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by Russell Nichols

Kay Buie and Lorraine Heidecker

For 30 years, Lorraine Heidecker taught college students 
about the evolution of human behavior. But beyond the 
classroom, she was the one learning to adapt.

As an anthropology professor at Sacramento State, 
Heidecker met Kay Buie, a student in her department. The 
two of them hit it off, fell in love and lived a quiet life under 
one roof in Carmichael with a cluster of cats.

For a long time, they were not registered as domestic 
partners with the state, and Heidecker put Kay down to re-
ceive half of her pension should she die fi rst. But years later, 
when she decided to change the plan so that Kay would re-
ceive the full pension, Heidecker was told she needed to get 
registered. So they did, and it didn’t help. 

“We did it, and we applied,” Heidecker says. “They came 
back and said that doesn’t count.” She was told that living 
together did not qualify.

In the eyes of federal law, same-sex couples are basically 
complete strangers. Although some states — such as California, 
Oregon, Connecticut, New Jersey, Maine and Vermont — rec-
ognize domestic partnerships or civil unions, most states and 
the federal government do not. Consequently, many same-sex 
couples miss out on numerous tax benefi ts afforded to married 
couples; some are excluded from wills or benefi ciary packages; 
others are not allowed to see their partners in the hospital. 

With proper fi nancial and estate planning, same-sex cou-
ples can get around some stipulations on paper. But without 
professional guidance, they can get tangled in the legalese, 
and tax forms can take hours to sift through.

“It’s complicated for a lot of people,” says Rich Waterman, 
a certifi ed public accountant for Waterman and Associates. 
“There are a lot of decisions to be made.”

Twice a year, Waterman holds workshops at the Billy De-
Frank LGBT Community Center in San Jose, where he goes 
over community property issues and addresses differences 
between state and federal tax laws.

“California, to some extent, makes some of it easier,” says 
Waterman, who also has clients in states such as Virginia and 
Oregon. “But you still have a lot of complexities with or with-
out California law.”

For instance, a marital deduction allows for a married per-
son to give any amount to a U.S. citizen spouse without gift 
tax. Same-sex couples do not qualify for a marital deduction, 
so, under the annual exclusion from gift tax, they are only al-
lowed to give a gift of up to $13,000 a year without gift tax 
consequences, says Trudy Nearn, an estate planning attorney 
and founder of Generations law fi rm in Sacramento. 

Similarly, the marital deduction allows a married person 
to leave an unlimited amount to a U.S. citizen spouse with 
no estate tax. Otherwise, a person who is not married can 
only leave $3.5 million, called the applicable exclusion from 
estate tax, and everything above that amount will be subject 
to estate tax at a rate of 45 percent. 

The estate and gift tax is the largest percentage tax prob-
lem, Nearn says, but there are others. For example, transfer of 
real property to a spouse or registered domestic partner will 
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not cause a property tax increase; however, transfer of prop-
erty to a nonregistered partner is a cause for reassessment. 

“For me, the fi rst thing is to fi gure out in what way they 
want to provide for each other,” Nearn says, “then fi gure out 
what we can do to make it tax effi cient.”

But beyond fi nancial and estate planning, domestic 
partners must also be aware of other stipulations such as 
hospital visitation rights and the authority to make health 
care decisions. Nearn says most of these issues could be 
helped, at least on a state level, by fi lling out a few simple 
documents. But some same-sex couples still choose not to 
register or handle the paperwork.

“I think people don’t know where to go where someone 
will understand the issues for them,” Nearn says. “Some 
people just don’t realize that there are so many potential 
problems.”

For Jim McCann and his partner, Don Callison, not reg-
istering was never an option. McCann worked for the state 
department of social services for 30 years. In California, as 
an employee of the state, McCann was able to put Don on all 
of his health benefi ts, obtain hospital visitation clearance 
and take advantage of joint tax returns. Everything else, he 
says, has been fairly easy.

“We were able to set up an estate and make it very clear 
that if anything happens to either one of us, the other per-
son would gain all of the assets,” says McCann, who is now 
retired and lives with Don in the Pocket area. “It was very 
benefi cial for us to register.”

If same-sex couples choose not to register, Nearn encour-
ages them to at least have an estate plan that determines 
where the money will go if a partner passes away.

“People tend not to think about these things,” Heidecker 
says. “You need someone to say, ‘Gee, by the way, maybe 
you should talk to an estate planner to talk about legal ar-
rangements.’”

When Heidecker went with her partner for guidance, an 
attorney advised her to set up a trust. She heeded the ad-
vice and says she put all of the assets in a trust with Kay as 
the benefi ciary. 

“She would then have the resources to live fairly comfort-
ably even with only half my pension,” Heidecker says. “For 
us, it required a rather high degree of research. If you are in 
a domestic partnership, you really cannot assume that any-
thing is going to pass from one partner to the other. We’re 
not married — not in the eyes of the state, not in the eyes 
of the federal government. So you have to jump through a 
series of legal hoops to nail that down.”

Although she wasn’t able to change her original pension 
agreement, Heidecker did learn that by registering last No-
vember she will have a new break on her income tax, though 
she’s not yet sure how much. That same month, they met 
with Nearn to review the trust document before they went 
on a cruise to Mexico.

“I wanted to make certain that should we both die to-
gether,” she says, “our pets are taken care of.”

metrochamber.orgmetrochamber.org

Every Size, Every Sector, 
Every Locale & Every Year

         Matt Mahood — Sacramento Metro Chamber president & CEO

CHAMBER VIEW

Join the Sacramento Metro Chamber 
today by calling us at 916-552-6800.
Comments or questions about 
this Chamber View can be sent to 
chamber@metrochamber.org.

THE SACRAMENTO METRO CHAMBER SERVES 
ALL IN THE BUSINESS COMMUNITY

Since 1895, the Metro Chamber has been the Sacramento 
region’s leading business and civic organization. In good times 
and bad, the Metro Chamber has stepped confi dently from 
decade to decade working for the region’s essential needs — 
critical needs that form the fabric of our community. 

Virtually every signifi cant infrastructure project built in our 
region has been the benefi ciary of our leadership — water 
resources, levees, state parks, the state Capitol grounds, military 
bases, the state university, air quality management, new 
technology industry sectors, modern fl ood protection, road 
projects, light-rail, the Blueprint smart land-use strategy — all 
these and many more. 

President Ronald Reagan once said, “No community will ever 
be much better than the business community causes it to be.” 
And for the past 39 years, participants in the Metro Chamber’s 
annual Capitol-to-Capitol effort have demonstrated Reagan’s 
point — committing themselves to improve their community 
and this region. 

This year, the last day of our Cap-to-Cap effort (April 29) 
marked a milestone date in Metro Chamber history. Seventy 
years ago — April 29, 1939 — the chamber held the offi cial 
dedication of the McClellan Air Force Base. McClellan, along 
with Mather and the Sacramento Army Depot, were created by 
the hard, long work of chamber staff and volunteers — and for 
decades after were proud legacies, providing thousands of jobs 
and an immeasurable economic impact. 

Fast forward to today and the Metro Chamber again 
demonstrates leadership as the collaborative organizer, 
bringing together more than 70 jurisdictions and public entities 
to develop a list of more than 1,100 critical infrastructure 
projects that may qualify for Federal Stimulus funds. No 
other organization initially stepped up or had the credibility 
to pull off such an endeavor, positioning our region for these 
desperately needed funds to create jobs for our region. 

Simultaneously, the chamber has been diligently executing 
a 2009 business agenda focused on job creation, business 
retention and prosperity. No matter your business size, sector, 
cultural background or geographic location, we can connect 
you to the business relationships that help you succeed.  The 
Metro Chamber is this region’s chamber of commerce — your 
chamber of commerce. We invite you to join us.

19
may09

(Taxes continued from page 13)

not cause a property tax increase; however, transfer of prop-
erty to a nonregistered partner is a cause for reassessment. 

“For me, the fi rst thing is to fi gure out in what way they 
want to provide for each other,” Nearn says, “then fi gure out 
what we can do to make it tax effi cient.”

But beyond fi nancial and estate planning, domestic 
partners must also be aware of other stipulations such as 
hospital visitation rights and the authority to make health 
care decisions. Nearn says most of these issues could be 
helped, at least on a state level, by fi lling out a few simple 
documents. But some same-sex couples still choose not to 
register or handle the paperwork.

“I think people don’t know where to go where someone 
will understand the issues for them,” Nearn says. “Some 
people just don’t realize that there are so many potential 
problems.”

For Jim McCann and his partner, Don Callison, not reg-
istering was never an option. McCann worked for the state 
department of social services for 30 years. In California, as 
an employee of the state, McCann was able to put Don on all 
of his health benefi ts, obtain hospital visitation clearance 
and take advantage of joint tax returns. Everything else, he 
says, has been fairly easy.

“We were able to set up an estate and make it very clear 
that if anything happens to either one of us, the other per-
son would gain all of the assets,” says McCann, who is now 
retired and lives with Don in the Pocket area. “It was very 
benefi cial for us to register.”

If same-sex couples choose not to register, Nearn encour-
ages them to at least have an estate plan that determines 
where the money will go if a partner passes away.

“People tend not to think about these things,” Heidecker 
says. “You need someone to say, ‘Gee, by the way, maybe 
you should talk to an estate planner to talk about legal ar-
rangements.’”

When Heidecker went with her partner for guidance, an 
attorney advised her to set up a trust. She heeded the ad-
vice and says she put all of the assets in a trust with Kay as 
the benefi ciary. 

“She would then have the resources to live fairly comfort-
ably even with only half my pension,” Heidecker says. “For 
us, it required a rather high degree of research. If you are in 
a domestic partnership, you really cannot assume that any-
thing is going to pass from one partner to the other. We’re 
not married — not in the eyes of the state, not in the eyes 
of the federal government. So you have to jump through a 
series of legal hoops to nail that down.”

Although she wasn’t able to change her original pension 
agreement, Heidecker did learn that by registering last No-
vember she will have a new break on her income tax, though 
she’s not yet sure how much. That same month, they met 
with Nearn to review the trust document before they went 
on a cruise to Mexico.

“I wanted to make certain that should we both die to-
gether,” she says, “our pets are taken care of.”

metrochamber.orgmetrochamber.org

Every Size, Every Sector, 
Every Locale & Every Year

         Matt Mahood — Sacramento Metro Chamber president & CEO

CHAMBER VIEW

Join the Sacramento Metro Chamber 
today by calling us at 916-552-6800.
Comments or questions about 
this Chamber View can be sent to 
chamber@metrochamber.org.

THE SACRAMENTO METRO CHAMBER SERVES 
ALL IN THE BUSINESS COMMUNITY

Since 1895, the Metro Chamber has been the Sacramento 
region’s leading business and civic organization. In good times 
and bad, the Metro Chamber has stepped confi dently from 
decade to decade working for the region’s essential needs — 
critical needs that form the fabric of our community. 

Virtually every signifi cant infrastructure project built in our 
region has been the benefi ciary of our leadership — water 
resources, levees, state parks, the state Capitol grounds, military 
bases, the state university, air quality management, new 
technology industry sectors, modern fl ood protection, road 
projects, light-rail, the Blueprint smart land-use strategy — all 
these and many more. 

President Ronald Reagan once said, “No community will ever 
be much better than the business community causes it to be.” 
And for the past 39 years, participants in the Metro Chamber’s 
annual Capitol-to-Capitol effort have demonstrated Reagan’s 
point — committing themselves to improve their community 
and this region. 

This year, the last day of our Cap-to-Cap effort (April 29) 
marked a milestone date in Metro Chamber history. Seventy 
years ago — April 29, 1939 — the chamber held the offi cial 
dedication of the McClellan Air Force Base. McClellan, along 
with Mather and the Sacramento Army Depot, were created by 
the hard, long work of chamber staff and volunteers — and for 
decades after were proud legacies, providing thousands of jobs 
and an immeasurable economic impact. 

Fast forward to today and the Metro Chamber again 
demonstrates leadership as the collaborative organizer, 
bringing together more than 70 jurisdictions and public entities 
to develop a list of more than 1,100 critical infrastructure 
projects that may qualify for Federal Stimulus funds. No 
other organization initially stepped up or had the credibility 
to pull off such an endeavor, positioning our region for these 
desperately needed funds to create jobs for our region. 

Simultaneously, the chamber has been diligently executing 
a 2009 business agenda focused on job creation, business 
retention and prosperity. No matter your business size, sector, 
cultural background or geographic location, we can connect 
you to the business relationships that help you succeed.  The 
Metro Chamber is this region’s chamber of commerce — your 
chamber of commerce. We invite you to join us.

19
may09

(Taxes continued from page 13)

not cause a property tax increase; however, transfer of prop-
erty to a nonregistered partner is a cause for reassessment. 

“For me, the fi rst thing is to fi gure out in what way they 
want to provide for each other,” Nearn says, “then fi gure out 
what we can do to make it tax effi cient.”

But beyond fi nancial and estate planning, domestic 
partners must also be aware of other stipulations such as 
hospital visitation rights and the authority to make health 
care decisions. Nearn says most of these issues could be 
helped, at least on a state level, by fi lling out a few simple 
documents. But some same-sex couples still choose not to 
register or handle the paperwork.

“I think people don’t know where to go where someone 
will understand the issues for them,” Nearn says. “Some 
people just don’t realize that there are so many potential 
problems.”

For Jim McCann and his partner, Don Callison, not reg-
istering was never an option. McCann worked for the state 
department of social services for 30 years. In California, as 
an employee of the state, McCann was able to put Don on all 
of his health benefi ts, obtain hospital visitation clearance 
and take advantage of joint tax returns. Everything else, he 
says, has been fairly easy.

“We were able to set up an estate and make it very clear 
that if anything happens to either one of us, the other per-
son would gain all of the assets,” says McCann, who is now 
retired and lives with Don in the Pocket area. “It was very 
benefi cial for us to register.”

If same-sex couples choose not to register, Nearn encour-
ages them to at least have an estate plan that determines 
where the money will go if a partner passes away.

“People tend not to think about these things,” Heidecker 
says. “You need someone to say, ‘Gee, by the way, maybe 
you should talk to an estate planner to talk about legal ar-
rangements.’”

When Heidecker went with her partner for guidance, an 
attorney advised her to set up a trust. She heeded the ad-
vice and says she put all of the assets in a trust with Kay as 
the benefi ciary. 

“She would then have the resources to live fairly comfort-
ably even with only half my pension,” Heidecker says. “For 
us, it required a rather high degree of research. If you are in 
a domestic partnership, you really cannot assume that any-
thing is going to pass from one partner to the other. We’re 
not married — not in the eyes of the state, not in the eyes 
of the federal government. So you have to jump through a 
series of legal hoops to nail that down.”

Although she wasn’t able to change her original pension 
agreement, Heidecker did learn that by registering last No-
vember she will have a new break on her income tax, though 
she’s not yet sure how much. That same month, they met 
with Nearn to review the trust document before they went 
on a cruise to Mexico.

“I wanted to make certain that should we both die to-
gether,” she says, “our pets are taken care of.”

metrochamber.orgmetrochamber.org

Every Size, Every Sector, 
Every Locale & Every Year

         Matt Mahood — Sacramento Metro Chamber president & CEO

CHAMBER VIEW

Join the Sacramento Metro Chamber 
today by calling us at 916-552-6800.
Comments or questions about 
this Chamber View can be sent to 
chamber@metrochamber.org.

THE SACRAMENTO METRO CHAMBER SERVES 
ALL IN THE BUSINESS COMMUNITY

Since 1895, the Metro Chamber has been the Sacramento 
region’s leading business and civic organization. In good times 
and bad, the Metro Chamber has stepped confi dently from 
decade to decade working for the region’s essential needs — 
critical needs that form the fabric of our community. 

Virtually every signifi cant infrastructure project built in our 
region has been the benefi ciary of our leadership — water 
resources, levees, state parks, the state Capitol grounds, military 
bases, the state university, air quality management, new 
technology industry sectors, modern fl ood protection, road 
projects, light-rail, the Blueprint smart land-use strategy — all 
these and many more. 

President Ronald Reagan once said, “No community will ever 
be much better than the business community causes it to be.” 
And for the past 39 years, participants in the Metro Chamber’s 
annual Capitol-to-Capitol effort have demonstrated Reagan’s 
point — committing themselves to improve their community 
and this region. 

This year, the last day of our Cap-to-Cap effort (April 29) 
marked a milestone date in Metro Chamber history. Seventy 
years ago — April 29, 1939 — the chamber held the offi cial 
dedication of the McClellan Air Force Base. McClellan, along 
with Mather and the Sacramento Army Depot, were created by 
the hard, long work of chamber staff and volunteers — and for 
decades after were proud legacies, providing thousands of jobs 
and an immeasurable economic impact. 

Fast forward to today and the Metro Chamber again 
demonstrates leadership as the collaborative organizer, 
bringing together more than 70 jurisdictions and public entities 
to develop a list of more than 1,100 critical infrastructure 
projects that may qualify for Federal Stimulus funds. No 
other organization initially stepped up or had the credibility 
to pull off such an endeavor, positioning our region for these 
desperately needed funds to create jobs for our region. 

Simultaneously, the chamber has been diligently executing 
a 2009 business agenda focused on job creation, business 
retention and prosperity. No matter your business size, sector, 
cultural background or geographic location, we can connect 
you to the business relationships that help you succeed.  The 
Metro Chamber is this region’s chamber of commerce — your 
chamber of commerce. We invite you to join us.


