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Key Numbers for 2015
Every year, the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) announces 
cost-of-living adjustments that affect contribution limits for 
retirement plans, thresholds for deductions and credits, and 
standard deduction and personal exemption amounts. Here are 
a few of the key adjustments for 2015.

Retirement plans
Employees who participate in 401(k), 403(b), and most 457 
plans can defer up to $18,000 in compensation in 2015 (up 
from $17,500 in 2014); employees age 50 and older can defer 
up to an additional $6,000 in 2015 (up from $5,500 in 2014)

Employees participating in a SIMPLE retirement plan can 
defer up to $12,500 in 2015 (up from $12,000 in 2014), and 
employees age 50 and older will be able to defer up to an 
additional $3,000 in 2015 (up from $2,500 in 2014)

IRAs
The limit on annual contributions to an IRA remains unchanged 
at $5,500 in 2015, with individuals age 50 and older able to 
contribute an additional $1,000. For individuals who are 
covered by a workplace retirement plan, the deduction for 
contributions to a traditional IRA is phased out for the following 
modified adjusted gross income (AGI) ranges:

Single / head of household (HOH)
2014: $60,000 - $70,000
2015: $61,000 - $71,000

Married filing jointly (MFJ)
2014: $96,000 - $116,000
2015: $98,000 - $118,000

Married filing separately (MFS)
2014: $0 - $10,000
2015: $0 - $10,000

Note: The 2015 phaseout range is $183,000 - $193,000 when 
the individual making the IRA contribution is not covered by 
a workplace retirement plan, but is filing jointly with a spouse 
who is covered.

The modified AGI phaseout ranges for individuals making 
contributions to a Roth IRA are:

Single / head of household (HOH)
2014: $114,000 - $129,000
2015: $116,000 - $131,000

Married filing jointly (MFJ)
2014: $181,000 - $191,000
2015: $183,000 - $193,000

Married filing separately (MFS)
2014: $0 - $10,000
2015: $0 - $10,000

Estate and gift tax
• The annual gift tax exclusion remains $14,000
The gift and estate tax basic exclusion amount for 2015 is 
$5,430,000, up from $5,340,000 in 2014

Personal exemption
The personal exemption amount has increased to $4,000 (up 
from $3,950 in 2014). For 2015, personal exemptions begin 
to phase out once AGI exceeds $258,250 (Single), $309,900 
(MFJ), $284,050 (HOH), or $154,950 (MFS).

Note: Â These same AGI thresholds apply in determining if 

itemized deductions may be limited. The corresponding 2014 
threshold amounts were $254,200 (single), $305,050 (MFJ), 
$279,650 (HOH), and $152,525 (MFS).

Standard deduction
The standard deduction amounts have been adjusted as follows:

Single
2014: $6,200
2015: $6,300

HOH
2014: $9,100
2015: $9,250

MFJ
2014: $12,400
2015: $12,600

MFS
2014: $6,200
2015: $6,300

Note: The 2015 additional standard deduction amount (age 
65 or older, or blind) is $1,550 if filing as single or HOH 
(unchanged from 2014) or $1,250 (up from $1,200 in 2014) 
for all other filing statuses. Special rules apply if you can be 
claimed as a dependent by another taxpayer.

To register for one of Jim’s weekly breakfast or lunch meetings, 
throughout Suffolk and Nassau counties (topics include how 
to be more efficient with your 401K, mortgage,etc.),  contact 
Jim at 516-479-5871 or e-mail james.a.barlow@ampf.com
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While considering whether to register his 
trademark in China, Ben Franklin would 
follow his own mantra: “an ounce of 
prevention is worth a pound of cure.”  

China is a “first-to-file” jurisdiction when 
it comes to acquiring trademark rights.1  
That means that the first person to register a 
trademark rather than the first person to use 
a trademark has superior rights in China.  In 
other words, someone who merely registers 
a trademark in China, without any use of 
that mark, still trumps a prior user of an 
unregistered mark.  Unlike the U.S., there 
is simply no common law protection for 
unregistered trademarks in China except 
possibly in the case of well-known marks.  
But the “well-known” mark argument did not 
work for Tesla, for Apple with iPad, for Pfizer 
with Viagra, and even for basketball legend 
Michael Jordan.  Apple reportedly paid $60 
mm to use its iPad trademark in China.2

U.S. businesses need to know that their prior 
use of a trademark anywhere in the world, 
including inside China, will not grant them any 
trademark rights or protection in China.  Nor 
will their prior registration outside of China 
protect their trademark in China.  In fact, the 
use of the “circle R” in China based solely on a 
U.S. trademark registration will subject you to 
penalties and fines.3  A Chinese registration is 
necessary for protection, period.  So, imagine 

that you are manufacturing or selling products 
in China under a trademark not yet registered 
there, and someone else without any prior use 
registers your trademark in China before you 
do.  This so-called “trademark squatter” can 
wreak havoc on your business.  

Trademark squatting is widespread in China.  
Unless your business has a prior Chinese 
trademark registration, a “squatter,” after 
registering your trademark, can prevent you 
from using it or even make you pay them a 
licensing fee to use your own mark!  That’s 
exactly what happened to Tesla, Apple, Pfizer, 
Michael Jordan, and countless others.  

Even if your company manufactures in China 
solely for export, a trademark registration 
is advisable.  If your mark is registered by 
a squatter, you can be sued for trademark 
infringement, be accused of counterfeiting, 
and be prevented from exporting your own 
products.  And, you certainly cannot prevent 
the squatter from using your mark, allowing 
them to “legally” manufacture counterfeit 
goods.  Ben Franklin would avoid this 
nightmare by simply registering his trademark 
in China before his business becomes 
successful.

Although recent changes in Chinese 
trademark law which became effective in May 
2014, were aimed at curtailing the impact of 
squatters, the effectiveness of the new laws 
remains to be seen.4  There is now a “good 
faith” requirement for applications which, 
for example, should lead to the rejection 
of a Chinese trademark application by a 
manufacturer, distributer or agent working 
for a foreign company that is using an 
unregistered trademark in China.  Blatant 
attempts to squat should be eliminated.  There 

is also an element of “consumer confusion” 
in the new Chinese trademark law for proving 
infringement.  This suggests that if you only 
manufactur for export in China, a registration 
is not necessary for protection because 
Chinese consumers cannot be confused by 
the sale of goods or services bearing a mark 
only outside of China.  Unfortunately, there is 
little in the way of Chinese court precedent to 
confirm how that new law will be interpreted.  
There is also a three-year limit for non-use, 
meaning trademark protection could be lost 
if a squatter registers your mark but does not 
use it within three years of registration.  But 
three years in today’s fast-paced economy is 
an eternity.  

All things considered, you should still heed 
the advice of Ben Franklin.  Be proactive 
and register your trademark in China to avoid 
penalties and fines or the time and expense 
of a protracted trademark infringement 
litigation there.  You should seek a trademark 
registration for anything that identifies your 
brand, such as your trade name, logo, slogan, 
or even the shape of your product if your 
goods or services are sold, manufactured, 
developed, or shipped in China or will be in 
the near future.  In addition to the English 
words of your trademark, you should file an 
application to register a transliteration of your 
trademark in Chinese characters because the 
majority of China’s nearly 1.4 billion people 
do not read English and, therefore, Chinese 
consumers will create their own name for 
your goods or services.  You can often select 
a Chinese transliteration that sounds similar 
to your name and conveys a positive message 
about your product.  Examples of well-known 
brands that have done this are Nai Ke for Nike, 
which means “enduring” and “persevering,” 
Sai Bei We for Subway, which means “tastes 

better than yours,” and Ke Kou Ke Le for 
Coca Cola which means “delicious” and 
“happy.”  You can also be more creative like 
Citibank which registered Hua Qi Yin Hang 
which means “star-spangled banner bank.”

The cost of a Chinese registration when 
compared to penalties for unregistered use or 
litigation in China is relatively minimal – less 
than $1,000 per trademark class. 

Research by the United States Patent and 
Trademark Office revealed that only fifteen 
percent of small businesses conducting 
business abroad knew that U.S. trademark 
rights do not extend overseas.5  With ninety-
five percent of the world’s consumers living 
abroad, U.S. businesses have to consider 
selling their products and services overseas, 
especially in China, to remain competitive.6  
If you are one of those businesses, protect 
your trademark before you need a pound of 
cure.7
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Should Your Company Register Its Trademark in China?  Ask Ben Franklin.




