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Well, here we are, halfway through the year and the stock markets are barely ahead of where we began 2010, having given up most or all of the gain from the early Spring rally.  Last year’s rally probably overstated the economic improvement possibilities and now we are in the process of some retrenching while economists, global money managers and the Obama Administration try to figure out whether we are just in a slow recovery or are slipping back into a secondary recession.  Honestly, it’s hard for anyone to tell where we are at until we are already in the midst of the trend.  

The Standard & Poors 500 Index® was down 6.65% year-to-date as of June 30th, international stocks were down about twice that much but the bond market rallied.  So as you open your Q2 performance reports that we will be sending out later this month, you should expect to see at least slightly negative numbers (due to the fact that you have a blend of stocks and bonds in your portfolio).   Portfolios with more international stock funds and less bonds/bond funds will see even less attractive numbers this past quarter.

We continue to feel that there are 2 critical issues facing the U.S. economy in the next 6-18 months:

· Tight bank lending is not allowing businesses to expand, thus hampering economic growth and employment.

· Growing concerns about how the Federal Reserve will unwind the financial stimulus, including how they will handle raising interest rates without spooking consumers and the financial markets which could seriously hamper any hope of growth.  

We at Omega have certainly been in the business long enough to see the impact of a Fed who sits on the rates but then is forced to move them up quickly.  We stand ready to respond by making changes to certain bond and stock holdings depending how the Federal Reserve handles this situation.

What are we at Omega doing to try to cover the bases and keep your portfolio positioned for a multitude of economic scenarios?

1. Leave asset allocations generally a little more conservative than your risk tolerance might normally support.

2. Secure cash now for those who have cash needs in the next 6 months.

3. Review 401ks and other corporate retirement plans to update their asset allocations.

4. Strategically balance different types of bond funds so holdings are positioned for a variety of economic circumstances.

What other options do you have as an investor in times of economic uncertainty?  Consider becoming less dependent on the stock and bond market performance for meeting your goals.  How do you do that?  Save more, hold more cash (although not an attractive option at this point), consider alternative investment strategies and you may even need to modify your goals.  We are prepared to help you develop more creative and proactive planning scenarios that reflect the life that you want now and in the future, versus relying primarily on traditional, market-dependent strategies over which you have little control.
Now, onto some Omega updates and miscellaneous planning ideas…

Staffing:

We continue to actively look for a Client Service Associate replacement for Jennifer.  Surprisingly, it’s not easy to find a well-qualified service professional with financial services experience.  In the meantime, we are very satisfied with our virtual client service provider (Melanie, being the main contact person) and would greatly appreciate your feedback about working with her firm as we decide whether to continue with their service or not.  In addition, we recently welcomed Bryan Gasparro as our Financial Planning Associate who is doing a great job filling in for Katie.

Katie and her family continue to work on healing and recovering from the tragic loss of their baby daughter.  They are making progress but we’re not sure when Katie might return to Omega.

We are also using interns who come from the Virginia Tech Finance Department or Georgetown University’s Masters in Financial Planning Program to support OWM behind the scenes.

Omega’s Technology Systems Are Moving to “The Cloud”:

We have begun a process to make a major change to our technology support to a much more secure and reliable remote system through Network Alliance.  It is an important investment for Omega and one that will allow us to protect our data more effectively and provide a more reliable back-up system.  We will let you know when the transition actually occurs, sometime in late July, as there will be a weekend when we will have no access to email.

IMPORTANT eMoney Website Update:

On a related issue, you may have noticed that we are increasingly using your eMoney website to send documents for your trimester conference calls.  This allows us to protect your important account, personal and planning data much more effectively.  If you have not been in your eMoney in awhile, you will need to reset your password. Please take a moment, ASAP, to do this so you are prepared to receive these documents before your next trimester call.  Feel free to contact Bryan@omegawealthmanagement.com if you need help with access.

Student Loan Repayment:

In July 2009 an important change occurred to government-backed student loans; a cap was placed on the amount that a borrower can pay toward the loan each year.  Keep in mind that these rules only apply to government-backed loans.  The maximum is 15% of discretionary income; and after 25 years, any remaining balance (principal & interest) is forgiven.  If the borrower works in public service the balance is forgiven after 10 years.  Obviously, there are details that need to be researched to take advantage of these programs.  This could have an important impact on the path that young people take if they know there are ways to manage student debt while considering careers/jobs that may be more meaningful but not as financially rewarding.

Client Spotlight:

At Omega, we are concerned about your physical as well as financial health because we believe that they are all intertwined.  Poor physical health can lead to higher healthcare/medical expenses both now and in the future thus jeopardizing financial security.  Studies have shown that happier people often spend less money, and can be more resilient which is a critical strength and skill throughout life.  One of our clients has developed a business that allows her to support the well-being of her clients from a holistic approach which is tailored to their particular needs and challenges.  Amy Arnold has built VitalSelf to provide nutritional counseling, physical fitness through personal yoga & pilates coaching, as well as alternative therapies for a variety of needs.  She can be reached at www.vitalself.com 

Finally, two last thoughts…

How to Support Grieving Friends & Relatives:

As promised, some feedback from the grief counselor Amy Florian http://www.amyflorian.com/ on how to better support those who are grieving.  Often we choose phrases such as “I’m so sorry.” “You have my sympathy.”  What I have learned is that those aren’t always the most supportive things to say and often we can end up making people feel worse.  For myself, I realized quickly that these phrases are deeply engrained in our language and it actually takes a very conscious approach to say something more sensitive and meaningful.  It may be more uncomfortable for you but it may be more comforting to the person grieving.  In short, here are some of the counselor’s ideas:

“I’m just so shocked, I can’t imagine what you’re feeling.”

Instead of “how are you doing?” how about “what kind of morning are you having?”

“What do you wish people knew about what you are experiencing?”

“How are people acting?”  “What would you like them to do/say?”

Rather than “call me anytime” how about…”I want to do something for you, would you rather I…babysit, clean the house, bring dinner tomorrow, run errands, etc…

The goal is to be specific and focus on the grieving person rather than getting caught up in your own emotions and grief. We also learned that in the first few weeks many people are there for the grieving person or family.  However, in the weeks after when things quiet down that they continue to need support.  The more you can just listen and let them tell their “story” of the death or the life of the loved one, the better.  Often, it’s hard to do but empathetic, active listening is one of the important gifts that you can give someone who has lost a loved one. I hope this helps!

And now for a book recommendation for women on money…

“Women’s Worth” by Eleanor Blayney, is written by a well-known financial adviser in the financial planning industry.  It is an informative book that takes a fresh look at helping women become more comfortable and empowered with money. (http://www.amazon.com/Womens-Worth-Finding-Financial-Confidence/dp/0984361820/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1278951777&sr=1-1)

Well, that’s it for this quarter.  I hope that you have a great rest of the summer.  I’ll be spending some time in Utah as well as at the beach.  It seems like a great summer to escape the heat of DC.  I will be working remotely and my staff, as always, is here to be of service as well!

With much appreciation for the opportunity to be of service to you,

