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A message from our sponsor

Welcome to the 2018: 
Living in the USA

For the last decade and more, the Alexander 
Beard Group has provided an active and well 
regarded advisory service to expatriates living 
and working in USA.

Our locally authorised and regulated company, 
Alexander Beard (USA) Inc., has extensive 
experience of helping incomers with all matters 
financial, and works with a local group of 
trusted professionals to advise on legal and 
taxation matters where necessary.

There are many financial considerations to 
take into account in respect of what you may 
need to arrange when you settle in: how to 
manage assets left behind in your home 
country is particularly relevant to future taxation 
considerations, which many people overlook 
as they don’t think it applies to them when 
in most cases, it does! We also have close 
connections with trusted partners and favoured 
rates for foreign exchange.

At the heart of our service is the need for 
everyone to have a detailed and deliverable 
financial plan both for the short and medium 
terms, but also into retirement, a plan that 
includes:

1. 
The necessities of providing solid life insurance 
and disability income protection.

2.
A medium to long term investment strategy.

3.
Good mortgage advice if you are buying a 
property.

4.
Advice on establishing a credit score to facilitate, 
for example, car purchase.

5.
When and if you should transfer any pension funds 
to your new country

6.
Considerations surrounding continued ownership 
of residential property left behind. 

We can deliver you a comprehensive plan that 
includes all of the above or, if better suited, can 
help with any of the above on a piecemeal basis.

Why not give our local Director a call or email him 
to arrange a free no obligation initial consultation, 
or just have a friendly chat to see how we can 
assist you?

Melissa Eugenio: Melissa.Eugenio@abg-usa.net 
or telephone +1 650 684 0450

I wish you all the very best 
in your expat adventure!

Paul Beard
Founder and Executive Chairman

mailto:scott.schwartz%40abg-usa.net?subject=Expat%20Network%20Enquiry
http://www.abg-usa.net/
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Global Reach, Local Service.

For the last 23 years of our 30 year history 
Alexander Beard have specialised in 
advising expatriates wherever they go and 
looking after what they have left behind…

Get in touch: info@abg-usa.net
Or for more detailed information on the 
services we offer please visit www.abg-usa.net

• Pensions
• Property
• Bank Accounts
• Capital Investments

Moving to the USA?

Have you left any 
assets behind?

mailto:info%40abg-usa.net?subject=Expat%20Network%20Enquiry
http://www.abg-usa.net/
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moving to the USA

So, you are moving to the USA!
“The Land of the Free” is a wonderfully varied 
country offering contrasts in both culture and 
geography. It is a land of stunning coastlines, 
huge mountain ranges and vast deserts.

In this guide, we will provide you with guidance 
on the issues you will need to address as you 
plan your move, whether that is to work in the 
US or simply enjoy a new lifestyle. We have 
also identified partners to help you with the 
move and you can access these through the 
Expat Network site.

Before you start, here are our 10 top 
pieces of information for expats:

1. 
Home to over 800,000 UK expats, the US is the 
second most popular expat destination.

2. 
With a landmass that covers more than 3.6 
million sq. miles plus the outlying states of 

Hawaii and Alaska, US citizens that move 
within its borders face many of the same 
challenges as expats moving to the US or 
other countries.

3. 
Due to its vast size, the US experience a wide 
range of seasonal and regional variations in 
climate, from arctic in Alaska to subtropical 
in Florida. In January, temperatures in 
the coldest parts of the country average 
-12°C/10°F, whereas, the thermometer can top
38°C/100°F throughout much of the nation In
July.

4. 
Under the Visa Waiver Program (VWP), 
nationals of 35 countries do not require visas 
to enter the United States for visits of up to  
90 days, for either holiday or business.  
For longer stays there are various visas 
available depending on the length and 
purpose of your stay.

http://www.expatnetwork.com
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5. 
Expats of all backgrounds can be found 
throughout the US. While there are some 
exceptions, Americans often go out of their 
way to make a newcomer feel welcome and 
to help them in their adjustment to living in the 
United States.

6. 
English is the language of common usage 
throughout the United States, however it has 
never been designated as the nation’s official 
language. Spanish is the second most widely 
used language, with some 37 million speakers. 
Other languages with more than one million 
speakers, are French, German, Italian, and 
Chinese.

7. 
The property market was hit severely by the 
2008 crash, but the housing market is now 
strong in most parts of the USA.

8. 
With a population of 325 million people; 
The United States of America is the largest 
economy in the world with an annual GDP of 
$18.6 trillion.

9. 
America’s currency is the US dollar, $.

10. 
The US continues to face threats from 
international terrorism. Some areas, most 
prominently inner cities, suffer from high crime 
rates but there are very few instances of 
domestic terrorism or public unrest.

Once you are settled, there are endless areas 
to explore. Cities like New York, Boston, 
Chicago, San Francisco, Los Angeles and so 
many more, all have their own appeal. Florida, 
from the Keys to the theme parks; California, 
with the delights of San Diego to the dramatic 
scenery of Yosemite. The endless miles of 
the mid-West, the many National Parks, the 
Northern Lakes and Niagara Falls are just 
some of the attractions of this vast country. The 
USA is a truly captivating country and a great 
place for friends and family to visit! 
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Passports and visas

Passport and visa requirements 
are subject to change. Use the 
following information only as 
general guidelines. The 
embassy or consulate of your 
destination country is the best 
source for current, detailed 
requirements.

Allow plenty of lead time to obtain detailed 
information and prepare the requisite 
credentials. Passport and visa applications 
must be accompanied by documents such as 
passport-size photos, birth certificates, and 
fees which vary by country.

entering the United States
All visitors to the US must possess valid 
passports, including Canadian and Mexican 

citizens. Every family member should have his 
or her own passport. Expiration dates should 
be six months or more beyond the expected 
end date of a visit to the US Visitors should 
be in good health unless entering the country 
specifically for medical treatment.

US entry is controlled by the US Citizenship 
& Immigration Service (USCIS), under the 
Department of Homeland Security (DHS).

Entry is denied to those who otherwise pose 
threats to the welfare and security of the US, 
who do not have adequate means of support 
while in the country, or who may be deemed 
undesirable for other reasons.

A recent executive order has barred entry 
to nationals from Iran, Libya, Somalia, 
Sudan, Syria, and Yemen who do not have 
close familial or business relationships with 
individuals already in the US. Nationals of 
these and other countries are strongly advised 
to obtain the most up-to-date and detailed 

http://www.uscis.gov/
http://www.dhs.gov/index.shtm
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information by consulting the nearest US 
embassy or consulate.

Visa interviews
Visa application interviews take place in the 
applicant’s home country, prior to arrival, and 
are given by a US consular officer.

Verifying travel documents
Foreigners arriving in the US on visas are 
fingerprinted and photographed. Fingerprints 
and photographs of foreign citizens are 
reviewed and stored in a government database 
so that individuals’ comings and goings can be 
monitored.

visas

Visa Waiver Program
Under the Visa Waiver Program (VWP), 
nationals of a number of countries do not 
require visas to enter the United States for 
visits of up to 90 days, for either holiday 
or business. Click here for a list of those 
countries.

Grounds for exclusion from the VWP include 
contagious disease and criminal activity. 
Fingerprinting is not required of people arriving 
in the US under the visa waiver program. 
Travellers must, however, be in possession 
of a non-transferable onward or return ticket 
for transportation to a destination outside the 

United States. The requirement is waived for 
those entering by land from Canada or Mexico.

All foreign nationals in the VWP must present a 
passport that is valid for six months beyond the 
date of entry. You must also present a  
Form I-94W, Non-immigrant Visa Waiver 
Arrival/Departure Form.

US Customs & Border Patrol requires that 
anyone under the VWP who arrives in the US 
on a temporary or emergency passport, or 
whose passport was issued or renewed after 
2006, must present an e-Passport. For more 
details on this electronic chip-embedded 
passport, visit the Department of Homeland 
Security website.

No extension of stay is permitted for anyone 
traveling under the VWP.

Non-immigrant visas
The US issues “immigrant” and “nonimmigrant” 
visas. Such visas are issued by US consulates 
abroad. The appropriate forms can be 
obtained from the Department of State website. 

There are several categories of non-immigrant 
visas, depending upon the length of stay, 
multiple or single entries, and other factors. 
The Department of State website has a 
very useful Visa Wizard which can help to 
identify the most appropriate visa for your 
requirements. 

Before you travel to the US and intend to stay 
for the longer term you should check whether 
you need to obtain USCIS approval. If you are 
travelling for employment purposes you may 
also be required to file paperwork with the 
Department of Labor. Typically, this is handled 
by the employer. 

Business people are able to work while visiting 
the US on a visitor’s visa in certain capacities – 
e.g. consulting with associates and negotiating 

http://www.esta.us/visa_waiver_countries.html
https://www.cbp.gov/sites/default/files/documents/%20I-94W%20English%20(11-11)%20FINAL%20(reference%20only).pdf
http://www.dhs.gov/e-passports
http://www.dhs.gov/e-passports
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/us-visas/visa-information-resources/wizard.html
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contracts, but not running a business – as long 
as a permanent residence outside the country 
is maintained. You should check whether a 
visa is required if you plan any regular and/or 
extensive employment or business activities in 
the US

Waiting periods are imposed on travellers from 
certain countries and their names may be run 
against FBI databases, or may be questioned 
about military or weapons training. Contact the 
US Embassy in your country before departing 
for information on restrictions.

Immigrant visas
Permanent residence – “green cards”
Recipients of immigration visas are issued a 
Permanent Resident Card – also known as 
a “green card” – enabling the holder to work 
and live permanently in the US. This status 
is referred to as lawful permanent residence 
(LPR). A green card generally is not required 
of “L visas” holders unless they decide to 
change employment while in the country. In 
that event, there are provisions for converting 
to a green card, although there is usually a 
waiting period.

Holders of green cards are advised to consult 
their preferred immigration information 
provider before any trips outside of the United 
States, and to closely review any documents 
presented for their signature upon return.

Green card holders who leave the US for more 
than a year must apply before departure for a 
re-entry permit to return to the country. 

More information
For important, detailed information on entry 
requirements in the US, the appropriate 
embassies, consulates, and online visa 
information databases are essential resources. 
The USCIS website contains detailed 
information on visa requirements.

Permits
Other than the necessary passport and visa, 
no other residence permit or registration is 
required for entry. However, foreign nationals 
must notify the US Citizenship & Immigration 
Service (USCIS) within ten days of moving 
to a new address. An annual confirmation of 
residence is also required.

Due to changes and upgrades to security 
procedures since 9/11/01, foreign residents 
are advised to remain aware of new 
requirements that may be implemented.  
The USCIS website is an excellent,  
current resource.

http://www.uscis.gov/
http://www.uscis.gov/


LIvInG In AmerIcA

11

The ‘American Dream’ has 
been an alluring proposition 
for investors in the world’s 
largest economy. 

There are different options for entrepreneurs 
wanting to move to America depending on the 
circumstances and whether you are wanting 
to move there temporarily or permanently and 
how much you are able to invest.

E-2 Investor Visa
The E-2 Investor Visa is a visa for those who 
plan to make a substantial investment in a 
business in the US. Within six to eight weeks 
the visa allows the holder to establish a 
business in the US 

Investment can be in a start-up in the US or 
can be by buying a majority interest in an 
existing business. The investment does not 
have to be in cash and can be by investing 

goods, equipment or intellectual property.

An increasingly popular option for investors 
who don’t want to build a new business from 
the ground up, is investing in a pre-existing 
franchise that gives you the necessary training, 
support and branding that can often take years 
to obtain.

By investing in a US franchise and taking an 
active role in the day-to-day management 
of the company, you, your spouse and any 
children under the age of 21 could find that 
the E-2 Visa an attractive option. The applicant 
must be a national of a treaty country; a 
detailed business plan is required describing 
how your franchise will be profitable; every 
franchise is supposed to employ at least two 
US nationals.
 
Franchising in the US accounts for 18 million 
jobs, approximately 14% of all private sector 
employment. The process of investing in a 
franchise isn’t as complicated as many think, 

Investor visas in the US



12

LIvInG In AmerIcA

but there are a number of steps that will 
need to be completed for a successful E-2 
application.
 
You will need to find a desirable and qualifying 
franchise and take into consideration what’s 
best for you, possibly your family and any 
lifestyle requirements you may have and 
ensure it fulfils the E-2 Visa requirements. This 
stage is arguably the one that takes the most 
time as you not only have to find available 
franchising opportunities, but ensure that 
they’re a solid investment and a viable option.

EB-5 Immigrant Investor Program
The EB-5 program gives entrepreneurs (as well 
as their spouses and unmarried children under 
21) a green card (permanent residence). In 
order to qualify you must:

• Make an investment in a commercial 
enterprise in the US; and

• Plan to create or preserve 10 permanent 
full-time jobs for qualified US workers.

The amount to be invested is currently at least 
$1million unless it is in a Targeted Employment 
Area (high unemployment or rural area) where 
the minimum qualifying investment is $500,000. 
There are, however, provisions currently being 
considered which might increase this minimum 
significantly. The investment can be in cash, 
equipment, inventory, other tangible property, 
cash equivalents or secured indebtedness. 
The security must not be on the assets of the 
new commercial enterprise.

The jobs must be created directly within the 
enterprise or indirectly outside as a result of 
the enterprise. If the investment is in a troubled 
business (one which has been in existence 
for at least two years and has made a net 
loss during the 12 or 24 month period prior to 
priority date on the form 1-526) the EB-5 may 
rely on job maintenance. 

There is a significant backlog for the EB-5 
Program and many have to wait for several 
years before they are eligible for permanent 
residence. In addition investors must do what 
is necessary to remove the conditions on the 
conditional permanent residence within two 
years. This is generally used to ensure that the 
enterprise is successful.

Given the challenges of obtaining an EB-5 it is 
worth considering other options:

• EB-1A Extraordinary Ability – This petition 
qualifies for premium processing, which 
means USCIS will issue a decision within 
15 days from filing. USCIS will judge an 
application as being ‘extraordinary’ if you 
can demonstrate that you meet three of the 
listed ten criteria. 

• EB-2 National Interest Waiver – Jobs that 
qualify for a national interest waiver are not 
defined by statute, national interest waivers 
are usually granted to those who have 
exceptional ability and whose employment 
in the US would greatly benefit the nation. 
The national interest might include job 
creation or macroeconomic value.

• EB-1C Multinational Manager/Executive 
– You must have been employed in a 
managerial or executive capacity outside 
the US by the same employer, an affiliate, 
or a subsidiary of the employer in the 3 
years preceding the petition for at least 1 
year and you must be seeking to enter the 
US to continue service to that firm  
or organization. 

https://www.uscis.gov/working-united-states/permanent-workers/employment-based-immigration-first-preference-eb-1
https://www.uscis.gov/working-united-states/permanent-workers/employment-based-immigration-first-preference-eb-1
https://www.uscis.gov/working-united-states/permanent-workers/employment-based-immigration-second-preference-eb-2
https://www.uscis.gov/working-united-states/permanent-workers/employment-based-immigration-first-preference-eb-1
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Everyone entering the US has to complete 
the Customs and Border Protection Form 
(CBP Form) 6059B, “Customs Declaration,” 
for accompanying goods. If your goods are 
arriving separately you will need to complete 
the CBP Form 3299 “Declaration For Free 
Entry of Unaccompanied Articles.” You cannot 
simply give a statement that the goods are 
“household effects”, but will need to provide 
more detail. The complete inventory of 
imported goods will be treated as the packing 
list and must be provided to CBP upon 
request.

Household effects, including furniture, 
crockery, linens, libraries, artwork and similar 
household furnishings intended for your 
personal use can be taken in without paying 
duty, provided they have either been available 
for your use or used in a household where you 
were a resident for one year. They must also 
not be intended for any other person or for 
sale.

Personal effects, which are items that belong 
to and are used by one person, such as 
clothes, jewellery, electronic and photographic 
equipment should not be described as 
household effects. They can also be taken in 
without paying duty.

Restricted Goods
There are a range of items that are restricted 
from being taken into the US. A full list of 
restricted goods is available on the US 
Customs and Border Protection website 
under Prohibited and Restricted Items. These 
include:

• Alcoholic beverages – Federal and State 
laws determine the amount of alcohol that 
can be brought into the USA.

• Automobiles – Automobiles imported into 
the United States must meet the fuel-
emission requirements of the Environmental 
Protection Agency and the safety, bumper, 
and theft prevention standards of the U.S. 
Department of Transportation. 

• Firearms – The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, 
Firearms and Explosives (ATF) regulates 
and restricts firearms and ammunition and 
approves all permanent import transactions 
involving weapons and ammunition. If you 
want to import weapons or ammunition, you 
must do so through a licensed importer, 
dealer or manufacturer.

• Food Products – many food products 
are allowed to be brought in to the US, 
but some such as those containing 
meat products are prohibited. Fruit and 
vegetables may be restricted depending 
on where they were obtained.

• Medication – Medication will be restricted: 
you should ensure that you only carry what 
you need and that you have a covering 
prescription.

• Pets – There are many rules and 
regulations around the importation of pets. 
(See Taking your Pet to America, page 14.)

customs requirements

https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/publications/forms/new-customs-declaration-form-cbp-6059b
https://www.cbp.gov/sites/default/files/assets/documents/2016-Sep/CBP%20Form%203299.pdf
https://www.cbp.gov/travel/us-citizens/know-before-you-go/prohibited-and-restricted-items
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In America, the center for 
Disease control and Prevention 
(cDc) is responsible for the 
regulations that govern the 
importation of animals and 
animal products that might 
cause human disease.

The CDC does not require certificates of health 
for pets that enter America. However, they may 
be required by some states and are generally 
required by airlines. You should check with 
officials in your state of destination and with 
your airline prior to your travel date.

Dogs are required by CDC regulations to be 
healthy and to have been vaccinated against 
rabies before arrival. These regulations apply 
equally to all dogs, including puppies and 
service animals.

If your dog is imported from a rabies-free 
country, CDC does not require rabies 
vaccination. However, every state requires 
that dogs be vaccinated against rabies and it 
is advisable to ensure that your pet has been 
vaccinated against rabies at least 30 days 
before departure. As dogs should only be 
vaccinated once they are over three months 
old the youngest a dog can be taken to 
America is four months old.

Cats are not required to have proof of rabies 
vaccination on arrival. However, some states 
require vaccination of cats for rabies, so it is a 
good idea to check with state and local health 
authorities at your destination.

All pet dogs and cats arriving in the state 
of Hawaii and the territory of Guam, have to 
meet locally imposed quarantine requirements 
depending on their rabies vaccination status.

Dogs and cats may be denied entry if they 
appear to be sick with a communicable 
disease or if you are unable to provide proof 
of a valid rabies vaccination. Examination by 
a licensed vet may be required at the dog 
owner’s expense.

Vaccination against rabies is required for all 
dogs coming from a country where rabies is 
present. Dogs must be vaccinated at least 30 
days prior to arrival. Dogs older than 15 months 
of age that have previously been vaccinated 
(at least three months old) and that has since 
expired may be imported immediately following 
a booster vaccination.

It is advisable to microchip dogs and cats prior 
to transporting them to ensure that they can be 
easily and reliably identified.

Turtles, lizards and snakes can be taken into 
the US (see CDC Guidance).

It is currently possible to take birds in to the 
US, but there are conditions for birds from 
specific countries (CDC Guidance on Birds).
 
See CDC’s detailed guidance on bringing a pet 
into the United States for more information and 
for guidance on other types of pets.

Taking your pet to America

https://www.cdc.gov/importation/laws-and-regulations/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/importation/rabies-free-countries.html
https://www.cdc.gov/importation/rabies-free-countries.html
http://hawaii.gov/hdoa/ai/aqs/info
http://hawaii.gov/hdoa/ai/aqs/info
http://theguamguide.com/moving-your-pets-to-guam-solving-the-quarantine-quandry/
https://www.cdc.gov/importation/bringing-an-animal-into-the-united-states/turtles.html
https://www.cdc.gov/importation/bringing-an-animal-into-the-united-states/birds.html
https://www.cdc.gov/importation/bringing-an-animal-into-the-united-states/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/importation/bringing-an-animal-into-the-united-states/index.html
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Setting up a business in America

People set up businesses in 
America for many reasons. 
With the American economy 
ranking as the largest in the 
world, for many it is an 
opportunity for expansion, 
whilst for others it is more 
about lifestyle.

Whatever your reason for setting up a business 
you will need to consider a number of factors:

Immigration and visa requirements 
You can own a company in America without 
a business visa and you can be a director. 
You can manage the company from outside 
the country, but if you become an officer of 
the company or go to America to manage the 
business, you will need to have an appropriate 
visa. If you do work for the company in 

America without an appropriate visa you can 
be deported and the company is likely to face 
a fine.

There are a range of investor and temporary 
worker visas that allow you to work in America 
(see above). The US Department of State, 
Bureau of Consular Affairs sets out the terms 
and procedures for these visas.

Although it should be possible to gain an 
indication of the visa options that may be 
available to you, professional advice is 
essential to ensure that you identify the best 
visa to meet your circumstances and needs 
and obtain the visa as quickly and efficiently as 
possible.

Location 
Where is the best place for your business 
to be based? Is this driven by supply chain, 
transport infrastructure, available skilled staff, 
marketing or other required support services? 
What market are you serving, and will the 
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local demographics be a factor? State laws 
vary, and it will be important to understand if 
they have an impact. There may also be tax 
incentives in some locations.

It is worth drawing up a checklist of 
considerations when choosing your location 
and checking which states and cities best meet 
your needs. Once this has been narrowed 
down, a visit to talk to other companies, local 
officials and recruiters can help you to decide 
the best fit for your business.

Incorporation 
Where is the best place for your business to be 
incorporated? This could be the state where 
you have set up your business, but it does 
not have to be. Doing so is likely to reduce 
your costs as you will not have to pay fees 
and taxes in two states, but there can be an 
advantage in incorporating in other states. 

Delaware is a popular state for incorporation 
as it does not charge corporation tax on 
corporations that do not do business in 
Delaware and has one of the most flexible 
and efficient legal systems in the country, with 
cases decided by a judge rather than a jury. 
This can be a good choice if complex litigation 
is a consideration. 

Doing business in a state determines whether 
you are liable for state taxes, not where you are 
incorporated.

If you plan to do business in more than one 
state you will need to be registered to do 
business in each individual state. To avoid 
separate incorporation, you can use the 
process of ‘foreign qualification’. This refers 
to doing business in another (‘foreign’) state 
rather than outside the country. This process 
allows you to have one corporation with one 
set of shareholders, directors and by-laws, but 
does mean that the liabilities in other states will 
be held by the one entity. 

The company name is only protected in the 
state where the company is incorporated and 
where it is registered to do business.

Legal 
Do you need to protect any intellectual 
property or to obtain any special licences? 

Entity
What is the best type of entity to set up? 
There are two types of business in the US, 
a corporation or a limited liability company. 
Non-US residents forming a new company will 
need to understand the differences between 
the types of US business entities. Business 
entities are formed under state law instead of 
federal law and the rules and requirements 
are different from state to state, but there are 
common themes.

You can see the differences between these 
types of entity on sites of service providers. 
There are various advantages to each type of 
entity: these affect the ownership, limitation 
of your liabilities and ease of transferring 
ownership. 

Corporations should not be used to own real 
estate. 

LLCs should not be used if you are starting 
up an active trade or business if you are a 
non-resident entrepreneur as it will cause 
complexities in international tax. 

Formation of a company can be done online, 
but you should take professional advice 
to ensure that you use the best structure 
to facilitate your plans. Once formed and 
registered, a meeting will be held to appoint 
directors and officers, issue shares and 
take other necessary actions. It will then be 
necessary to obtain the federal Employer 
Identification Number, which is required in 
order to open a business bank account.
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The American people and lifestyle

culture

America is the third largest country in the world 
with a population of 325 million. The country 
has developed from its native American roots 
following a series of waves of immigration and 
has drawn in people from all over the world. 
As a result it is one of the most culturally 
diverse places in the world, often described 
as a ‘melting pot’. In such a vast country it 
is virtually impossible to describe a ‘typical’ 
American.

Different regions of America have been 
influenced to different degrees by the different 
ethnicities and cultures giving each a unique 
balance. They are drawn together by a belief 
in the ‘American Dream’, the idea that with 
hard work and talent anyone can achieve great 
success and wealth. Success is praised and 
admired rather than envied, and this is one of 
the things that makes a major impression on 
newcomers from other countries. 

Hard work is regarded as one of the core 
values of America and many employment 
contracts include much lower vacation time 
than would be offered by most European 
employers. New employees often get two 
weeks’ vacation initially and can then build 
additional weeks based on longevity with the 
company.

Americans have a reputation for being 
outgoing and direct talking and this can 
take a little getting used to for those from 
countries where people are more reserved. 
They are often very sociable and will readily 
welcome people into their homes. In many 
places special groups are set up to welcome 
newcomers into the neighbourhood. 

Americans are generally patriotic and 
disrespect of the country or the national 
anthem is severely frowned upon. The pledge 
of allegiance is said each morning in most 
schools and the national anthem is generally 
sung at major sporting events. The stars and 
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stripes flag is flown in many public locations 
and outside many people’s homes, especially 
on holidays like Independence Day on July 
4th. The American flag must never be allowed 
to touch the ground and even inadvertently 
allowing it to hang touching the ground can 
prompt an adverse reaction from neighbours.

News on TV tends to be very local and for 
most people there is very limited exposure to 
news about other parts of the world. Only 36% 
of the population have passports compared 
to 60% of Canadians and 75% of Britons and 
Australians. Americans are the second most 
well-travelled people in the world, but much of 
this is done within the US and only one in five 
travel abroad. Although many never move far 
from their home towns, most Americans are 
prepared to relocate to different parts of the 
country to work.

Language

There is no official language in the US, 
although some states have official or preferred 
languages. English is the dominant language 
and 90% of the population speaks at least 
some English. However, it is estimated 
that around 20% of the population speak a 
language other than English at home. Spanish, 
Chinese, French and German are the most 
common other languages.

religion

The original settlers in America were often 
driven by a desire to find religious freedom 
and religion is still very important in American 
society. Virtually every known religion is 
practised in America and only 23% of 
Americans identify themselves as having 
no religion, according to research by the 
Pew Research Center. Around 71% identify 
themselves as Christian and there are growing 
populations of Muslim and Buddhist followers. 

Most cities offer houses of worship for most 
major religions, enabling people to continue 
their religious practice.

Religious freedom is an important principle 
in America and the constitution separates 
religion and the State, although the country is 
not without cases of religious persecution of 
minorities.

Sports

Sport is an intrinsic part of American society 
both as a participation activity and for 
spectators. Baseball, basketball, football 
(American football rather than soccer) and 
ice hockey are very popular, dominating TV 
schedules and drawing large crowds. Each of 
these sports is more popular than elsewhere 
in the world and are quintessentially American 
sports. Other sports, such as soccer, athletics, 
tennis, golf are also popular, as is the pursuit of 
fitness and the outdoor life, including jogging, 
aerobics, skiing and other participation sports.

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/04/07/why-people-with-no-religion-are-projected-to-decline-as-a-share-of-the-worlds-population/
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Settling in

On arrival in America it is  
easy to feel a little lost in a  
new world. 

American TV and films and the fact that they 
may speak the same language as you, may 
make you expect that it will be very easy to 
settle in. However, you will quickly learn that 
there are many significant differences. This 
together with the practicalities of getting set 
up with a new home, new job, new school for 
any children and a new lifestyle can mean 
that settling in to your new home can be more 
difficult than expected.

However, Americans are very hospitable and 
if you engage with the lifestyle and join in with 
community activities you should soon settle in. 
There are many opportunities to take up your 
interests, and colleagues and other expats 

can be a great source of advice on getting 
established in your new home.

Standards

America, as an enormous market in its own 
right, has generally followed its own standards. 
The United States and Canada use a 110-120 
volt, 60-cycle system rather than the 240 volt 
standard in the UK and 220 volts in Europe. 
This means that most electrical equipment will 
need to be acquired in the US. It is possible 
to use converters or step-up transformers, 
but these are not always practical or effective 
and will not generally be worth the cost or 
inconvenience.

Mobile phones also traditionally used the 
CDMA standard rather than the GSM standard 
which is used in Europe and most of the rest of 
the world.
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The telephone (landline and 
mobile phones) and internet 
services in the USA are among 
the most advanced in the world 
and the high level of 
competition helps to keep 
prices low. 

Since the AT&T monopoly was ended in 1984 
the ‘Baby Bells’ have continued to dominate 
the telephone market, but smaller and regional 
competitors have developed.

The main providers of phone services will 
generally offer landline phone plans, mobile 
phone plans and internet services. It is often 
worth looking at package options which 
combine some or all of these services as  
well as cable or Satellite TV. The main 
providers are:

• AT&T
• Verizon Wireless
• T-Mobile
• Sprint

Mobile phones (cellular phones) 
There is very wide usage of mobile phones, 
known as ‘cell phones’ in the US. This is also 
a very good option when you first arrive in the 
country. If you have not established credit 
in the US and do not have a social security 
number you will need to use a pre-paid plan, 
but once this has been established you will be 
able to choose a wide range of plans from a 
wide range of providers. The major providers 
are those listed above, but there are other 
options.

Although GSM is the mobile phone standard 
used in Europe and most of the world, the 

US has adopted a number of standards with 
CDMA being the main one. Increasingly GSM 
is used, but you need to check whether you 
can use your existing mobile phone with your 
chosen network.

Installing a phone line
In order to have a phone installed you will need 
to contact one of the local phone providers. 
You will generally need to provide the following 
details:

• Your name
• Full address
• The type of calling plan you require
• The social security number of the person to 

be billed
• Credit information

If you are taking over the number of the 
previous occupant you will need to provide 
their name and phone number. There will 
sometimes be an installation fee. As a new 
arrival in the US you may have problems 
getting credit and will have to pay a deposit 
(which will be returned after you have 
established a pattern of regular settlement of 
bills).

In most cities phone lines can be connected in 
a few days, although it may take longer in more 
remote areas.

Phones can be rented, but it will generally 
be better to buy your own phone from any 
electronics store.

Internet
There are many options for connecting to the 
internet with many Internet Service Providers 
(ISPs). The big Telecomm companies have 
the largest market share, but there are many 
smaller providers. High speed internet through 
DSL, cable and fibre connections is available 
and the slower dial-up is no longer common.

Getting connected

https://www.att.com/
https://www.verizonwireless.com/
https://www.t-mobile.com/
https://www.sprint.com/en/home.html
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In the USA driving is an 
essential part of the culture. 
This is partly due to the 
practicality of getting around in 
a country so large, and partly a 
function of the lifestyle. 

In some of the major cities there is an extensive 
public transport system, but the cities are all 
served by extensive multi-lane freeways, many 
of which regularly grind to a slow crawl during 
busy periods of the day.

Anyone driving in the USA must have a valid 
driving licence from their home country and 
some states also require you to have an 
International Driver’s Permit (IDP). Contact the 
motor vehicle department of each state you will 
drive in for its requirements. 

An IDP is not a licence but confirms that 
you have a valid driving licence from your 
home country. If you are a short term visitor 
you may be required to have an IDP and if 
you are renting a car it is worth checking the 
requirements. You cannot obtain an IDP in the 
USA and so you need to obtain one in your 
home country.

Residents (Non-US citizens)
The requirements for a driving licence are set 
by each state, but once you have a licence 
from the state where you are resident it will 
be valid for driving anywhere in the USA. 
In most states, the authority responsible 
for issuing driving licences is called the 
Department of Motor Vehicles (“DMV”). In 
some states, however, it has a different name 
(eg. Massachusetts’ Registry of Motor Vehicles 
(RMV) or Tennessee’s Department of  
Safety (DOS)).

Driving in America

https://www.usa.gov/motor-vehicle-services
https://www.usa.gov/motor-vehicle-services
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It is worth checking online on the requirements 
of the state where you will be resident prior 
to your arrival as you may need to obtain a 
US driving licence soon after arrival. You can 
generally download the forms and obtain 
information to prepare for the driving test 
before you get there.

Driving test
The exact requirements vary by state but 
applications for a driving licence generally 
require you to take an eye examination, a 
short test on local driving regulations, and 
a road test of driving ability. The road test 
is sometimes waived for those renewing a 
licence or where they have a valid license from 
other States or other countries. In some States 
that waive the requirement for a road test they 
require a test for those over 75.

The driving licence is valid for up to five years 
and has the holder’s photograph and personal 
information such as address, height, weight, 
and eye colour. The licence will also indicate 
any restrictions, such as the requirement to 
use corrective lenses.

The driver’s licence must be carried whenever 
you are driving. It is also the most commonly 
used method of proving your identity when 
travelling on internal flights, seeking credit, 
cashing a cheque etc.

The minimum age for obtaining a driver’s 
licence varies by State and ranges from 15  
to 18 with around half having 16 as the 
minimum age.

Driving conditions
The USA has the most extensive network of 
roads in the world with interstate highways, 
state highways and secondary roads. 
Conditions are generally excellent with multi-
lane highways in busy areas and even local 
roads are often very broad. Limited state 
budgets and winter conditions, particularly in 

the north, can mean significant potholes, but 
generally the roads are well-maintained.

Guidelines for driving in the United 
States
Driving in the US is on the right side of the road 
nationwide. You are required to overtake to the 
left, although overtaking on multi-lane roads is 
common on both sides.

There are several special arrangements in 
the US. One of these is that in most states 
you can turn right after stopping at a red light, 
providing no traffic is immediately oncoming, 
and that there is no sign to the contrary. There 
is no turn on red in New York City.

Rules are very strict around schools and 
school buses: there are 20 mph speed 
restrictions near schools and drivers must stop 
when encountering a school bus loading or 
discharging passengers, even if the bus is on 
the opposite side of the road.

Drivers must also slow down or stop and pull 
over to the side when they hear emergency 
vehicle sirens.

It is worth checking the complete list of 
regulations published by the state where you 
will be resident. These can be obtained free-of-
charge from the DMV for each state.
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Property options in America

Accommodation choices

When moving to America there are many 
decisions to make about where you are 
going to be living and in what type of 
accommodation. While you explore the 
options, it is often necessary to find temporary 
accommodation before deciding where you 
want to live long-term. Types of temporary 
accommodation include:

Traditional hotels – This can be an option if 
only needed for the short term. However, when 
the entire family arrives together this can be 
expensive and can create problems where 
there is no privacy available in separate areas 
for relaxation and study. Eating out every 
night, while initially attractive, can soon lose its 
appeal.

Extended-stay hotels – In most US cities 
multi-room suites are available with one or 
two bedrooms, a living area including basic 

kitchen facilities and limited hotel facilities. 
This gives the option of self-catering to keep 
costs down and some separate rooms to give 
a degree of privacy. These can be a viable 
alternative if it will take a month or so before 
moving into longer term accommodation.

Serviced accommodation – This is a 
popular solution and widely available in cities 
throughout America. There is a wide range 
of options available, from deluxe solutions to 
more basic options appropriate for those with 
smaller budgets.
 
When you are deciding where you are going 
to live longer-term during your stay in America 
your choice will depend on a number of 
factors: the expected length of stay; market 
factors; whether you are travelling alone, as 
a couple or as a family; available budget; 
whether you are financing the cost yourself or 
it is being provided by your employer as part 
of a package.

mailto:expatnetwork%40smartcurrencyexchange.com?subject=
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deal with maintenance and equipment faults. 
Most houses are rented unfurnished, but 
furnished are available in some areas.

You should be able to find a Realtor who will 
take you round available properties as they will 
generally share the commission with the listing 
agent.

Most cities have a standard minimum lease 
term of one year, although in some areas 
you can agree a minimum lease term of six 
months. A deposit will be payable and this 
varies from city to city, but will be at least one 
month and generally two month’s rent. Agents 
commission is generally paid by the landlord, 
but in some cities, such as New York, it can be 
charged to the tenant.

It varies from city to city whether it is generally 
possible to negotiate a break clause and the 
terms of this is dependent on where you are 
renting. 

Going-There produce a useful Global Leasing 
Report bi-annually, which shows the typical 
rents and the terms available in different cities 
around America (and around the world).
 

Options include:
 
Serviced apartment – The advantages of this 
option have already been covered and for 
some it is a very attractive lifestyle with all the 
facilities provided and an active community of 
like-minded people in the building.

Purchase – When expats are on a defined 
stay it can be a high-risk strategy to purchase. 
The key risk is that if you must leave at a 
defined time you may be forced to sell at a 
disadvantageous time in the market. There 
is also the risk that you will be forced by 
circumstances to return to your home country 
sooner than expected. If you are staying for a 
longer period or have moved with the specific 
intention of investing in property as part of a 
change in lifestyle you will need to ensure that 
you understand the market and the risks and 
opportunities you face. If you are planning to 
buy in America see Chris Nye’s guide to the 
buying process in America on page 24. 

Rented accommodation – For most, a 
rental property is the most popular choice. In 
different parts of America there will be choices 
to suit most situations. You will generally 
be able to choose between furnished and 
unfurnished and identify the most appropriate 
residential area in the centre of the city or 
further out. The advantages of renting include 
the ability to match the term of the rental to the 
length of your expected stay and not having to 

https://going-there.com/global-leasing-report
https://going-there.com/global-leasing-report
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Buying a home in America

The buying process in the USA follows 
a British model – more accurately a 
Scottish one – rather than a continental 
european model. This means it is 
cheaper than in most countries, 
typically adding less than 3% to the 
purchase price.

By Christopher Nye

One big difference to other countries is the 
Multiple Listing Service (MLS), an online 
database where you can quickly see every 
property for sale in the area, from every agent, 
without needing to contact each individually. 
Since every country now has a dominant portal 
(Rightmove, Immoscout, Seloger etc), this is no 
longer such a rarity, but still very useful.

In the USA there are buyers’ agents and sellers’ 
agents. As a buyer you normally sign up to just 
one agent and it is they who will go to the sellers’ 
agents to find you a property. They have access 
to every home on the MLS, so avoid going to 
a sellers’ agent as it will be in their interests to 
show you only their own clients’ property.

If you buy, the commission is paid from 
the sales price and divided between both 
agents. A realtor is not just any broker, it is the 
trademark of a licensed member of the National 
Association of Realtors, trained, qualified and 
continuously retrained.

The exact processes and costs vary between 
States. In some states a lawyer is essential while 
in others it isn’t, for instance. As an overseas 
buyer it makes sense to have an independent 
lawyer working just for you.

It is also sensible to talk to a tax and inheritance 
specialist about your ownership structure 
before making any offers. It may seem odd to 
plan for selling the property when you haven’t 
even bought it yet, but it could save you a lot of 
money if you plan ahead.

Americans are very fond of the Open House 
approach, with all the viewers invited at once. 
If looking at a showhome check if the furniture 
package you are buying is of the same quality 
as shown or will cost extra. If planning to rent 
out a property, for example near DisneyWorld, 
make sure the area is zoned to allow such 
rentals. Not everywhere is.

When you have chosen the property, you make 
an offer orally via your own realtor to the seller’s 
agent or the seller personally. Via offer and 
counter-offer hopefully you reach agreement 
on the price and other conditions such as the 
date or the deal being contingent on getting 
a mortgage, for example. At this point, if not 
before, you will need a lawyer.

While it is still just a verbal offer, you can 
withdraw or the seller can accept a higher 
offer. However, within a day or two your agent 
will be sent details of the property, such as 
condominium agreements and finances.

Within the next ten days the lawyers on each 
side should have made basic checks and 
resolved any issues. The buyer is then ready to 
sign the contract and pay 10% of the purchase 
price into an escrow account held by the 
seller’s lawyer. This is non-refundable except 
in circumstances already agreed between the 
parties.

Closing normally happens after 30 days, though 
it could be 45 or 60, as agreed between both 
parties. The seller will have proved that the title 
is clean, that they are genuinely the owner of 
the property and there are no liens (although 
the buyer should still take out title insurance).

They – or a representative – will also do a final 
visit to the property to do a visual check. The 
buyer will pay the balance of the purchase 
price plus all taxes and fees. After signing the 
keys will be handed to the new owner.
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Healthcare in America

America has a reputation for 
offering the most advanced 
healthcare in the world. For 
those who can afford it, health 
insurance gives people access 
to very sophisticated systems 
and highly qualified medical 
practitioners. However, 
healthcare in America is very 
expensive and there are many 
who are unable to afford  
health insurance.

Medicare and Medicaid, which are subsidised 
by the US government, are only available to 
those over 65, the disabled and the very poor. 
The Affordable Care Act reduced the number 
of people without health insurance, but there 
were still around 10% uninsured. Although 
under attack by the present administration its 
provisions are still in force.

There is no such thing as “free” treatment in 
America and even in urgent care clinics there 
is a cost. All care, including emergency care, 
will have to be paid for. If your health insurance 
does not pay, you will need to pay and then 
make a claim. 

As an expat moving to America you will need 
to have good quality health insurance cover. If 
your employer in the US will not be providing 
insurance cover you will need to be sure  
you have identified the cost for you and  
your dependents. 
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Doctors

It is best to identify your ‘primary-care 
physician’ or ‘family practitioner’ when you 
arrive in the US. Recommendations from 
colleagues and neighbours will help to identify 
a suitable doctor. Your ‘primary-care physician’ 
will refer you for any specialist treatment to 
one of the many specialist doctors in a local 
hospital.

For non-emergency care you should always 
see your primary care physician and you may 
need to pay for the appointment and then 
claim the cost back. A visit to an Emergency 
Center in a hospital will be very expensive and 
should only be your first option in a genuine 
emergency.

Good records are essential to ensure you 
reclaim all costs and on your first visit you 
will need to provide details of your health 
insurance as well as your social security 
number and personal and contact details. 

Doctors in America tend to refer you to 
specialists and carry out tests more readily 
than in other countries. This driven by the 
litigious culture and a desire to ensure that 
there is no potential claim against them for 
failing to carry out tests or failing to refer you to 
a specialist.

Hospitals

There are several different types of hospital 
in America. Public hospitals are operated by 
the municipal authorities and are subsidised 
out of public funds. These are more common 
in larger cities. They are not as expensive, but 
can be less well-equipped and can be very 
busy and under strain from uninsured patients.

Teaching hospitals are attached to many large 
universities. They are well-equipped with high 
profile senior staff and can be an excellent 
choice for major surgery or serious illnesses.

Private hospitals provide excellent cover and 
are staffed by highly qualified doctors, but 
are expensive. You need to ensure that your 
insurance cover is sufficient. Some of these 
operated as chains by corporations that also 
sell medical insurance plans.

You should ensure that you always have 
proof of insurance coverage with you. In most 
hospitals the insurance company will settle 
the costs direct with the hospital before you 
leave. Without insurance, a deposit is usually 
required, which may run to several thousand 
dollars and if you are unable to pay this they 
will probably refuse treatment or transfer 
you to a public hospital where you may only 
receive critical treatment (i.e. treatment for life 
threatening conditions).
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Finding schools in America

When considering your 
schooling options in America, 
assuming you have decided 
against a boarding school back 
home, you will need to decide 
between American public and 
private schools and 
international and foreign-
language schools. 

International schools

International schools generally teach in English 
and focus on the International Baccalaureate 
(IB) examination and diploma. The advantage 
of this option is that it is easier to reintegrate 
your child to the UK or other system and is 
better matched to the entry requirements to 
universities outside America.

There are also specialist foreign language 
schools that enable foreign students to learn 
in their own language and follow the same 
education system as they would do at home. 
The advantage is easier reintegration when the 
family repatriates home and may be especially 
appropriate where the stay in America is short 
or where children are at a critical stage of their 
education. This option is only available in major 
cities in some areas of the US.

American schools

Placing your child in the American school 
system allows you to take advantage of 
the local system, and gives them a new 
cultural experience. This can have long term 
advantages in their development and can help 
to integrate them with American children and 
settle into their new life. If English is a second 

language then attending an American school 
can help the child to becoming fluent in English 
more quickly (some schools offer English as a 
Second Language courses).

Schools in America are structured with 
Elementary Schools, followed by Middle School 
and then High School. Children start school 
between age five and six and compulsory 
education continues until 16 or 18. Although it 
varies between different states, children move 
on to Middle School at around 10. High School 
generally starts in Grade 9 or Grade 10 so that 
children are between 14 and 15. After Grade 
12, students move on to further education at a 
college or university.

The school calendar usually begins in August or 
September and continues through May or June. 
Education is compulsory in America and this 
applies to children of foreign nationals if they 
are resident in the US for one year or longer. 
The states rather than the federal government 
set the specific requirements, so they vary from 
state to state. 

In addition to the public-school system of free 
education there are church-sponsored and 
other private schools that charge fees.

The US Department of Education has created a 
search tool to help you to find a list of available 
schools where you plan to live by state, city 
and zip code. This can be found at the National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) website. 
There are also many agencies set up to help 
you to find the right school for your children, 
such as School Search Solutions. You can 
access some free information, but there may 
also be fees for a full service.

If looking at private schools, associations 
like the National Association of Independent 
Schools (NAIS) can be a good source of 
information on the available schools in your 
area or there are several online guides. 

http://nces.ed.gov/globallocator/
https://www.schoolsearchsolutions.com/
http://www.nais.org/
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Personal finance

establishing credit on arrival in 
America

One of the key challenges on arrival in the 
US is the lack of a credit score. This has 
implications in many areas as it restricts 
your ability to set up phone contracts, rent 
a property, sign up utilities, obtain a credit 
card and many more. Creditworthiness does 
not easily cross borders. This is caused by 
data protection legislation which prohibits 
sharing data internationally and the different 
approaches to credit scoring around the 
world. Most banks have established practices 
and are not able to be flexible in dealing with 
people moving from abroad.

It is important to establish credit as quickly as 
possible. The first step is to obtain a Social 
Security Number. Without a SSN it will be 
impossible to build a credit history.

In order to build your credit score you will need 
to take out credit, but without a credit score 
this can be impossible. One way out of this 
‘Catch-22’ is to get a secured credit card. With 
a secured card you place a security deposit 
with the issuer and get a card with a small 
credit line. The card issuer reports payments 
to the three major credit reporting agencies 
and this will enable you to begin to build a 
credit history. It is best to make regular use of 
the card, but not using the full credit limit, and 

to pay the balance off on time every month to 
avoid interest charges and show that you are 
able to pay your debts.

Another option is to try to get a US credit card 
from the issuer of your card in your home 
country. This is not always possible due to the 
inflexibility of many credit card companies, but 
is worth a try as it can help to quickly establish 
your credit. If you have a partner who has a 
credit card, you can establish your credit by 
becoming an authorised user on their account.

It is worth setting up automatic payments 
for all your bills to ensure that you do not 
inadvertently miss a payment of your secured 
credit card or any other bills as this can 
adversely affect your credit. Automatic 
payment of your rent will be reported to 
Experian’s Rent Bureau which will also help 
your credit score.

Once the system has recognised your 
existence you can gradually build your credit 
score by ensuring you stay on top of any credit 
payments in the normal way.

Banking in America

Banking in America provides a wide range 
of options with different variations on basic 
checking and savings accounts and with the 
ability to link accounts. Terms and services 
vary.

According to Forbes, America’s largest banks 
are:

1. JP Morgan Chase
2. Bank of America
3. Citigroup
4. Wells Fargo
5. Bank of New York Mellon
6. US Bancorp
7. HSBC North America
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Global Reach, Local Service.

Our personal planning report will take all 
of this and many other important factors 
into consideration - ask us about this and 
more today!

Get in touch: info@abg-usa.net
Or for more detailed information on the 
services we offer please visit www.abg-usa.net

•	 Personal	financial	planning

• Local tax considerations

• Local pension consolidation

• Life insurance back in the UK

Moving to the USA?

Financial Planning
in your new country...

mailto:info%40abg-usa.net?subject=Expat%20Network%20Enquiry
http://www.abg-usa.net/
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8. PNC Financial Services Group
9. Capital One Financial Corp
10. TD Bank US Holding

Following legislation in the 1990s legalising 
interstate banking there was a consolidation 
in the banking industry and the repeal of the 
Glass-Seagal Act removed the separation of 
investment from retail banking. This reduced 
the number of smaller local banks, but they are 
still an option.

Opening a bank account
Opening a bank account in America does not 
normally require a Social Security Number so 
you can open an account before you become 
resident. You will generally need to provide a 
passport or a Driver’s License as identification, 
proof of residence and sometimes a reference 
will be required. An initial deposit will be 
required and for some accounts there will be a 
minimum amount.

Checking accounts
A checking account is the primary account 
giving access to the ability to receive your 
salary, pay bills, transfer funds and access 
cash via an ATM. There are, however, a wide 
range of accounts available.

Debit or ATM cards enable you to use your 
own bank’s ATMs free of charge, but a small 
fee may be charged for using other banks’ 
ATMs

All the US banks provide online and telephone 
banking services and there are some online-
only banks.

The terms for US bank accounts vary and it 
is worth comparing the services and charges 
to ensure that they meet your likely use of the 
account. It is also worth checking that they 
have ATMs in convenient locations to your 
home and work. You should also check how 
quickly you will receive your Debit/ATM card 

so that you can access your funds.

Once you have established your credit (see 
article – Establishing Credit On Arrival In 
America) you should establish how long it will 
take to obtain a credit card. You will need to 
have a Social Security Number and establish 
a good record with your bank before they are 
likely to offer a credit card.

Savings accounts
A regular savings account generally pays 
interest provided you have a minimum 
balance. They do not normally have any 
restrictions on withdrawals. You can normally 
manage them online and at ATMs.

Other options, such as money market 
accounts can earn higher interest rates, but 
also have more restrictions, such as limits on 
withdrawals. Tiered interest rates are generally 
offered based on the balance on deposit. 

Banking insurance
The Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation 
(FDIC), a government agency established 
in 1933 to protect depositors in the event of 
a bank failure, provides insurance for bank 
deposits. Banks pay a fee to the FDIC based 
on a percentage of total deposits they hold. 
The FDIC gives a guarantee to depositors to 
refund any losses in the event of a bank failure 
up to a maximum of $250,000.

Opening times
Opening times vary, but most banks open from 
9am to 6pm on weekdays and from 9am to 
12pm on Saturdays. Cash machines (ATMs) 
allow cash withdrawals, money transfers and 
other services 24 hours a day. Internet banking 
also allows you to access your account, make 
payments and transfers 24 hours a day.
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The dreaded FATcA 

The foreign account tax compliance act 
(FATCA) became law in March 2010. A key 
focus of this piece of legislation, is reporting 
by US taxpayers of certain foreign financial 
accounts and offshore assets. It also covers 
reporting by financial institutions about 
financial accounts held by US taxpayers. 

The objective of FATCA is to ensure the US 
government gets its tax dollar from assets that 
US taxpayers have hidden or not reported 
outside the US. British expats in the US may 
well not consider themselves tax dodgers 
as they believe they are paying the correct 
amount of tax in the US and UK. But they may 
have an issue if they have left behind bank 
accounts or investments. FATCA will look at 
the underlying structure of the accounts or 
investments and if they deem it non-compliant, 
there could be further taxes to pay. 

An example of this is an offshore investment 
bond which would likely be deemed as a 
passive foreign investment company (PFIC) 
and would have its own tax consequences. For 
a number of good reasons British expats in the 
US may want to keep assets outside of the US 
denominated in sterling. There are investment 
options to cater for this scenario which are 
compliant with the rules of the US taxman, the 
IRS. They allow a British expats in the US to 
retain sterling investments outside of the US 
and become tax compliant. They also allow 
expats to manage currency risk by allowing a 
switch to US dollars should it be advantageous 
to do so (and back again if required). 

Another area which will be affected by FATCA 
is the use of qualifying recognised overseas 
pension schemes (QROPS) by British expats 
in the US. The majority of QROPS are based 
in Malta, which has signed up to FATCA 
reporting. There is a widely-held belief that 
should a British expat transfer their UK pension 

to a QROPS while US resident, this will create 
a tax charge on the transfer as it will no longer 
be a qualifying UK pension scheme. Currently 
the IRS doesn’t know when this happens and 
Britons just report income, which is taxed 
through self-assessment. 

FATCA reporting will mean that the IRS will 
find out when they transferred to the QROPS 
and could quite easily issue a tax bill as this 
is a chargeable event. There are compliant 
pension schemes available for Britons living in 
the US which allow them to make use of tried 
and tested double taxation agreements without 
using QROPS. These allow the expat to have 
a US dollar-denominated pension which stays 
in the UK - therefore remains a qualifying UK 
pension in the eyes of the IRS. 

FATCA’s powers are far reaching and the 
quantity of information it will uncover will be 
staggering. It will take the IRS a long time to 
sift through it all but at some point, if your US/
UK financial planning isn’t compliant, you  
may well get a very unwelcome letter from  
the taxman. 
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Global Reach, Local Service.

One of the many advantages of 
using Alexander Beard is our strong 
professional connections in the USA that 
mean we can help with:

Get in touch: info@abg-usa.net
Or for more detailed information on the 
services we offer please visit www.abg-usa.net

• Any legal questions

• Accountancy and taxation

• Immigration law

• Sourcing a mortgage

Moving to the USA?

Professional 
Connections...

mailto:info%40abg-usa.net?subject=Expat%20network%20Enquiry
http://www.abg-usa.net/
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British expats resident in the US 
may be tempted to place their 
retirement savings in overseas 
pension schemes. But would 
they be better off with a UK 
based scheme?

By Mark James

Many British expats, who are now living in 
the US, may request transferring their UK 
pensions over to the USA; however, the US 
will not accept any transfers of pension plans 
that are not organised in the United States and 
therefore a UK pension cannot be transferred. 
An alternative option for many expats was to 
transfer your UK scheme to a ROPS, which 
used to be a legitimate pension solution for 
a great many British expats. These schemes 
were called QROPS (Qualifying Recognised 
Overseas Scheme).

However, in March 2017, the UK Government 
announced an immediate 25% tax on such 
transfers unless the individual was a resident 
of the country where the ROPS scheme is 
registered. This had a huge impact on the 
ROPS market and many providers have seen 
transfers drop considerably. 

At ABG, we always considered these transfers, 
for expats in the US, as potentially taxable by 
the IRS and as such, we have consistently 
recommended using a flexible UK pension 
instead. 

Flexibility and Pension freedoms
There were major changes in 2015 within UK 
pension legislation, which related to greater 
freedoms for defined contribution schemes. 

Before the changes took place, members 
who had a defined contribution pension were 
only allowed to take up to a certain maximum 
annual income from their own pension pots. 
This was known as a ‘Capped’ income 
drawdown and the maximum was restricted 

Where should expats in the USA 
place their pension?
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by the UK Government; members were 
therefore caught by this legislation. However, 
these rules have since been removed and 
the old maximum ‘Capped’ income limit has 
been replaced with a new ‘Flexible’ income 
drawdown.

Using a ‘Flexible’ income drawdown still allows 
the pension to remain invested while you 
take an income but now, members are able 
to withdraw what they want, when they want 
and how they want, after 55, even their whole 
pension pot, should they wish to do so. 

These new freedoms only apply to defined 
contribution plans but the legislation does 
permit members of funded company pensions 
(defined benefit schemes) to access these 
freedoms too. However, members must 
transfer their company scheme into some form 
of a defined contribution pension first. 

Pension Income
The double taxation treaty between the UK 
and US is in place to avoid double taxation 
for residents in either jurisdiction. Typically, a 
UK scheme will take tax a pension income at 
source and the expat can receive foreign tax 
credits, if too much has been taken. 

Alternatively, you may wish to apply for an NT 
(no tax) code from the HMRC. This process 
can be rather a lengthy process but once 
complete, your UK pension may be paid 
gross and you simply organise your tax, that is 
payable, in the US.

Death Benefits
In a final salary scheme, also known as 
‘defined benefit’ plan, a company will typically 
offer a spouse 50% of the members’ pension 
income after death. Some plans may offer 
more but 50% is rather standard. Upon second 
death, the income payment cease and there is 
no pot to pass on. 

However, in a ‘defined contribution’ scheme, 
which is best described as a personal pension, 
the member is allowed to pass any remaining 
balance on to their nominated beneficiary. 
If the member dies before 75, then the 
beneficiary can receive either a lump sum or 
an income UK tax free. If the member dies at 
75 or older, then the beneficiary will pay tax 
at their marginal rate on either a lump sum or 
withdrawals.

Summary
This article is a very brief outline regarding 
UK pensions for expats in the USA. It is a 
specialised area within financial services and a 
good understanding of how both systems work 
is vital for receiving the correct advice. We at 
Alexander Beard have these proficiencies and 
have been looking after British expats, in the 
US, for many years.

If you would like to discuss your pension 
situation in more detail, please do feel free to 
contact Alexander Beard USA.

Mark James is a UK/USA cross border 
pensions specialist with Alexander Beard 
(USA) Inc. This is not to be considered tax or 
financial advice.

http://abg-usa.net/
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If your expat assignment takes 
you to USA, why not travel to 
these recommended places in 
your time off? Get away from 
your work assignment and truly 
explore your new environment, 
its culture and unique sights.

Charleston, South Carolina
Charleston is known for great food (you won’t 
find better grits – ground-corn porridge – on 
the planet) and colourful history. But why do 
travellers return year after year? We’ll blame 
the genuine Southern hospitality this city 
extends to each and every visitor.

Las Vegas, Nevada
Is there any possible way Las Vegas could 
not be on our ‘best nightlife’ list? The only way 
we could possibly omit it is on a technicality—
since you can do pretty much anything 24/7 in 
Vegas, it might be wrong to call it ‘nightlife’.

Seattle, Washington
Seattle’s petite downtown area and many 
attractions make it possible to pack a week’s 
experience into a weekend. Grab a latte and 
start at the world-famous Pike Place Market. 
Watch the fish fly and then head to the Space 

Needle for a dramatic view of the city and its 
surrounding waters. Return to earth and jump 
aboard a moonlit dinner cruise to Blake Island 
or canoe through the arboretum.

San Francisco, California
Who cares about a little fog (okay, a lot of 
fog) when there’s so much to do in San 
Francisco? By day, explore Fisherman’s Wharf 
and the Aquarium of the Bay, ride a cable 
car, and stroll around the Presidio. By night, 
have a fabulous dinner (at a Michelin-starred 
restaurant or a tiny place in Chinatown), then 
hit some of the best clubs on the West Coast.

Washington, District of Columbia
Make sure you bring cash to Washington, 
DC. Not that it’s expensive (actually, many 
museums are free) or that no-one accepts 
plastic (they do) – it’s just an awful lot of fun 

Downtime in America
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to hold up a $5 bill next to the actual Lincoln 
Memorial, or a $20 in front of the White House. 
In between touring monuments and historical 
sights, check out the quirky International Spy 
Museum, watch pandas at the National Zoo, 
or catch a military band playing an outdoor 
concert on Capitol Hill.

New Orleans, Louisiana
As a visitor in New Orleans, you can expect 
the locals to pull out all the stops to show you 
a good time. And it’s way more than just a 
demonstration of Southern hospitality - ‘laisser 
les bon temps rouler’, or ‘let the good times 
roll’ is the city’s unofficial motto. So, take a tour 
of the elegant Garden District, hit a jazz club, 
dine at the Commander’s Palace, or join the 
crowds on Bourbon Street. The Big Easy has 
much to celebrate these days, now that it’s had 
some time to rebuild from Hurricane Katrina, 
and you’ll be welcomed with open arms.

Palm Springs, California
Looking to relax in the sun? Palm Springs, with 
354 days of sunshine per year, might be the 
place for you. Relax poolside or visit one of 
the many area spas… or tour some fantastic 
examples of mid-century modern architecture.

San Diego, California
Looking for a classic California beach 
experience, with a boardwalk, beach 
volleyball, even a classic amusement park? 

You can find it at Mission Beach in San Diego. 
After you’re done swimming and sunning, 
hit one of the many beachside restaurants 
and bars for some live music, dancing and a 
tropical drink.

St Louis, Missouri
The history of St Louis has been heavily 
influenced by westward expansion and blues 
music. The big must-see in this region is the 
Gateway Arch, while other important sites 
include the Museum of Westward Expansion, 
the St Louis Cathedral and the Anheuser-
Busch factory tour. The city offers plenty for the 
whole family. Children will enjoy the local zoo 
and the Magic House, while family members 
will also want to unwind at Forest Park, home to 
the World’s Fair almost a century ago.

Sedona, Arizona
Any place can have an amazing pool and spa, 
but an amazing pool and spa in the middle of 
a gorgeous desert? That’s what you’ll find at 
Sedona’s resorts. If you do feel like taking a 
break from lounging poolside and sampling 
different kinds of massages, you’ll find miles 
of trails for hiking, biking and horseback tours. 
Afterward, of course, you’ll need another 
massage. It’s the good kind of vicious cycle.
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