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Whitney Houston and trust planning

News of the tragic death of Whitney Houston’s daughter, Bobbi Kristina Brown, was
accompanied by speculation about the family’s estate plans.

Whitney Houston left her entire estate in trust for her daughter. Trust principal was to be
distributed over a period of nine years— 10% when Bobbi Kristina reached age 21, 30% at age
25, and the balance upon reaching age 30. This pattern of sequential trust distributions is a
common one. It avoids overwhelming the heir with too much, too soon.

As Bobbi Kristina was just 22 at her death, she had received only 10% of the trust assets.
The size of the trust is unknown, but press speculation puts it at about $200 million. In the event
Bobbi Kristina does not have a will, the trust assets are to be divided among Whitney Houston’s
mother and two brothers. No word at this writing on whether there is a will, but it would be
unusual for a 22-year-old to have done any estate planning.

If there is no will, Bobbi Kristina’s father is her nearest relative, so he would be entitled
to whatever is left (after paying final medical expenses) from her trust distributions.

One final wrinkle is that Bobbi Kristina’s boyfriend, Nick Gordon, may try to claim that
he is her husband. As her husband he would be entitled to a share of her estate, but not to a share
of Whitney Houston’s estate. Gordon cannot make a claim of common law marriage, as such
marriages are no longer recognized in Georgia. He would have to provide a marriage certificate.

Planning a child’s inheritance always involves tradeoffs. Typically, the child wants full
and immediate access to assets, while the parent prefers to limit access until financial maturity is
reached. In fact, a good argument can be made for having a trust for a child’s inheritance last for
a lifetime, to provide permanent creditor protection. Phased distributions, as chosen by Whitney
Houston, provide a compromise solution.
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