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Current statistics report that American credit card debt is $785 billion, or an average of about $7,500 per household.  When debt accumulates, stress over debt can take its toll on our personal relationships, our peace of mind, our health and even our Coast Guard role.  Yet, in addition to debt, getting fiscally fit should beckon a personal investigation into whether one is:  adequately insured to protect one’s family and finances, saving and investing enough for retirement, avoiding debt and spending wisely, and making informed decisions when making “big” consumer purchases (i.e. car and home).





Insurance:  Do you have adequate auto insurance to cover damage to your vehicle and your liabilities should you cause the accident; as well as, insurance to protect you from uninsured motorists?  If you own a home, do you have enough insurance to cover your possessions and liabilities?  Perhaps you are a renter, do you have the insurance to cover your personal property with the appropriate riders for special items such as jewelry or computers?  In the past we have seen a CG member lose all of his property in an apartment fire.  The member had no insurance and no financial means to replace the belongings.  Yikes!  Don’t forget life insurance…that covers your financial commitments in an untimely death.  Side note: do you have a Will?  If not, take the time to contact D9 Legal and ask if it is appropriate for you to establish one at this point in life.  Or, if you already have one, make sure it is not outdated (have you had more children, has your marital situation changed, etc.). 





Savings and Investing:  Pay yourself first!  Are you taking advantage of pre-taxed savings via the Thrift Savings Plan or other plans like a Traditional or Roth IRA?  In recent years, greater emphasis has been placed on being debt free and saving for retirement.  It is suggested that an individual save and invest at least 10% of one’s income for retirement, and more is better.  If you start young, the miracle of compound interest will help you build a nice, nest egg for your post-working bliss.  However, regardless of age, save and invest in your future!  There are many legitimate and qualified resources that are available to help educate you on investing and who/where to safely invest.  For fun, use a retirement calculator (some can be found at � HYPERLINK "http://www.kiplinger.com" ��www.kiplinger.com�) to see how your savings can grow.  Additionally, avoid life’s little emergencies by establishing an emergency fund.  It is recommended to create a specific savings of $500, or more, that is solely set aside for emergencies only.  





Avoid Debt:  It’s a four-letter word that will cost you a fortune and perhaps get you in unwanted trouble.  Mentioned earlier, credit card debt is a HUGE problem.  What should you do if in debt: avoid more debt, stop spending, get on a budget, pay your highest-interest debt back first, pay more than the minimum requirement, and seek legitimate and qualified help.  Then, when debt free, you should take pride in and promise to stay debt free.  And, never, never, never, fall prey to payday lenders (aka: advance check-cashing establishments).  A Defense Department study found that service members are 4-times likely to frequent such predators because they establish themselves close to military bases.  Those loans cost 10-times as much as credit-card cash advances and often trap borrowers into repeat borrowing.  Congress has even taken notice of the extent to which military members are susceptible to these predatory lenders.  Also, beware of check-cashing schemes.  Just recently, our office was able to prevent a member who almost fell prey (to the point he had written a check and mailed it off) to one of these schemes – the member was advised to contact his bank and cancel the check.  One last bit of advice, never use your government credit card for personal purchases.  Seems like a no brainer, but people do it not realizing that consequences may be severe (i.e. court-martial).





Large Purchases:  Buying or leasing a vehicle?  Buying a home?  Making some other large item purchase (boat, computer, etc.)?  Do your homework…shop for the best deal and lowest finance rate.  This might entail checking out websites of lending organizations and visiting a variety of vendors.  Don’t forget to call insurance companies before you make your purchase to compare and contrast what potential rates will be.  





Help:  There are many resources and organizations available to help guide you to financial bliss.  The internet is loaded with information, tips and suggestions.  It is okay to seek help…be sure that it is legitimate.  Here are a few places to begin: � HYPERLINK "http://www.kiplinger.com" ��www.kiplinger.com�; � HYPERLINK "http://www.usaa.com" ��www.usaa.com�; � HYPERLINK "http://www.saveandinvest.org" ��www.saveandinvest.org�; � HYPERLINK "http://www.dcuc.org" ��www.dcuc.org�; � HYPERLINK "http://www.tsp.gov" ��www.tsp.gov�; � HYPERLINK "http://www.federalreserveeducation.org" ��www.federalreserveeducation.org�.  





Caution:  Why talk about all of this?  Despite what they say, there are good lawyers in the world.  The folks of D9-Legal do care about you…after all, we are all shipmates.  Debt can cause individuals to do some irrational things.  And, unfortunately, your failure to pay just debts can have a negative effect on both you as a member (eg. you facing disciplinary action under the UCMJ) and the Coast Guard (eg. Local businesses not wanting to do business with the military if they’ve had delinquencies from military members).





Questions or need more info?  Contact the Ninth District Legal Office at (216) 902-6010.
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