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ATB is here to help
Losing someone is never easy and dealing with the financials 
and administration of an estate can feel overwhelming, 
especially when grieving the loss of a loved one. We want to 
make sure this process is as simple as possible, so you can 
spend more time with those close to you during a difficult time. 

Being trusted as an Executor and helping others to remember 
someone’s life is an honour. There might be some duties you’re 
unfamiliar with, but ATB is here to help you through this 
hard time and what can feel like a complicated task. We are 
here to listen to the challenges you are facing and provide you 
with guidance and useful information on what happens next. 
Understanding the process is very important, and ATB wants 
to minimize your stress by making sure this process is as easy 
as possible.

While this guide may help you at various points during the 
settling of an estate, please be advised that this guide is not 
in any way intended to be legal, accounting, investment, or 
tax advice.  You are urged to consult legal, accounting, and/or 
investment advisors regarding any specific questions that you 
may have about the issues raised in this guide. 
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Understanding 
your role as an 
Executor
Serving as the Executor is an honor but can also be a scary and stressful 
experience. Being prepared can help this experience go as smoothly as 
possible. We hope this guide will help you understand your role and the 
responsibilities that come with it. 
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What is an Executor, exactly? 

The Executor is the person or persons who have the legal authority and responsibility to 
administer an estate after someone has passed away. If someone has chosen you as their 
Executor, it is because they trust you and have confidence that you can take care of these 
important tasks now that they’re gone. 

The Executor is sometimes known by other names depending on the circumstances. 
While this may be confusing to some, if the deceased had a will, the party administering 
the estate is considered an executor whereas they would be considered an administrator 
if the deceased died without a will.  Regardless, the duties associated with administering 
an estate are the same regardless of whether or not the deceased had a will, including 
to identify estate assets and liabilities, settle all matters and debts of the deceased, and 
distribute and account for all the assets of the estate. You’ll learn more about the specifics 
of these duties further on in this document. 

An executor is responsible for the administration of the estate. Because of their 
accountability, ATB will only be able to take instructions from the executor. ATB may also 
ask that the executor obtain a Grant of Probate if the account holder died with a valid 
will, or Letters of Administration if the account holder died without a will. Each of these 
documents are granted by the Court and represent the legal authority of the executor to 
administer the estate, including closing accounts and distributing funds. Until either the 
Grant of Probate or Letters of Administration are issued, ATB will work with the estate to 
pay recurring and immediate expenses, such as utility bills, funeral expenses and taxes 
payable.

Remember that every estate is different and your specific duties as Executor mean 
performing some, all, or more of the tasks described in this guide. It is always a good 
idea to get advice from an estate lawyer and / or accountant if you have any questions 
or concerns. To better understand your duties, obligations, and potential liability as an 
Executor, you may want to review the appropriate provincial legislation, and in Alberta 
that would be the Wills and Succession Act as well as the Estate Administration Act. If you 
feel that acting as an Executor is perhaps more onerous or time consuming than you are 
able to manage, you always have the option of hiring a trust company - as your Agent - to 
complete the estate administration on your behalf.
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Our
promise
to you
ATB is here to help right from the beginning. Our promise is that we will 
listen to your needs and do what we can to ensure that the process of 
settling the estate is as simple and efficient as possible. 
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What ATB can do for you? 

When accounts are held at ATB, we will assist with immediate needs
once proof of death and copies of invoices are provided. 

We will locate all the assets of the deceased
held with ATB. 

We will provide you with required forms 
needed to settle each asset held with ATB. 

We will help answer questions about estates throughout the process and 
point you in the right direction if additional professional services are needed. 

We will provide solutions for investing estate assets or inheritances. 

Who should I contact? 

There are a lot of tasks associated with settling an estate and many will require the 
professional advice and services of a lawyer and accountant. Obtaining sound advice and 
assistance from these professionals will help clarify your responsibilities, get the job done, 
and help the process run smoothly. There are a lot of legal risks and demands associated 
with settling an estate, which is why ATB recommends that you seek professional 
assistance outside of ATB. Therefore, in addition to talking with your bank, you may also 
need to contact other professional services. 

Accountants: An accountant can help with the estate financials, reporting, and tax 
returns. However, they still may need to delegate legal work to a lawyer, and you will still 
need to handle a lot of the information gathering and administration work. Accountants 
will charge a fee for these services. 

Lawyers: Throughout settling an estate, legal issues can arise. In most cases only a 
lawyer can deal with these situations. A lawyer can handle a lot of the tasks related to the 
estate, however, they may still need to delegate certain work to accountants. You will still 
be responsible for the majority of the information gathering and administrative work. 
Lawyers will charge a fee for these services. 

Need a Lawyer or Accountant? 

ATB has established relationships with a variety of accountants and lawyers. Talk to your 
local ATB branch or representative, and we can suggest someone to help you through this 
difficult time.

$

?
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Step-by-step
guide to settling
an estate
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To make things a bit easier to digest, we suggest you divide the task of settling an 
estate into these phases: 

Phase
1 Make arrangements and gather information

Phase
2 Identify all assets and liabilities

Phase
3 Obtain a Grant of Probate or Administration

Phase
4 File tax return(s) and pay outstanding debts

Phase
5 Finalize the estate

Again, each estate is different, and the following is not intended to be an all inclusive 
list for settling every type of estate. This information is intended as a guide to assist 
you with the more common matters encountered. Remember to seek out professional 
assistance if you are unsure about anything. 
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1. Contact the funeral home. Your first step is to contact the funeral home. The funeral 
director will help plan the visitation, service, and burial or cremation. 

2. Locate the will. If you are named as executor in the deceased’s will, they may have 
already provided you a copy. If they haven’t, it is common for people to keep a copy in 
a secure location like a home safe, safe deposit box, or with their lawyer. Most banks 
will allow next of kin to access a safe deposit box in the name of the family member 
who has passed away for the sole purpose of checking for and retrieval of a will. Once 
located, get a number of notarized copies of the will as you may need more than just 
the original. 

3. Create an obituary announcement. This is totally optional. If you want to place an 
obituary in the newspaper, the funeral director can help craft and arrange the obituary 
to be placed in the newspaper. Be sure to include details about the time and place of 
visitation and the funeral services. If donations are preferred in lieu of flowers, you 
may want to consider listing any charities your loved one would have liked to support. 

4. Arrange or help with funeral arrangements. As Executor, it is usually your responsibility 
to handle the funeral arrangements, but often friends and family will help you. There 
may be instructions left in the will or as part of a pre-planned funeral arranged by the 
deceased with a funeral home. If the person has passed away without leaving any 
instructions, you may wish to consult family members or someone who was close to 
them regarding funeral arrangements. 

5. Collect original or certified copies of the Registration of Death. The spouse, parent, 
or a person who knew the person who has passed is responsible for completing a 
Registration of Death form. The form is usually completed at the funeral home when 
the funeral arrangements are being made. The funeral home will register and submit 
the original documents to Vital Statistics. After a death is registered, you can order 
death documents from a registry agent or Registry Connect. 

6. Obtain and deal with identification and government issued documents. This includes 
items like their social insurance card, passport, driver’s licence, and health care card. 
You should make a copy of the cards and numbers as you may need them for pension 
or government benefits. 

Phase
1

Make arrangements and gather information
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a. Driver’s Licence: Contact a motor vehicle registry and ask if you need to return the 
driver’s licence. A refund for the unused portion of the term of the licence may be 
issued. If you don’t need to return it, destroy it to help prevent fraud or identity theft. 

b. Passport: Return to your local passport office or the central passport office with a 
letter of explanation to: Passport Office, Foreign Affairs and International Trade 
Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, K1A 0G3.

c. Social Insurance Card: Securely mail or deliver the social insurance card, proof of 
death, and an explanatory note to your local Human Resources Centre of Canada 
office. To find the nearest office, call them at 1-888-654-0709. 

d. Health Care Card: Notify Alberta Health Care of the death by calling 1-877-644-9992 or 
1-780-644-9992 with the AHC number ready and cancel any additional health 
insurance coverage. 

7. Obtain and deal with credit cards and debit cards. In most cases you can destroy credit 
cards, but remember to contact all the financial institutions to cancel/block the cards 
and accounts. If the card was in the deceased’s name only, make arrangements to pay 
any outstanding balance if it is not insured. If there is a co-applicant on the card, ask 
the financial institution what their process is for that. Some credit cards offer incentive 
plans, including points and life insurance.  Contact the card issuer to ensure that all 
applicable benefits are payable to the estate or applicable beneficiaries.

8. Check up with any dependent family members. If family members were dependant on 
the person who has passed away, they might need support to meet their immediate 
financial needs. 

9. Review any marriage contracts, family law issues, or family maintenance and support 
issues. Sometimes there can be issues as a result of a separation, divorce, or other 
family law contracts and family relations. If any of these issues may exist, ask a lawyer 
for advice on how to proceed. 

10. Keep lines of communication open with beneficiaries. Settling an estate can be time 
consuming. Make sure you have an open line of communication with the beneficiaries 
so they know what’s happening and give them clear expectations on when the stages 
of settling the estate might be nearing completion. 

11. Verify if the deceased person was a sole or co-executor of an existing estate, or the sole 
or co-trustee of any existing trust. If so, it is recommended that you seek advice from a 
lawyer on the next steps.
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1. Notify any financial institutions where the deceased person had accounts. Arrange 
to meet with a representative of their bank or investment firm to provide proof of 
death and confirm that you are the Executor of the estate. After learning the person 
has passed away, the firm may freeze the account meaning that no funds can be 
withdrawn from the account except for certain expenses, which may include funeral 
expenses, probate fees, property taxes, income taxes, utility bills, and insurance 
payments. ATB can assist you with all of these things. 

2. Review property insurance policies. It’s your job to protect the estate’s assets from 
loss, theft, or destruction until you can sell or distribute the assets to the proper 
beneficiaries. Notify the insurance companies of the death and arrange to make any 
necessary payments to keep the insurance in place. If there is real estate involved, ask 
the insurance company what their policy is regarding vacant property. You may need 
to get some form of property management in place. You should also check their policy 
on driving a vehicle that is not registered in the policy. 

3. Collect life insurance benefits. Locate life insurance policies and contact the insurance 
companies. If the estate itself is the named beneficiary, the life insurance proceeds will 
become part of the estate’s assets. In most cases, insurance companies will require 
you to keep making payments until that is officially determined. 

4. Check safe deposit boxes. If the person who has passed away had a safe deposit box, 
you will need to determine whether any of the contents in the box belonged to the 
deceased. If the box was rented solely by the deceased, you will, in most cases, be able 
to inventory and/or remove the contents in order to determine who owns them and 
distribute accordingly. If the box was rented jointly with another person, you may need 
that person’s assistance to access the box. 

5. Prepare an inventory of assets and liabilities. Preparing the inventory of the estate is 
critical, and ensures that all assets and liabilities as of the date of death are recorded 
and reviewed for settling the estate. 

Phase
2

Identify all assets and liabilities
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6. Get rid of unnecessary expenses. Cancel leases and non essential utilities like cable and 
phone, as well as club memberships to avoid unnecessary charges. 

7. Contact Service Canada to notify them of date of death. If there are any payments, they 
can be deposited directly into the person’s account. If the deceased was a veteran or a 
dependent of a veteran, they might be eligible for burial, pension, and other benefits 
from Veterans of Canada’s Lost Post Fund. Ask Service Canada about this. They might 
put you in touch with your local Veterans’ Affairs Office to assist you further. 

8. Check for additional benefits that may be available from the government. For 
information on requirements to qualify and how to apply, visit the Service Canada 
Website at www.servicecanada.gc.ca. Benefits may include: 

• CPP death benefit: A one-time payment to the estate of a deceased person who 
made CPP contributions. 

• CPP survivor’s pension: May be available to the spouse or common-law partner of a 
deceased person who made CPP contributions. 

• CPP children’s benefits: May be available to dependent children of a deceased person 
who made CPP contributions. The child must be either under age 18 or between the 
ages of 18 and 25 and attending school full-time are eligible.

• Federal Military Pension.

It can take quite some time before all applications are processed and government 
benefits are paid out. As such, you may want to contact Service Canada to ensure all 
government benefits have been paid out before finalizing the estate. 

9. Preserve the value of the estate. As Executor, it’s your job to protect the value of 
the estate until it can be distributed to the beneficiaries. In protecting the assets, 
you will need to consider several factors including risk of loss, time horizon and tax 
implications. During your review, you may need to address certain assets early in 
the administration. Such action may include selling investments that are no longer 
appropriate in an estate, transferring cash to a high interest savings account or getting 
a vacancy permit on a residence.

10



1. What is a Grant? Probating the will is the process by which a will is confirmed as 
the valid last will and testament of the deceased as well as the appointment of the 
Executor. 

If there was no will left behind, Letters of Administration will have to be obtained for 
you to have legal authority to administer the estate. In this situation, the assets of the 
estate must be distributed according to the laws of intestacy. In Alberta, these laws are 
found in the Alberta Wills and Succession Act. Please consult a lawyer if you have any 
questions regarding the distribution of assets according to such laws. 

A Grant is often required to gain access to financial accounts and/or to deal 
with other estate assets. Please note, Grant applications may have to be done in 
other jurisdictions depending on the nature of the estate assets located there. If 
this becomes a consideration, it is important to seek legal advice in the relevant 
jurisdiction.

If there is a relatively small amount of money with a bank, the bank may release funds 
without requiring a Grant. A Grant will be required if there is any land or property 
involved that forms a part of the deceased’s estate. If you are unsure if a Grant is 
required or recommended, talk to a lawyer. 

2. Court applications to administer the estate. All applicable forms necessary to receive 
a grant to administer an estate can be obtained from the Surrogate Courts of Alberta. 
While you can do these applications without the help of a lawyer, they are quite 
complex and it’s recommended that you hire a lawyer to assist. Please note that there 
is a fee to apply for a Grant in addition to the lawyer’s fees, which will vary depending 
on the nature of the estate. 

Phase
3

Obtain a Grant of Probate or Administration
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3. Once a Grant is received. The next step is to begin to consolidate the assets. This 
generally includes closing existing bank accounts and transferring balances into an 
estate account. The estate bank account (or sometimes a lawyer’s trust account) is 
then used to manage the estate’s assets and to pay expenses that may be incurred in 
the administration of the estate. This makes accounting for the estate much easier. For 
example, you can use the estate bank account to deposit the proceeds from the sale 
of the deceased’s property, additional government benefits, or pay expenses such as 
income tax or municipal property taxes.

4. Additional estate asset considerations.

RRSPs and RRIFs. The market value of their Registered Retirement Savings Plan (RRSP) 
and Registered Retirement Income Fund (RRIF) is generally included in income on 
the final tax return. In some cases, it may be possible to defer the tax, with the most 
common scenario being a tax-deferred transfer to a spouse or common-law partner. 
Other qualifying beneficiaries include financially dependent children or grandchildren. 
If there is a named beneficiary on a registered plan, the proceeds might go directly to 
the beneficiary, and the value of the RRSP or RRIF will not form part of the estate. 

Tax-Free Savings Accounts (TFSA). If they had a TFSA, the market value of the TFSA on 
the date of death is not subject to tax and will be received by the estate tax-free. If 
the TFSA assets are transferred to a beneficiary stated in the will, they will still get the 
funds tax-free. Again, if there is a named beneficiary on the TFSA, the proceeds might 
go directly to the beneficiary. Any growth in value accrued after the date of death will 
be taxable to the beneficiary. 
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1. Preparing and filing all tax returns. You will have to file a final, commonly referred to 
as a terminal, tax return for the deceased covering the period from January 1 of the 
year of death to the date of death. If the date of death occurred between January 1 and 
October 31, the tax return is due by April 30 of the following year. If the date of death 
was between November 1 and December 31, the tax return is due six months after the 
date of death. 

Check that there are no outstanding tax returns from previous years before 
completing the final return. Any outstanding returns will have to be filed first, and in 
year order up to the final year. All taxes owing must be paid at this time, by the stated 
due date, to avoid paying interest, and if the return is late, penalties might be charged. 

Once the CRA processes the final tax return, it will issue a Notice of Assessment. 
A Notice of Assessment is a statement which shows the income tax liability for a 
particular year and any amount still owing or refundable. Further, depending on the 
length of time it takes to administer the estate, there may be the need to file further 
tax returns. When no further taxes are owed, you can apply to the CRA for a Tax 
Clearance Certificate. This confirms that all tax liabilities for the estate have been paid 
and is important protection for the Executor. 

Every situation is unique and this information is not intended to be taken as tax advice. 
We strongly recommend that you contact the CRA at 1-800-959-8281 or www.cra.gc.ca/
contact and/or seek the assistance of an accountant or tax professional in preparing any 
tax returns. 

2. Debts of the estate. It is also suggested that you speak with a lawyer or accountant 
about how to deal with any debts the deceased may have had. They might recommend 
that you alert potential creditors of the deceased so you can identify any potential 
claims against the estate, and to protect it against future claims. 

3. Pay any balances on credit cards, personal loans, lines of credit, utility accounts, and 
other liabilities in the deceased’s name. You will need to contact their bank along with 
any other financial institutions they may have dealt with for a list of any outstanding 
balances owing. Check if any of the loans were life insured, and if not, they may need 
to be paid from the estate. If there are insufficient funds in the bank account to cover 
all the debts or if you have any questions or concerns over whether a particular debt 
claimed by a creditor is actually owed, please talk to a lawyer.

Phase
4

File tax return(s) and pay outstanding debts
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Each estate will be unique in terms of the steps required to finalize the estate. For example, 
if there is a claim made against the estate, family maintenance and support issues, ongoing 
litigation, property in other jurisdictions, existing business or corporate interests, then 
additional time and steps will be required by you as the Executor. If there is any uncertainty in 
terms of how to deal with certain estate assets or issues, you should seek advice from a lawyer 
and/or accountant. Therefore, it is important as you proceed to finalize the estate that you have a 
team of legal and tax professionals to advise you on the steps required based on the circumstances 
of the estate.

Generally speaking however, the following are steps and considerations prior to distribution 
of the estate, recognizing there may be various distributions (eg. interim, specific gifts, etc.) 
subject to the specifics of the estate you are dealing with.

1. Accounting. At various times in the estate administration process, it is important to prepare 
an accounting for the estate. The accounting will include an update on the estate assets, 
liabilities, expenses, and steps taken to date. It may also include a summary of your 
expenses as Executor. Finally, a lawyer can advise as to who you should provide a copy of 
the estate accounting to based on the estate situation.

2. Executor compensation. As Executor you may be entitled to receive financial compensation. 
The fee may be stipulated in the will or you may talk to a lawyer about how to determine 
your fee. At a minimum, you are entitled to reimbursement of any reasonable expenses 
incurred while carrying out your duties. Any compensation you receive, with the exception 
of reimbursement for direct expenses, may be taxable as income and we recommend that 
you contact the CRA or seek the assistance of a tax professional for more information. 

3. Tax Clearance Certificate. As noted previously, it is also important to obtain a Tax Clearance 
Certificate from the CRA prior to final distribution of the estate to ensure protection for you 
as Executor. This is something an accountant can best advise on.

4. Receipts and releases. It is recommended that you obtain receipts and releases from all 
beneficiaries receiving property from an estate. A receipt is a record that the beneficiary 
received the property, while a release is an acknowledgement from the beneficiary that they 
received everything they are entitled to receive and cannot make any future claims against 
the estate. These may be combined into a single document or may be separate where 
beneficiaries receive more than one distribution from the estate. Please consult a lawyer to 
determine what is recommended given the specifics of the estate you are dealing with.

Phase
5

Finalize the estate
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ATB is here to listen
and help
This guide was created to help you navigate 
the estate administration process. 

If you have additional questions we’re here for you 
7 days a week, 7am-11pm. 

Give us a call at 1-800-332-8383. 

Your friends at ATB. 
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My ATB contact is:

Name

Location

Phone number 

E-mail
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Executor Checklist
As an Executor, you will be responsible for managing and administering the estate. 
This will include, but not be limited to, paying debts and funeral costs, locating assets, 
and distribution of the estate to beneficiaries. 

Phase 1: Make arrangements and gather information

Notes/Date

1. Contact the funeral home

2. Locate most recent will

3. Prepare an obituary announcement

4. Funeral arrangements

5. Obtain original or certified copies of 
the Registration of Death

6. Obtain and deal with the deceased’s 
identification, debit/credit cards and 
government issued documents

7. Check with any dependant 
family members

8. Seek advice on any marriage 
contracts, family law issues and/
or family maintenance and support 
issues

9. Keep lines of communication open 
with beneficiaries

10. Verify if the deceased person was 
the sole or co-executor of an existing 
estate or of any existing trust
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Phase 2: Identify all assets and liabilities

Notes/Date

1. Notify financial institutions where the 
deceased person had accounts

2. Review insurance policies 

3. Collect life insurance benefits 

4. Check safe deposit box (locate key, 
record & distribute contents) 

5. Prepare a list of the deceased assets 
(what they owned) and liabilities 
(what they owed) 

6. Cancel leases, non essential utilities 
like cable and phone 

7. Contact Service Canada to notify 
them of the deceased’s date of death 
and confirm any available benefits

8. Preserve the value of the estate 

Phase 3: Obtain a Grant of Probate or Administration

Notes/Date

1. Get Grant forms

2. Obtain applicable Grant

3. Open estate account
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Phase 4: File tax return(s) and pay outstanding debts

Notes/Date

1. Prepare and file all outstanding 
tax returns in year order 

2. Apply to the CRA for Tax Clearance 
Certificate (once no further taxes are 
owed)  

3. Get advice on and deal with 
outstanding debts of deceased 
person 

Phase 5: Finalize the estate

Notes/Date

1. Accounting

2. Executor compensation

3. Tax Clearance Certificate

4. Receipts and releases
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Notes:
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This document has been prepared by ATB Wealth.  ATB Wealth consists of a range of financial 
services provided by ATB Financial and certain of its subsidiaries. ATB Investment Management 
Inc., ATB Securities Inc., and ATB Insurance Advisors Inc. are individually licensed users of the 
registered trade name ATB Wealth. ATB Securities Inc. is a member of the Canadian Investor 
Protection Fund and Investment Industry Regulatory Organization of Canada. ATB Financial is a 
registered trade name/trademark of Alberta Treasury Branches. The information contained herein 
has been compiled or arrived at from sources believed to be reliable, but no representation or 
warranty, expressed or implied, is made as to their accuracy or completeness and ATB Wealth 
(nor its component legal entities) does not undertake to provide updated information should a 
change occur.  This document is being provided for information purposes only and is not intended 
to replace or serve as a substitute for professional advice, nor as an offer to sell or a solicitation of 
an offer to buy any investment.  ATB Wealth, ATB Investment Management Inc., ATB Securities Inc. 
and ATB Insurance Advisors Inc. do not accept any liability or responsibility whatsoever for any loss 
arising from any use of this document or its contents. Always consult with your investment advisor 
before buying or selling securities.  This document may not be reproduced in whole or in part, 
or referred to in any manner whatsoever, nor may the he information, opinions and conclusions 
contained in it be referred to without the prior consent of ATB Wealth. 
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