East Missouri Action Agency, Inc.

Earned Income Tax Credit Project Description

The East Missouri Action Agency, Inc. (EMAA) is applying to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Community Services (OCS), for funding in the amount of $50,000 to administer year one of a three-year project for an Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) Project (CFDA Number 93.570). Funding for years two and three of the project will be applied for as it becomes available.

APPROACH
EMAA will assist 200 new families in year one of its EITC program - completing 1200 tax forms as opposed to the 1000 completed for tax year 2004 - a 20% increase. Each family participating in the project will have access to the following services:

· Family Assessment, Intake and Referral

· Free Tax preparation
· Case Management

· Financial Literacy classes

· Asset Building Opportunities

· NO-COST Rapid Assistance Loans
EMAA’s Rapid Assistance Loans

A report from the National Consumer Law Center and the Consumer Federation of America entitled All Drain, No Gain:  Refund Application Loans Continue to Sap the Hard-Earned Tax Dollars of Low-Income Americans points out the average cost to the individual taxpayer and to the EITC program as a whole. As indicated in the chart in Figure 1, below, loan fees, check cashing fees and other fees average $258 per RAL consumer.
Figure 1:  The Cost of Refund Application Loans
	TYPE OF FEE
	COST TO TAXPAYER
	DRAIN ON EITC PROGRAM

	RAL loan fee (including dummy account fee)
	$75
	$525 Million

	System Admin / Electronic Filing fee
	$32
	$224 million

	Tax preparation fee
	$120
	$640 million

	TOTAL
	$207
	$1.59 billion

	Check cashing fee (for 45% of EITC customers)
	$51
	$161 million

	TOTAL with check cashing
	$258
	$1.75 billion


EMAA has developed a strategy to take care of this problem. EMAA will provide no cost tax preparation and filing PLUS no-cost refund application loans.
EMAA will set up a system to provide Rapid Assistance Loans (RALs) to each of its EITC customers who wants one.

Experience has shown EMAA that many potential customers do not have their taxes prepared by us free because they want an instant refund, such as those offered by many paid tax preparers. Despite the fact that the customer may lose 25-40% of his or her refund due to assorted fees, the consumer chooses the rapid refund rather than wait 7-10 days to receive a check from the IRS. EMAA has designed a method that will allow us to provide what we call Rapid Assistance Loans (RALs) to any of our EITC or VITA clients who would like one.
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EMAA is prepared to commit its non-Federal cash reserves to provide instant refunds for families who need them. 

EMAA will open a checking account dedicated to paying and receiving refunds for the EITC program. Customers who elect to take advantage of the Rapid Assistance Loans will receive checks within 48 hours of the time EMAA receives confirmation from the IRS that the return is approved, and that there are no debt indicators (consumers who have a debt indicator showing on the IRS Acknowledgement will not be eligible for EMAA’s Rapid Assistance Loan program). In turn, the customer’s refund will be deposited into EMAA’s account as repayment of the “loan.” We will develop protocols with our Fiscal Department to ensure refund checks are issued rapidly and accurately, and work with our bank to account for all refunds received.
The checks will be hand-delivered on a daily basis to the county outreach offices by a part-time EITC Aide. Our customers will have to collect them in person. A valid I.D. will be required. We will have an agreement with a bank in each of the counties proposed that the bank will cash these checks at no charge to any of EMAA’s tax preparation customers.
EMAA anticipates having to fund the checking account with an opening balance of about $266,000. We then expect the account to be replenished every 7 to 10 days with refunds from the IRS. We have ample reserves with which to open and fund the account, as documented in our independent audit presented to our Board of Directors in February 2005. Our unrestricted assets are listed at $1,315,605. A copy of the appropriate pages from the audit is contained in Appendix B, page 49.

	AMOUNT OF LOAN
	H&R BLOCK
	GENERAL

	$200-$500
	$29.95
	$34.95

	$501-$1,000
	$39.55
	$44.95

	$1,001-$1,501
	$59.95
	$64.95

	$1,501-$2,000
	$69.95
	$74.95

	$2,001-$5,000
	$99.95
	$104.95


There will be absolutely NO cost to the consumer for this service.
As indicated in the chart in Figure 2, at the 
       Figure 2: Household 2004 RAL Fee Schedule
right, this can save the consumer more than $100 in refund application loan fees alone. As indicated in Figure 1, this could mean an average total savings to EMAA’s consumers of about $258. The source of the information for Figure 2 is the report from the National Consumer Law Center and the Consumer Federation of America entitled All Drain, No Gain:  Refund Application Loans Continue to Sap the Hard-Earned Tax Dollars of Low-Income Americans.
This strategy will help EMAA defeat the predatory lending practices of some paid tax preparers.
According to figures given to EMAA by the local IRS office, in our eight county area, paid tax preparers filed EITC returns with refunds totaling $29,030,624. A full 10% of that amount - or $2,974,505 - was paid to the tax preparers. With EMAA’s Rapid Assistance Loans, our consumers will not have to lose any portion of their refunds.
Volunteer Recruitment

EMAA has had a consistently reliable volunteer base over the seven years we have managed our EITC program. We have recruited from two local colleges - Mineral Area College and Southeast Missouri State University - and have had the good fortune to receive volunteers from AARP.

Our most successful volunteer recruitment, however, has been via our client base. 

We recruit our own clients to prepare taxes through our partnership with the IRS in the Volunteer Income Tax Assistance Program. All of our volunteers receive weeklong training from the IRS and must pass a test before they are considered qualified to prepare taxes for EMAA. These volunteers also understand the absolute necessity for confidentiality and sign the EMAA Code of Ethics before beginning their volunteer service.

A bonus for EMAA and its client volunteers is that several of the volunteers have gone on to become full-time paid preparers for local accounting services, so not only has our VITA program generated generous refunds for our consumers, but has resulted in jobs for several of our clients as well.

Client Recruitment

EMAA will do extensive advertising over the eight-county service area in newspapers and on the radio. We will submit articles to area print media, as well. In December, the small towns in our area have Christmas parades that are well attended by the low-income population that is the focus of this proposal. EMAA personnel will circulate among the crowds and distribute flyers advertising the free Rapid Assistance Loans and the no-cost tax preparation.
EMAA operates Head Start and Section 8 Housing programs that will be excellent sources of customers for the EITC program. We will mail flyers to clients in both programs to recruit them for our EITC project.

Posters will be placed in sites frequented by low-income families, such as: food pantries, grocery stores, health departments, laundromats, and county Family Support Division Offices (the office that administers the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families - TANF - program in Missouri). The Family Support Division offices in each of the eight counties proposed have already committed to referring clients to us for the EITC project, as have health departments and other social service organizations in the area. These letters are in Appendix A, starting on page 25.
Case Management
Each family that comes in to have its taxes prepared by an EMAA volunteer will be assessed by the Community Services Representative in that county. The family’s overall needs will be analyzed and referrals to other programs besides the EITC will be made using the Family Intake, Assessment and Referral (FIAR) process. This computerized procedure helps us identify the needs of each individual member of the family, as well as of the family in general, so that we can make referrals to ALL appropriate programs, both within EMAA and with other organizations in the area. Included in the FIAR are questions designed to assess financial, health, nutritional, educational, employment, and other needs and desires. 
It will be a requirement of EMAA’s EITC program that families who receive a large refund work with a case manager to learn to budget and plan for the use of that money. Case Management will be provided by the Family Support Worker (FSW) or by the Community Services Representative (CSR). It is anticipated that each family will need varied degrees of case management. It will be the case manager’s responsibility to judge what the family requires at any particular time and respond appropriately. 
The Case Manager will use the “Goal Planning Worksheet” and “Case Notes” to help the family formulate the goals and objectives specific to its needs. See the forms in Appendix D, page 72.
Financial Literacy Classes

Consumers who take advantage of EMAA’s RAL program must commit to attending a financial literacy class conducted by EMAA’s Community Service Representative in the county where the consumer lives.

The curriculum for the financial literacy training is the one developed by the Purdue University Cooperative Extension Service and presented in the workbook Making Your Money Work (see booklet in attachments). The six-hour course will be taught by the Community Service Representatives (CSRs) in each of the eight counties proposed. The CSRs have been teaching this course for approximately three years in concert with the Missourians Building Assets program.
Step-By-Step Tax Preparation Procedures
In order to be eligible to have taxes prepared through the EITC program, consumers must have an annual family income of $36,000 or less. Volunteers will begin preparing taxes no later than 1/23/2006. 
Step 1.
Community Services staff meets with the clients and completes an intake.

Step 2.
Community Services staff conducts the Tax Payer Interview and collect all of the paperwork and information needed to prepare the taxes and ensure that copies are made of the family’s Social Security Cards. 

Step 3.
Volunteers prepare the client’s taxes, using the interview form in the Taxwise software. 

Step 4.
Volunteers print out the taxes, the Income Tax Declaration for an e-file Return (form 8453) and the computerized “Taxpayer Information Sheet.”

Step 5.
Volunteer will make a copy of the taxes and all the paperwork that was used in preparing the taxes, and attach them together for the EMAA files.

Step 6.
Volunteers and/or Community Services staff contacts the clients, tell them their taxes are ready to be reviewed, and set up a time for the client to come in for the review.

Step 7.
Volunteer or Community Services staff and client meet, go over the taxes together, discuss any questions the client may have, and decide if there are any corrections to be made.  If there are no corrections, then the client must sign ALL the 8453s.

Step 8.
Volunteer gives the client his/her copy of the taxes and one 8453.

Step 9.
If case management is needed, then the Community Service Representative must meet with the client. Once that is completed, the client signs the appropriate form and leaves.

Step 10.
Volunteer E-Files the client’s tax return.
Step 11.
Volunteer attaches one 8453 with the client’s taxes and paperwork for EMAA files, mails one 8453 to IRS Office in Austin, and one to the IRS Office in St. Louis, along with the Document Clearance Records and Acknowledgement Reports.

Step 12.
Volunteers must keep track of IRS acknowledgements and rejects. Rejected returns must be corrected and re-submitted immediately.  A new 8453 is not necessary.

Step 13.
Community Service Representative must send a copy of the computer generated “Taxpayer Information Sheet” to the Special Projects Manager weekly.

Step 14.
Community Services staff must keep a copy of the client’s taxes, paperwork used, Taxpayer Information Sheet, and the 8453 in the client’s file.

Step 15.
Special Projects Manager will maintain the computerized alphabetical EITC roster.
Using Refunds to Build Assets
Since 2002, EMAA’s Community Services Department has operated the Missourians Building Assets (an Assets for Independence, Individual Development Account program) project with funding from the Missouri Association for Community Action. Those years of experience have given EMAA personnel a thorough background for providing case management and other services for participants through the EITC project. In addition, we have applied for funding through OCS to operate our own AFI program, which we call Southeast Missouri Assets. This program will allow us to help substantially more families than the five per year we are now able to assist through the Missourians Building Assets program. 

Families who receive substantial refunds through EITC or other tax assistance programs EMAA operates will be encouraged to invest those funds in Individual Development Accounts through either the Missourians Building Assets or the Southeast Missouri Assets programs.

Staffing

Between December 1, 2005 and April 30, 2006, EMAA’s Special Projects Coordinator will spend 85% of her time coordinating the EITC program. She coordinates all training, ensures the accuracy of paperwork and serves as the chief liaison with the local IRS office. This position already exists within EMAA
A new position will be created within our Community Services Department:  the Earned Income Tax Credit Aide. The EITC aide will be responsible for hand delivering the refund checks issued by EMAA to the county outreach offices on a daily basis. That person will also be responsible for working with the Fiscal Department to ensure the checks are printed in a timely manner and that the dedicated checking account is reimbursed in a timely manner by IRS refunds. She will also track the refunds that come in.
During the tax preparation season, the Community Services Representatives and the Outreach Aides in each of the county outreach offices will be responsible for meeting with EITC customers and completing the Family Intake, Assessment and Referral on that family. The CSRs will also conduct the financial literacy classes and may perform some case management.

The majority of the case management will be performed by the Family Support Worker, who travels from county to county doing this work. Position descriptions and/or resumes for all these staff are in Appendix C, beginning on page 51.
ORGANIZATIONAL PROFILES
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East Missouri Action Agency, Inc. is a 501(c)3 corporation established in 1965 as a non-profit community action agency under the Economic Opportunity Act (see EMAA’s tax exempt letter, page 24). EMAA serves the low-income families and individuals in the southeast Missouri counties of Cape Girardeau, Iron, Madison, Perry, St. Francois, Ste. Genevieve and Washington (see map in Figure 1, at right), with an annual budget in excess of $17 million. The Agency’s 25-member Board of Directors contains representatives of public, private and low-income communities. We provide assistance through Community Services, Employment & Training, Family Planning, Head Start, and Housing programs.



 

Figure 3, Map of EMAA Area


Tax Services Currently Offered

The East Missouri Action Agency has provided income tax preparation services to eligible families for seven years through the Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (VITA) program. We have worked quite closely with the local Internal Revenue Service office in the endeavor. A strong letter of endorsement and commitment from the local office is in Appendix A, page 25.
We participated in the Missouri Property Tax Credit Program (MO PTC) this year. This new program is encouraged by the State of Missouri and provides tax credits for the elderly or disabled. Up to $750 paid in real estate taxes or rent during the calendar year is rebated to the taxpayer.
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During the 2005 tax season, EMAA completed more than 1,000 tax returns (illustrated in Figure 3)  for low-income families who made less than $35,000 per year. Our IRS-trained volunteers were able to leverage $977,785 in Federal tax credits and refunds for our families this year. This amount includes $549,371 in Earned Income Tax Credits.

In addition, EMAA’s volunteers processed $366,692 in Missouri Property Tax Credits (MOPTC) for 1,010 low-income elderly and disabled families in our service area. MOPTC allows seniors and those with disabilities to receive a tax credit of up to $750 for real estate taxes or rent paid during the year.
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That means that, between January 24, 2005 and April 15, 2005, EMAA was able to bring a total of $1,344,477 into our eight county area in tax refunds and credits to help our low-income families.

According to the Small Business Administration, every dollar attracted to a community rolls over seven times, meaning that EMAA helped leverage in excess of $9.4 million to the eight rural counties this Agency serves.

[image: image6.wmf]EMAA has, over the past 40 years, administered a variety of programs designed to help low-income individuals and families achieve and maintain self-sufficiency. As illustrated by the chart in Figure 2, literally thousands of families are helped by EMAA every year, most of them by multiple programs and departments within our Agency. 

Funding from the Community Services Block Grant allows East Missouri Action Agency, Inc. to operate an outreach site in each of the eight primary counties we serve. These outreach offices make it easier for low-income people to access the services we offer. 

The outreach offices are located strategically throughout the eight-county service area. The EITC program will be available on-site in each of these outreach locations:

· Bollinger County:  206 First Street, Marble Hill, Missouri

· Cape Girardeau County:  1111 Linden Street, Cape Girardeau, Missouri

· Iron County:  Highway 21 & Maple Drive, Pilot Knob, Missouri

· Madison County:  209 West Main Street, Fredericktown, Missouri 

· Perry County:  1321 West Ste. Maries, Perryville, Missouri

· St. Francois County:  107 Industrial Drive, Park Hills, Missouri

· Ste. Genevieve County:  374 Market Street, Ste. Genevieve, Missouri

· Washington County:  305 North Missouri, Potosi, Missouri

Other Major Programs

The major programs that EMAA now administers and operates include: 
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COMMUNITY SERVICES:  Community Services programs are often referred to as the “glue that holds the Agency together” because it is primarily CSBG funding which provides the money that pays most of the space costs to keep outreach sites open in each of the eight counties EMAA serves. The Community Services Department will take the lead in the EITC Program. 

As stated previously, EMAA’s Community Services Department has operated the Volunteer Income Tax Assistance program since 1998. Training for all volunteers concerned comes from the Internal Revenue Service. Those years of experience have given EMAA personnel a thorough background for providing tax preparation, case management and other services for participants through the EITC Program.

Outreach workers stationed in each of the offices are the primary source of assessment and referral services for low-income families in the county served. Each member of the family receives an in-depth assessment to determine the ways in which EMAA can best assist the family in meeting its needs. Family members are then referred to the appropriate in-house (Head Start or Employment & Training programs, for example) or out-of-house (e.g. Family Support Division of Division of Aging office) resource to meet those needs. CSBG case managers work intensely with families who require a more concerted effort to meet their goals and objectives.

Among the other programs provided through the Community Services Department are:

· Emergency services 

· Energy assistance

· Life Skills workshops, including Financial Literacy and Nutrition

· Family Support Case Management 

· Earned Income Tax Credit Campaign 

· Volunteer Income Tax Assistance

· Back-to-School Fair Project 

· Community Coordination and Resource Development. 

Primary funding for these programs comes via the Community Services Block Grant from the US Department of Health and Human Services that is passed through the Missouri Department of Social Services. Another significant amount of funding comes from LIHEAP (Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program), which as administered by the Office of Community Services. 
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EMPLOYMENT & TRAINING DEPARTMENT:  EMAA has operated multiple Employment & Training programs for more than 25 years. During that time, we have collaborated with schools, human service organizations, agencies for the disabled, State and Federal governmental entities and hundreds of employers to develop and administer quality Employment & Training programs. EMAA will utilize the strong working relationships already established with these resources as we implement and administer the EITC Project. 

East Missouri Action Agency operates One-Stop sites in six of the eight counties proposed. The St. Francois County Employment & Training Office is a comprehensive one-stop, and the only comprehensive site located north of Cape Girardeau in the Southeast Region. With the exception of Washington County, the remaining outreach offices in the counties EMAA proposes to serve are designated as level-3 affiliate one-stop sites. 

Through funding from the area Workforce Investment Board, EMAA provides adult and youth year-round education, training and employment services at “One Stop” Work Connections Centers in Iron, Madison, Perry, St. Francois and Ste. Genevieve counties. Information on each of these sites is linked through the Workforce Investment Board website. As part of its agreement with the Workforce Investment Board, EMAA provides Welfare-to-Work assistance to eligible participants. 

Funding from the Workforce Investment Board also allows EMAA to administer employment-related case management and support services. Employment Case Managers work intensely with participants and their families to assess needs and strengths, and then coordinate the appropriate supports to help individuals find and keep employment.

EMAA is coordinating Family Support Services in partnership with the Family Support Division, Missouri Department of Social Services (the designated agency responsible for TANF in Missouri) to concentrate an effort on targeted families in the greatest need. 

In 2004, our Employment & Training Department provided employment case management and other services to 446 adults and 287 youth. 
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FAMILY PLANNING:  EMAA’s Family Planning Department provides reproductive health services and clinical visits to over 3,667 women annually at six clinic sites covering 15 counties in Central and Southeast Missouri. 

The Family Planning Department also operates the Show Me Healthy Women Project, helping low-income women over the age of 50 with cancer screening (mammogram and colposcopy) and follow-up services.
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HEAD START:  

Our Head Start Department provides a variety of preschool, educational activities to 696 three- to five-year-old children, as well as social services to approximately 650 families, throughout its eight-county service area. Head Start services are provided through 15 centers, one home-based program and two combination programs.  

EMAA’s Head Start program, in addition to providing pre-school activities for children, conducts intensive case management programs in home visits to the families. Family Advocates and Teachers make home visits and work with the families to assess needs and set goals and objectives to meet those needs. They also assess the family’s ability to take on the challenges of meeting those goals and objectives and provide the appropriate amount of case management needed by that specific family.

HOUSING:  
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EMAA is the administering agent for the St. Francois County Public Housing Agency (PHA), which operates programs in ten (10) counties in Southeast Missouri. In 2004, the Public Housing Agency assisted approximately 4,299 low-income individuals with rental assistance through the Section 8 Rental Assistance and the Missouri Housing Development Commis​sion’s (MHDC) Tenant-Based Rental Assis​tance Programs.

The Family Self-Sufficiency Program operates through the Section 8 Rental Assistance Program and helps participant families set and achieve goals and objectives to reach self-sufficiency. Nineteen families achieved total self-sufficiency in 2004 though the FSS program.

EMAA’s Housing Department also administers the Self-Help Housing Program, funded by USDA Rural Development, which allows low-income participant families to obtain a new home through “sweat equity.” In 2004, EMAA helped nineteen families achieve home ownership through sweat equity via the Self-Help Housing Program and a partnership with USDA Rural Development.

EMAA’s Weatherization Program receives funding from the US Department of Energy via the Missouri Department of Natural Resources to provide energy-efficient home improvements to lower utility bills and ensure health and safety for low-income families. In 2004, EMAA weatherized 150 homes. Home Repair money from MHDC and USDA Rural Development, allowed EMAA to rehabilitate 38 owner-occupied homes during that same year.  

EMAA is able to offer these services through the combined skills of its 200+ employees, 20 of whom have been with the Agency more than 25 years. Those 20 employees alone represent a total 620 years of experience serving the low-income community of Southeast Missouri.

Every year more than 15,000 individuals receive assistance through the programs administered by the Agency as we work to empower families to achieve and maintain self-sufficiency. The Agency's vision is "A healthy community of empowered individuals and families."

Our mission statement promises that East Missouri Action Agency will act as a catalyst in the community to help economically disadvantaged individuals and families achieve the highest possible level of success.

OBJECTIVES AND NEED FOR ASSISTANCE 

Seven of the eight counties targeted for the EITC Project are designated as distressed counties by the Lower Mississippi Delta Regional Authority and, for that reason, this application should receive special consideration.
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Figure 3:  Comparison of Poverty Rates by County, including Missouri and U.S.

In EMAA’s proposed service area, the poverty rate soars as high as 24% in Washington County, with an overall average of 19%. Poverty rates for children in our service area are even more appalling:  as high as 30.2% in Iron County and 30.4% in Washington County – far above national and state averages. The chart in Figure 3 compares the county-by-county poverty rate with that of the State of Missouri, as well as with the United States as a whole.

The overall unemployment rate for the EMAA area runs historically higher than national or state rates. As shown in the graph in Figure 4, the unemployment rate for the eight counties proposed for this project has, over the past several years, been consistently higher than that for the state of Missouri or for the entire county. This information was developed from U.S. Census Bureau and Missouri Department of Economic Development data.
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RESULTS OR BENEFITS EXPECTED
The East Missouri Action Agency will achieve the following primary results with the EITC Project:



Indicator





Measure
There will be an increase in awareness  

We will increase the number of VITA tax

of the EITC Program.



filers by 20% (200 families) above the 








1,000 participants in last year’s program.

There will be an increase in knowledge

There will be an increase in the financial

as a result of participation in financial

literacy of each of EMAA’s Rapid 


literacy workshops.



Assistance Loan workshop participants of at 







least 25% as measured by pre- and post-







tests.

In accomplishing these aims, EMAA will help the families involved in the EITC Project achieve the ROMA (Results-oriented Management and Accountability) National Goal #1:

Low-income people become more self-sufficient.

This overall goal will be reached utilizing the goals and objectives itemized in the sub-section below, Goal and Objective Statements.

Evaluation

The East Missouri Action Agency will use several strategies to monitor and evaluate the EITC Program.

EMAA currently has a system in place that will simplify the evaluation process. Our MIS (Management Information System) will allow us to track all EITC participants to determine which other programs they are referred to and which goals and objectives they reach. In October of this year, when a new, improved system comes on line, we will also be able to track ROMA goals through the MIS system.

EMAA will be able to provide OCS with the information we both need to ensure a quality program is maintained. We will supply whatever data is necessary to complete the national evaluation process.

In addition to tracking numbers, EMAA will also obtain client feedback and use that information to make adjustments to the EITC program as needed. A random sampling will be asked to complete a survey to monitor the perceived value of the program. Adjustments will be made to the program in response to the answers received to the survey. A sample of the feedback form may be found in Appendix D, page 75.

Return on Investment

EMAA is requesting $50,000 from OCS to serve a minimum of 200 families in the EITC program. This is an average investment by OCS of $250 per family.
As shown in the chart in Figure 1, the average taxpayer spends $258 in fees to have taxes prepared, pay for electronic filing, loan fees and check cashing fees. EMAA will save its typical taxpayer family every penny of that $258. That money will come directly back into the communities where our consumers live, and will roll over seven times, according to the Small Business Administration. That is a benefit to our poor rural communities of $361,200.
In the 2004 tax season, the average refund for EMAA’s VITA participants was $970. Multiply that times 200 new participants and you have an additional $1,940,000 in spendable cash entering our service area. Figure in the seven-times rollover, and $13,580,000 circulates through our communities for a $50,000 investment.

That’s a return on investment of $272 to $1.[image: image1.wmf]
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