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A Letter from Brandon and the Team: April 2026

Dear Friends and Clients,

March was eventful in every sense of the word. We started the month celebrating
gathering the Kupono team and our families for a dinner to mark the milestones we've
hit together since opening our doors. What began five months ago as a leap of faith has
grown into something real and meaningful, and we wanted to pause and recognize that.
Looking around that table at the people who show up every day and pour themselves
into this work, and the families who support them at home, filled us with genuine
gratitude. We are so proud of what this team has built, and we are just getting started.
Some of you may notice Stephanie in the photo with us. While she is loving retirement,
and has no professional role in the office, so much of what we do and how we care for
clients is driven by working with her. She will always be a part of our team.

The Kiipono team and O hana celebrating together.



Then the Kona low hit. What happened in Waialua and Hale‘iwa lands close to home for

us, Kupono literally would not exist without this community. We were on the ground for
cleanup, had hard conversations with clients who lost homes, and were reminded again
why this work matters. Meanwhile, markets spent March in full turbulence mode with
energy uncertainty, geopolitical tension, and a broad selloff. The Navigation step of the
Pono Planning Process exists for exactly these moments: when the headlines are loud, a
plan built on integrity keeps you grounded. We were navigating right alongside you.
On a more personal note: both Brandon and Mariel have seniors who are narrowing
down their college choices for the fall. After twenty years of walking families through
529 strategies, financial aid, and cost projections, we’re living those same conversations
at our own kitchen tables. The emotions are real. It’s a good reminder of why the
Preparing and Organizing steps of our process matter, so that when these moments
arrive, the framework is already in place.

After a month of the unpredictable, it felt right to turn to one of planning’s most
dependable pillars — Social Security. It doesn’t swing with headlines. But predictable
doesn’t mean simple: the decisions around when to claim and how spousal benefits work
can be worth tens of thousands of dollars over a lifetime. That’s what our Ongoing
Partnership is built for. Read on for this month’s deep dive.

With aloha and gratitude,

Brandon, Mariel, Mara & Tonya

Kipono Wealth Planning | 808-650-7263 | www.kuponowealth.com



http://www.kuponowealth.com/

“Social Security is one of the most effective poverty-prevention programs in
history. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, it keeps nearly 29 million

Americans from sliding into poverty each year,” BlackRock CEO Larry Fink wrote
in his 2025 letter to investors.

Nonetheless, while it provides a basic level of income, we’re also mindful that
Social Security, by itself, is rarely enough to ensure a comfortable retirement.

What is Social Security?

Social Security is a federal program that provides income to eligible people who
are:

Retired

Spouses or dependents of eligible workers
Disabled
Survivors of a deceased worker

Our focus will be on Social Security’s primary mission, providing monthly
benefits to those in or near retirement. But let’s briefly touch on the other aspects
of the nation’s largest safety net that accounts for about one in every five dollars
spent by the federal government.

Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), or “Disability,” provides
monthly payments to people who have a disability that stops or limits their ability
to work.

You may be eligible if you have a disability that affects your ability to work for one
year or more, or will result in death, or you are blind.

Generally, you must have worked for at least five of the last 10 years to qualify for
SSDI. People under the age of 24 may not need to have worked as long.

Survivor benefits provide monthly payments to eligible family members of
those who worked and have paid Social Security taxes before they died.

You may be eligible if you:

e Are age 60 or older, or age 50—59 if you have a disability, and
e Were married for at least nine months before your spouse's death, and
e Didn’t remarry before age 60 (age 50 if you have a disability).

A child of someone who died may be eligible if they're unmarried and are 17 and
younger, or 18—19 years old and in school full time (K—12), or any age if they
developed a disability at age 21 or younger.

Now, let’s turn our attention to the retirement benefits that Social Security
provides.
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When can I start receiving Social Security retirement benefits?

You can claim retirement benefits as early as age 62, but your benefit will be
permanently reduced.

Key ages:

e 62 is the earliest you are eligible.

e Full Retirement Age (FRA) is between 66 and 67 and depends on the year
you were born. If you were born in 1960 or later, FRA is 67.
e 70 provides the maximum benefit (no further increases after this).

Practically speaking, how does this work? Here’s a broad overview.

If you were born in 1960 or later, you'll receive

e 70% of your full benefit at age 62
e 100% of your full benefit at age 67
e 124% of your full benefit at age 70

Every month you delay between birthdays adds a prorated increase to your
benefit. At age 70, you’ll have maximized out at 124%.

For example, based on his earnings history, Tom is entitled to $1,000 per month
at age 67. If he claims early at age 62, his benefit would be reduced to $700 per
month. By waiting until age 70, his benefit rises to $1,240 per month.

Keep in mind, this does not include cost-of-living adjustments, which are
required by law and will gradually increase Tom’s benefit over time.

The breakeven: Claim now or wait

A common question that arises is, “If I claim benefits at age 62 and receive a
smaller monthly amount over a longer period, when might I break even versus
waiting until age 67?”

In this case, the breakeven is roughly about 79 vears old.

The breakeven between claiming Social Security at 67 versus 70 is around 82
years of age, and the breakeven between claiming at 62 and waiting until 70 is
around 80.

Claim early?

Simply put, you need income today. You've retired (or have been subjected to a
layoff), your savings are limited, and Social Security provides you with a stable
income.
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Health concerns or a shorter life expectancy, based on family history, are also
important reasons some choose to claim benefits earlier.

Others simply value income today. They want the freedom and the income while
they are still healthy.

But if you are still working, be aware that earnings limits apply before FRA, but
withheld benefits are not permanently lost—more in a moment.

Claim later?

The future is unknown, but you enjoy working, you are in good health, your family
history suggests a longer life expectancy, and you don’t need the money today.

Besides, you have other sources of income, such as rental properties, a pension,
or a part-time gig. But once you reach 70, there’s really no reason to delay. Your
benefit is maxed out, and you'll be leaving money with the government.

Working and receiving Social Security

You may or may not be aware of this, but you can receive Social Security
retirement benefits and work at the same time. There are a lot of nuances to this
topic, so if you're considering Social Security while still working, we’d be glad to
help you make an informed decision.

Here are the main highlights.

If you are under your FRA for the entire year:

e 2026 earnings limit is $24,480.
e Social Security withholds $1 in benefits for every $2 you earn above the
limit.
If you reach FRA during the year:

e 2026 limit (before your birthday month) is $65,160.
e SSA withholds $1 for every $3 you earn above the limit.

Starting the month you reach FRA, there is no earnings limit and no benefits
reduction.

What counts as income? Wages, bonuses, commissions, and vacation pay from a
job in the year they’re earned, not paid. For example, bonuses may be earned in
one year but paid the following year. In some cases, severance pay is counted.

Income that’s excluded includes capital gains, pension payments, annuity
income, 401(k) or IRA withdrawals, rental income (if not a business), Social
Security benefits, veterans benefits, and other government benefits.

There’s one other matter we’'d like to point out. And it’s probably the least
understood part of the earnings test: Benefits withheld are not lost forever.
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When you reach full retirement age, Social Security recalculates your benefit to
give you credit for the months when benefits were withheld. But the payback isn't
immediate. You won't receive a lump sum for benefits that were withheld.
Instead, your monthly benefit is increased. Over time (typically 12-15 years) you
recover the full amount that was withheld.

What about your spouse?

Your spouse may claim Social Security benefits based on a husband’s or wife’s
earnings record as long as the spouse is age 62 or older and the higher-earning
spouse is already receiving Social Security retirement benefits.

However, the lower-earning spouse may claim Social Security based on their own
work record at age 62 even if the other spouse has not yet claimed.

So, if income is needed earlier, the lower-earning spouse can begin receiving
benefits based on their own earnings record, allowing the higher-earning spouse
to hold off filing and earn delayed retirement credits.

Once the higher earner begins collecting benefits, the lower-earning spouse may
become eligible for a higher spousal benefit, assuming the spousal benefit
exceeds their own.

At most, a spousal benefit can equal up to 50% of the higher-earning spouse’s
benefit at FRA. If you claim spousal benefits before reaching your own full
retirement age, that benefit is permanently reduced.

Importantly, the spousal benefit is always calculated using the higher earner’s
FRA benefit (age 67 if born in 1960 or later), not the amount they actually receive.
Delayed retirement credits do not increase spousal benefits.

For example, if the higher-earning spouse’s FRA benefit is $2,000 per month, the
maximum spousal benefit is $1,000 (50%). Even if the higher earner delays
claiming until age 70, the spousal benefit is capped at $1,000.

Final thoughts

Your decision will be influenced by a range of considerations, and you don’t have
to navigate them alone.

We recognize the complexities involved, and our goal this month was to provide
you with an overview. But we can help you explore various options based on your
circumstances. While the final decision rests with you, we’re happy to support
you and address any questions along the way.

March comes in like a lion

Traders who had donned their Dow 50,000 hats in February watched the oldest
and best-known index slide into correction territory last month, shedding 10%.

Since its year-to-date peak, the tech-heavy Nasdaq retreated by about 12% at its
lowest point.



The S&P 500 Index has yet to enter an official stock market correction, with a
total decline of 9.1% (10% is widely regarded as the threshold for an official
market correction).

But given the gravity of the situation, losses have been modest.

Table 1: Key Index Returns

March % YTD %
Dow Jones Industrial Average -5.4 -3.6
Nasdag Composite -4.8 -7.1
S&P 500 Index -5.1 -4.6
Russell 2000 Index -5.2 0.6
MSCI World ex-USA** -10.2 -1.5
MSCI Emerging Markets** -13.6 -0.5
Bloomberg US Agg Total Return -1.8 0.0

Source: Wall Street Journal, MSCl.com, Bloomberg, MarketWatch
MTD returns: February 27, 2026 — March 31, 2026

YTD returns: December 31, 2025 — March 31, 2026

**in US dollars

From purely an economic perspective, let’s review three important commodities
that originate in the Persian Gulf and examine how they could affect the global
economy if the currently blocked Strait of Hormuz remains closed.

1. Not surprisingly, the hostilities in the Middle East have dominated trading,
especially as it relates to the price of oil.

According to the Energy Information Administration, about 15% of global oil and

5% of the world’s refined products exit the Persian Gulf through the Strait of
Hormuz. Travel through the Gulf has slowed to a trickle, and prices reacted
accordingly.

During March, the International Energy Agency estimated a shortfall of about 8
million barrels per day in March.

Some supply in the Gulf can be re-routed, non-OPEC production may rise, and
emergency drawdowns from global stockpiles can bridge some of the gap.

Today, the U.S. is much less dependent on oil from the Persian Gulf (about 34%).
Still, oil is priced globally, and the U.S. cannot fully escape the economic
consequences from rising prices.



2. While attention has been focused on oil, the world is also dependent on the
Persian Gulf for fertilizer.

Countries exposed to disruptions account for nearly 50% of global exports of urea
—a widely used nitrogen fertilizer—and about 30% of global ammonia exports,
according to the U.S. Farm Bureau.

Though the U.S. does not directly import large quantities of fertilizer from the
Middle East, fertilizer markets, like oil, respond to price movements in the region.

Lower global yields would likely lift food prices if the Strait remains blocked for
an extended period.

3. About one-third of the world's helium comes from Qatar. It’s not simply
party balloons that are affected. Helium is essential in the production of
computer chips.

A prolonged shortage could have a significant impact on semiconductor
manufacturing. The U.S. is the world’s top producer but would be affected by a
shortage of chips.

In summary, March was marked by higher volatility yet modest losses rather than
panic-driven selling, leaving markets cautious but still fundamentally supported
heading into April.

Expectations that the conflict would be limited in duration helped stabilize
sentiment, while a resilient U.S. economy and upbeat Q1 estimates (LSEG)
provided support.

Investors also took comfort in the perception that the Federal Reserve was
unlikely to overreact to a supply-driven rise in oil prices and a near-term
resolution of the war. Any unwanted escalation or a prolonged conflict would
likely heighten market volatility.

As the month came to a close, stocks rallied amid optimism that hostilities might
soon end.

We understand the events in the Middle East may be concerning. As always, we
encourage you to reach out if you have questions, concerns, or simply want to talk
through what this means for your personal financial goals.

We’re here to provide clarity, perspective, and guidance, especially when the news
feels overwhelming.

I trust you found this review to be insightful. If you have any questions or simply
want to talk through your portfolio or other financial goals, please don’t hesitate
to reach out to me or anyone on our team.

Thank you for choosing us as your team. We deeply value your confidence and
are honored to help you navigate your financial journey.
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Securities and advisory services offered through LPL Financial, a registered
investment advisor. Member FINRA/SIPC. The opinions voiced in this material
are for general information only and are not intended to provide specific advice or
recommendations for any individual. This information is not intended to be a
substitute for specific individualized tax or legal advice. We suggest that you
discuss your specific situation with a qualified tax or legal advisor. No strategy
assures success or protects against loss. The fast price swings of commodities will
result in significant volatility in an investor's holdings.



