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Commonwealth Trust Company (“Commonwealth”) is an independent, privately-held 
boutique trust company providing clients with unparalleled Delaware directed trustee 
services as part of a highly specialized and responsive team of trust professionals. Our 
commitment to providing individualized, client-focused administrative trustee services 
allows clients to have the flexibility of an open architecture while maintaining the 
same level of continuity in trust administration traditionally provided only by a full 
service trustee. 

Every family is unique; therefore, every trust’s administration is unique. Each trust 
contains its own set of family dynamics, administrative requirements, assets, 
beneficiaries and fiduciaries. Our success is a direct result of our attention to detail 
concerning the distinctive features of each particular trust plan and collaboration 
with the client and their advisers to ensure that the trust administration is efficient, 
economical and effective in accomplishing the family’s goals.

To this end, we have developed a systematic and thorough approach to reviewing trust 
documents and ascertaining the grantor’s intent. It is our firm belief that identifying 
and addressing tax and administrative concerns at the outset helps avoid complications 
during the lifetime of the trust. Taking the time to understand what is expected ahead 
of time, often allows Commonwealth to price our services competitively, allowing 
clients to rely on consistent, flat annual fees below those of our competition.

Commonwealth has decades of experience dealing with trusts of all types, including 
those with international issues, tax issues, and family dynamic issues. Unlike many 
traditional trust companies, we are comfortable dealing with closely-held family 
owned businesses. As a directed trustee, we can take investment direction from a third 
party that is more familiar with the day-to-day business, allowing those who know 
the business to continue to play an active role in its decision making. This bifurcated 
investment direction is also useful in allowing a family to utilize multiple investment 
strategies and work with a variety of financial professionals.

In addition, our focus on administration allows Commonwealth to maintain efficient 
processes for typical trustee functions such as beneficiary distributions and expense 
payments. We are able to respond quickly and expertly to trust administration questions 
and requests, generally turning same around within a matter of hours or days, rather 
than weeks. Our expertise and our size make us nimble.

Our success in building on-going relationships with advisers has contributed immensely 
to Commonwealth’s growth as a Company. We currently administer approximately 
900 trusts with assets under administration totaling in excess of $16 billion. In addition, 
Commonwealth has an 80+ year legacy which sets us apart in the trust industry.

In the early 1990s, the owners and management of Commonwealth made the pivotal 
decision to move the company into the direction of directed trustee services. This decision 
has affected the business profoundly by placing it at the forefront of the open architecture 
concept. Now, while others are beginning to enter this market, Commonwealth sits with 
more than twenty years of experience administering directed trusts. The use of a directed 
trust affords the grantor significant options by allowing a grantor to separate the duties 
of a traditional trustee amongst multiple advisers. The grantor can place investment 
authority, distribution authority and administrative authority with completely 
independent advisers of their choice. This provides a grantor and beneficiaries both 
maximum flexibility in planning and additional checks and balances within the trust. In this way, each professional can remain focused 
upon their specific area of expertise.

Commonwealth is owned by its officers and employees who are dedicated to maintaining the company’s independence. Our experience 
in administering trusts for 80+ years provides clients with unique perspectives and insights. Unlike traditional trustees, our directed 
nature has exposed us to a variety of perspectives, allowing us to find unique solutions by “thinking outside of the box.” In addition, 

Page 3 – 2014 Annual Newsletter



our ties with the Delaware trust community have sealed our reputation as trust administration experts. Our professionals are well 
respected in the community and keep Delaware’s trust legislation proactive.

In speaking with our clients, Commonwealth is told time and time again that our staff has always provided “that little 
extra” which is what truly sets us apart. We know that personal relationships are what really matter; therefore, we take 
great pride in comments such as “I never have to worry about referring Commonwealth to my clients; I know they will 
be very well taken care of.” – Philadelphia Investment Advisor or “from the simplest trust to the most complex trust, the 
staff at Commonwealth is always accommodating and professional.” – Chicago Attorney.

In addition to our dedication to maintaining a well-qualified team internally, we also believe in the importance of including influential 
businessmen and women on our Board of Directors.  The individuals that comprise our Board of Directors are from various backgrounds, 
which allow them to provide holistic and insightful guidance no matter what the question presented.  One such member of our Board, 
Mark Prowell, is able to bring considerable knowledge as it relates to estate and financial planning for high net-worth individuals.  
Having worked with Commonwealth, initially as an adviser to his clients, Mark is able to bring a unique perspective.  It is for this 
reason that we have asked him to share his experiences as part of our annual newsletter:

“Our clients are owners of large private businesses, some with thousands of employees. They are accustomed to having authority, 
making decisions, and having those decisions executed with expediency. They choose to work with the service professionals who most 
capably and efficiently carry out their goals and they expect sound advice on topics they do not understand.  

A great deal of careful design goes into successful estate planning—planning where millions of dollars are protected from estate taxes, 
creditors, and litigation. One of the scariest scenarios to me is where the trustee is a family member who, out of good nature, agrees to serve 
as trustee of the family trust, but has no idea what he or she is doing. Poor administration and an imperfect understanding of trust and 
estate law make for potential financial disasters. The use of a corporate trustee for administration and compliance lifts a large burden from 
the family member trustee and fits the directive of giving clients sound advice.  Then the question becomes which corporate trustee to use?  

More than ten years ago, two of our clients encountered issues with their corporate trustees. The first family had funded a trust with 
company stock via a grantor trust sale scenario years prior. They later went public and the company stock was the only trust asset. The 
problem arose when the trust company dramatically increased the fee charging an asset under management fee as if they were managing 
a portfolio, citing the fact that the shares were now public securities. This did not sit well with the client. Within months of this situation, 
another client family was upset that distribution requests required the approval by the trust distribution committee, which, on a few 
occasions, took two weeks because of scheduling issues with the committee and the backlog.  This certainly didn’t sit well with the client.  
They started to feel that matters were out of their control. 

It was apparent; we needed a different approach to trust management.  Along with family members, we interviewed several other 
trust companies; our solution was to move these trusts and many others to Commonwealth under the directed trust arrangement. 
With Commonwealth, clients not only have the advantages of Delaware laws, as well as, a professional trust company managing the 
burdensome but critical administration requirements and recordkeeping, they maintain some control over the trust.  Using the directed 
trust arrangement, the family members have the power to select the professional investment managers of their choice and make other 
investment decisions such as buying real estate and investing in private businesses.  In addition, they can also make distribution decisions.  
For the clients who “don’t trust trusts” because they feel they will be giving up control, the directed trust arrangement with Commonwealth 
will feel much more comfortable; the family is relieved of the administrative burden, but maintains the decision-making functions. The 
fees for these services are more than worth the cost.   When you consider all the things that can go wrong with poor trust administration, 
the fees to a corporate trustee are like paying premiums on an insurance policy that keeps the plan from unnecessary jeopardy.  

I should disclose that after many years of working with Commonwealth, I was asked to serve as an outside director.  Aside from this role, 
and long before being asked to join the Board, I was extremely pleased with Commonwealth’s thoroughness and ability to react quickly. 
In many ways, they feel like an extension of our office.  Distribution directions are processed within days, sometimes within 24 hours. As 
advisors to wealthy clients, we’ve all received the, “I need it yesterday” call.  I recently received a call on a weekend from a client who had 
agreed to a cash purchase of a vacation home and added, “I’d like to close next week if the inspection passes, and shouldn’t I do this in my 
trust?”  With Commonwealth’s quick response, working in coordination with the client’s law firm, an LLC was formed, funded, and they 
went to settlement within the week.  Now that, and many other situations Commonwealth has assisted us with, is something that sits well 
with clients and makes your office and service look exceptional.”
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