get	
paid	to	provide	care.	It’s	tax-free	income	that	can	help	fund	your	child’s	future	if	used	
wisely.	

**Planning	Insight:**	Many	families	use	IHSS	income	to	fund	life	insurance	that	will	support	
the	child	after	both	parents	are	gone.	We	help	you	structure	that	correctly	so	it	doesn’t	
affect	eligibility	—	and	turn	today’s	caregiving	into	tomorrow’s	security.	

	 	



Chapter 18: Annual Reviews & Trustee Coaching 
**Real	Question:**	Once	the	plan	is	done,	is	that	it?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	Not	quite.	Special	needs	planning	is	an	ongoing	process.	Laws	
change.	Benefits	shift.	Trustees	need	guidance.	

**Planning	Insight:**	We	offer	annual	reviews,	benefit	updates,	and	trustee	coaching.	It’s	
not	about	selling	—	it’s	about	staying	ready.	Your	child	deserves	a	plan	that	evolves	with	
their	life.	

 

Chapter 19: Red Flags to Spot Early 
**Real	Question:**	What	could	go	wrong?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	Plenty	—	but	only	if	you	don’t	know	what	to	watch	for.	Gifts,	
inheritances,	jobs,	or	even	well-meaning	help	can	disqualify	a	child	from	benefits.	

**Planning	Insight:**	We	teach	you	how	to	spot	the	red	flags	before	they	blow	up	your	plan	
—	and	give	you	the	checklist	to	keep	your	child	safe,	funded,	and	secure.	

	

Chapter 20: A Promise Kept 
**Real	Question:**	How	do	I	know	I’ve	done	enough?	

**Safe	Harbor	Answer:**	If	you’ve	taken	the	time	to	read	this	and	create	a	plan,	you’ve	done	
more	than	most	—	and	given	your	child	the	gift	of	a	protected,	meaningful	life.	

**Planning	Insight:**	You	started	with	a	promise	in	your	heart.	Now	you’ve	built	a	path	
forward.	That’s	what	Safe	Harbor	is	about.	Not	just	paperwork	—	peace	of	mind.	

	


