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Many Americans will no longer be itemizing their tax deductions for medical expenses, 
mortgage interest and charitable contributions because the 2017 tax law substantially 
increased standard deductions.  However, for older givers, an old technique provides a great 
way to obtain a tax benefit from charitable contributions despite this change. 
 
Once you are at full retirement age, you are eligible to transfer up to $100,000 from your IRAs 
directly to qualified charities and have those amounts considered nontaxable to you as 
“qualified charitable distributions” (QCD).  Full retirement age is age 70 ½ if born before June 
30, 1949 and age 72 if born later.  Charitable QCD transfers also count toward the IRA owner’s 
annual Required Minimum Distribution (RMD).   
 
Due to the pandemic, the requirement to take an annual RMD was suspended for 2020, 
however, discretionary withdrawals can still be made.  Query: would it be advisable to make 
QCD transfers if you would not otherwise be taking IRA distributions due to the suspension of 
the RMD requirement?  In this author’s opinion, it is always beneficial to make QCDs because 
they are being made using IRA pre-tax dollars.  Eventually, all IRA distributions are 100% taxable 
to the IRA owner (except nondeductible IRA contributions) including distributions to those 
inheriting IRAs.  Therefore, using pre-tax IRA funds for charitable contributions (that are 
nontaxable QCD transfers) would be preferable to using after-tax funds outside the IRA. 
 
For years when RMDs are required and someone is using the standard deduction, QCDs offer an 
additional income tax benefit.  The following example illustrates the tax benefit.  Suppose a 
senior couple’s only itemized deductions are state and local taxes of $10,000 (maximum 
allowable deduction under current law) plus some charitable contributions but less than the 
standard deduction amount.  In this situation, our seniors would not be deducting their 
charitable contributions because they are using the standard deduction.  If they had instead 
used all or a portion of their RMD to make charitable contributions from their IRA, that 
distribution amount would be non-taxable to them – the same benefit as deducting the 
donation. 
 
There are other benefits to making a nontaxable QCD from your IRA to a qualified charity.  The 
primary benefit for many seniors would be that QCDs are not included in adjusted gross income 
which may keep AGI below various threshold amounts that cause higher Medicare premiums.      
 
The current and long-term tax benefits from using the QCD technique are easy to obtain, but 
details matter. 
 
Eligibility:  IRA owners must actually be at full retirement age to make a charitable QCD 
transfer.   
 



Direct Payments:  The charitable donation must go directly from your IRA account to the 
charity.   Most, if not all, IRA custodians will send a check to a charity on your behalf or to you, 
as the IRA owner, to be forwarded along to the charity.  Other custodians, including Charles 
Schwab, allow personal check writing against an IRA. 
 
Qualified charities:  In general, donations should go to public charities such as colleges 
(including Clatsop Community College), churches and the like.  Private foundations donations 
and contributions to donor-advised funds do not. 
 
First-dollars-out rule:  The first distributions from an IRA count toward your annual required 
minimum distribution.  If, for example, you withdrew your annual RMD early in the year so as 
not to forget taking it, and later would like to do a QCD, you can’t recharacterize an early-year 
withdrawal as a QCD.   You could still do a QCD, but that amount would be on top of the 
amount already withdrawn to satisfy the RMD requirement.  
 
No benefits.  No benefit is allowed from the charity to the IRA donor.  The charitable 
distribution from the IRA must be one that otherwise would have been eligible for a full 
charitable deduction.  This rule ensures that the IRA donor does not receive any kickbacks or 
other “quid pro quo” benefits for the donation.  No free dinners. 
 
Everybody’s tax situation is unique, so talk with your tax advisor to be sure you qualify for QCDs 
and otherwise follow all the applicable rules.  If you are one of the many lucky ones who can 
reduce taxes and/or Medicare premiums, you might have room for larger QCDs to benefit your 
designated charity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


