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  WALLET WISDOM
Victor Brock
•••••

Homeowners can tap into rising home equity 

Homeowners are in luck: 
Many Hawaii home values 
have risen over the past 

few years and are continuing to 
trend upward. That means many 
people may have a lot of equity in 
their homes.

Those interested in tapping that 
equity may have heard troubling 
news the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 
2017 no longer allows homeown-
ers to deduct interest on home eq-
uity loans and home equity lines of 
credit (HELOCs). 

However, that’s not quite the 
case. The IRS recently issued an 
advisory that clarifies the rules for 
deducting interest on home-equity 
products used to buy, build or sub-
stantially improve their residence. 

Rising interest rates
In the past few months, mortgage 

rates have climbed from about  
3.5 to 4.5 percent, and many expect 
rates to keep rising. Not surprisingly, 

mortgage refinancing is slowing way 
down. If you have a lower interest 
rate, it may not make sense to refi-
nance your entire balance into a 
higher interest rate. Tapping into 
your equity using home-equity fi-
nancing may make more sense.

Rising mortgage rates coupled 
with low inventory could make 
homeowners think twice about up-
grading to a new home. Homeown-
ers may find it makes more sense 
to stay where they are and make 
improvements to their current res-
idence. Experts are seeing more 
homeowners turn to HELOCs to 
fund these renovations.

Return of the HELOC
HELOCs began rebounding from 

the housing-market crash in 2011, 
and have grown in popularity since. 
TransUnion estimates 1.6 million 
HELOCs will be started in 2018.

A HELOC may allow for greater 
flexibility than refinancing or 

home-equity loans. A HELOC pro-
vides you with a set credit limit 
against which you can borrow 
over a period of time. The length 
of the time varies based on the 
terms of your loan. 

Plus, a HELOC offers you the 
flexibility to reborrow the amount 
that you paid back while still 
within this time known as the draw 
period. You can borrow what you 
need and only pay interest on the 
portion of the loan that you use.

Most HELOCs have a variable in-
terest rate, which fluctuates over 
time. Some lenders, such as  
Hawaii State FCU, allow borrowers 
to “fix” the rate on a portion or all 
of their line balances, which pro-
tects them from rising interest 
rates. Check with your lender to 
see if this option is available.

Tax advantages of HELOCs
While the 2017 tax reform law 

placed some limitations on tax de-

ductions related to HELOCs, there 
are still a few benefits to take ad-
vantage of. Talk with your tax con-
sultant before opening a HELOC.

In order to take a tax deduction 
on HELOC debt, the money must 
be used to buy, build, or make sub-
stantial home improvements or 
renovations. Homeowners should 
keep records of how their funds 
are used to maximize tax benefits.

Because interest rates on 
HELOCs are typically lower than 
other types of financing, they may 
be the best way to fund other 
needs, such as educational ex-
penses or vehicle purchases, or to 
consolidate higher-interest debt.

HELOCs can be a smart solution 
for homeowners flush with equity 
who are looking to add value to 
their home and to minimize their 
overall interest expense. But re-
member to borrow responsibly 
when using your home as collat-
eral. 

•••
Victor Brock is senior 
vice president, 
Consumer and 
Mortgage Lending,  
at Hawaii State FCU. 

  THRIVING KUPUNA
Dr. Mandy Santos
•••••

Sounding off on hearing health 
I f you have trouble following 

conversations in a noisy room, 
or are always asking people to 

repeat themselves, you may have 
some degree of hearing loss. 
You’re not alone: Hearing loss af-
fects more than 48 million people 
in the U.S., according to the Hear-
ing Loss Association of America.

Not surprisingly, hearing loss of-
ten increases with age. Years of ex-
posure to loud sounds — like your 
favorite concerts and the firecrack-
ers you popped on New Year’s Eve 
— can permanently damage the 
delicate hair cells within the inner 
ear (cochlea). While you can’t undo 
the damage that’s already been 
done, hearing loss is not inevitable.

Know the symptoms
More than half of seniors over 

65 have some degree of hearing 
loss. Because it happens gradually, 
most people don’t realize they’re 

having trouble hearing.
Turning up the TV volume or 

asking people to repeat them-
selves are signs that you might be 
losing your hearing, but often 
symptoms are subtler.

You may have trouble with 
phone conversations because the 
voice on the other line seems muf-
fled. A group conversation in a 
noisy restaurant can be hard to fol-
low. You might even hear ringing 
or hissing in your ears.

If these symptoms sound famil-
iar, speak to your physician or 
hearing specialist. They may rec-
ommend a hearing test.

Check your hearing
Most people get their eyes and 

teeth checked every year, but few 
have routine hearing tests. If 
you’ve never had a hearing test, 
it’s a good idea to get one, even if 
you don’t have any symptoms.

A hearing test will measure your 
ability to hear sounds and speech 
at different pitches and volumes 
and will indicate hearing loss and 
its severity. Regular checkups can 
track your hearing over time and 
help you protect it.

Healthy hearing protection
Examine your lifestyle and take 

note of the noises you’re exposed 
to each day. Some occupations 
such as construction work or man-
ufacturing jobs expose workers to 
damaging levels of noise. Use hear-
ing protection such as earplugs or 
earmuffs when around loud noises.

Bring your earplugs along to 
concerts, fireworks shows and 
other events with loud noises. 
Even occasional situations like 
these can have a lasting impact on 
your hearing health.

If you like to listen to music or 
podcasts, don’t turn the volume up 

too high. Use noise-canceling head-
phones, which block outside noise 
and make it easier for you to hear.

Treat your hearing loss
You wouldn’t deny yourself the 

ability to see by not wearing 
glasses, so don’t feel ashamed of 
seeking treatment for your hearing 
loss.

Hearing aid technology has 
evolved and many styles are so 
small that they’re virtually unno-
ticeable, while offering a comfort-
able, secure fit. Some are even able 
to connect to your mobile phone 
or music player.

Untreated hearing loss can lead 
many people to feel isolated be-
cause they can’t follow conversa-
tions as easily as they used to. 
Using a device to restore hearing 
ability can drastically improve qual-
ity of life and enable you to fully en-
gage with the world around you.

•••
Dr. Mandy Santos  
is an audiologist at 
Kaiser Permanente 
Wailuku Medical Office 
on Maui. 




