Ask a Question – Give an Answer Key

1Q. My four-year-old daughter is a very picky eater, and keeps getting sick with every flu bug –making it worse, every time she catches a cold, her older brother, who’s ten, also gets sick and misses school.  I’m not qualified for the health insurance here since I work part-time . . . I’m not sure what I can do to pay for the all the doctor visits and prescriptions.

1A. There are a few federal insurance programs that the daughter and son may be eligible for.  Depending on the family’s income the daughter may qualify for WIC as she’s under five if there is a nutrition-related reason for her illnesses (if the family income is under 40k).  In order to receive assistance through WIC though, she’ll have to be seen by a health professional at a WIC clinic or another medical facility.  She may also qualify for Medicaid (if the family income is under 29k)/CHIPS (if the family income is under 45k).  The son is too old for WIC, but may qualify for Medicaid/CHIPS.

2Q. I’m a little embarrassed to talk about this, but I know I’m out of shape and don’t really exercise, and I’m sick of feeling self conscious about my weight.  I guess I should try to eat better, but groceries are so expensive.  It’s just cheaper to eat fast food.  I heard that there’s a program that pays for food.  But isn’t that for people on welfare?  

2A. While SNAP is for lower-income people, it is definitely not only for people who are unemployed.  Depending on if the person is single or married will determine eligibility – 14k for single, 29k for a family of four.  It specifically helps to buy healthy groceries through use of an Electronic Benefits Transfer card that works like a debit card - most supermarkets accept it, and even many farmers markets do too.  In fact, over 171,000 locations currently accept SNAP credits.

3Q. My neighbors have been having trouble keeping up on their mortgage payments and I’m afraid they’re going to lose their house.  They’re talking about going to one of those companies that say they can help with foreclosure, but I’ve heard that there are a lot of scams these days.   I don’t want them to end up losing the house and find themselves in even more trouble because they were scammed.  What can I do? 

3A. Unless a company advertising help for homeowners at risk for foreclosure is HUD-certified program it may be a scam.  The easiest thing for an at-risk homeowner to do is to call 888-995-HOPE to locate a nearby foreclosure certified counselor.  They can determine if they’re eligible for one of the many federally-sponsored foreclosure assistance services available to homeowners through the Making Homes Affordable Program (MHAP).  Programs that are part of MHAP such as a Hope for Homeowners, the Home Affordable Modification Program (HAMP), and the Home Affordable Refinance Program (HARP), help eligible homeowners modify loans or refinance their mortgages so that they’re more affordable.
4Q. If I apply for one of these programs or the tax credits won’t that count against me if I want to apply or another one?  After all, it’s boosting my income and these programs are based on income-level.  It seems like they’re set up in a way that makes it hard for you to qualify.

4A. Actually, this is a common misconception.  Most of the programs are specifically designed so that they don’t count against other benefit programs.  And in some cases enrollment in one program automatically qualifies you for another one.  For instance, certain applicants can be determined income-eligible for WIC based on their participation in certain programs such as SNAP, Medicaid, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, and other State-administered programs.

5Q. It’s been a really cold winter and my heating bills are out of control.  The truth is we’ve stopped paying the bills and I just got a notice in the mail saying that they’re going to turn off my electricity.  My kids and husband and I already wear layers all the time because we’ve been trying to cut back on how much we use the gas and electricity, how will we manage if we don’t have any heating at all?

5A. The Low-income Home Energy Assistance Program helps lower-income families pay for basic household heating or cooling expenses and home weatherization.  This includes everything from providing assistance with gas and electric bills to insulating houses and doing other energy-related home repairs.  Maximum income-levels vary by state and average around 35k for a family of four, but it can be as high as 70k.  Families facing weather-related emergencies such as blizzards or heat waves are also eligible for LIHEAP assistance.  

6Q.  I hate filing taxes and I don’t think I should bother anyway, because I don’t think I owe any, but someone told me I should because I could get cash for it.  Is this true?

6A. There are numerous credits available to individuals and working families, including refundable credits (credits that enable you to receive cash back and that aren’t just applied to lowering taxes owed).  The credit that offers the highest amount is the EITC which can be up to as much as $5657 for a family.  There’s also the CTC which is worth $1000 for every child in the house under 17.  The only way to get these credits is to file taxes.

7Q. I need some extra cash right now to pay for my daughter’s school supplies and lunches.  And I know that I can get cash back if I file my taxes, but I don’t know how to do it.  Should I go to one of those tax preparation places?  I hear that they give you money right away – like an advance loan.  

7A. The employee should definitely not go to a tax-preparation company to get their refunds instantly, because they may end-up paying for high-interest, short-term loans (up to 300 percent when annualized) with finance charges and preparation fees.  This can significantly detract from the benefit of the credit.  Some check cashers, banks, and tax preparers offer holiday loans in anticipation of the EITC refund or they may offer refund debit cards, which may charge costly transaction fees.  By visiting a VITA center and waiting a few days longer for returns, employees can file for free and receive the full amount of their refunds.  Some VITA sites also provide information on additional federal benefits or help individuals to set-up bank accounts.

8Q. I keep seeing posters in the break room that talk about applying for earned benefits.  What’s this all about?  Why should I bother and how can I apply for them?

8A. Earned benefits are a kind of help that can make a crucial difference for anyone having trouble covering basic expenses by bridging the gap between their income and budgetary need, these benefits can help working people achieve financial stability. Earned benefits include tax credits that offer cash back and reductions to taxes owed, help paying for healthy foods, medical insurance, utility coverage and even child care subsidies.  Depending on what the specifics of the employee’s background he or she may be able to boost their income by several hundred dollars a month.

There are several ways for workers to access earned benefits and enroll in assistance programs.  Options include:

· Applying directly for a specific benefit by visiting the local  agency office

·  Using an online tool that helps the individual figure out what benefits s/he might be legible for 
· Going to an agency (sometimes called a “one stop”) where a benefits counselor can screen the individual for multiple benefits and can help complete applications – all in one place

· Calling “211” to find out about benefits 
