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Abstract

It is possible for individuals receiving public kedits to participate imon-AFIA or non-TANF funded
IDA programs without losing their benefits. HowevieDA providers need to arm themselves with their
state’s eligibility requirements plus strategiestcessfully help public benefits recipients beed®A
savers. First, this paper outlines the potentfakes of savings and asset accumulation on pudaiefits
eligibility. This is followed by guidelines forriding the right people and asking the right questito
understand your state’s eligibility policies. Timeper concludes with strategies to successfullgleand
assist public benefits recipients with an IDA.

Program Challenge

Individual Development Accounts (IDAs) help low-ome individuals and families achieve greater
economic independence through savings and assamatation. An important IDA constituency is the
working poor who receive public benefits to supp@mtheir low salaries. IDA initiatives include an
array of powerful strategies to help welfare remipé acquire the skills, self-esteem, stabilityd an
independence that will eventually move them offferd to self-sufficiency.

IDAs are currently funded by a variety of publiagprivate sources. Federal legislation has promsio
ensure that public benefits recipients can padieipn IDAs funded through the Assets for Indepecde
Act (AFIA) as well as state-run programs fundedotlygh Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF) without losing their benefit§. These legislative exceptions dot apply to other federally and
privately funded IDAs.

Non-profit agencies runningon-TANFandnon-AFI fundedDA programs often face a dilemma: IDAs
are designed to help low-income, working familiesld savings and assets; however increased savings
and assets may disqualify them from receiving pubénefits. As IDA activity continues to expand in
the United States, it is important to ensure tBed, regardless of their source of match funds,trites
needs of the working poor who also rely on pubgodiits for their daily survival. This paper ex@s

how participants imon-AFIAand non-TANF fundedDA programscan accumulate savings and assets
andkeep the food stamps that feed their childrenhtingsing vouchers that keep them off the strele¢s, t
Medicaid that keeps them healthy, and the casbtassie that covers other needs.

! This White Paper is excerpted from a research paper, “Refugeédirail Development Accounts and Public
Benefits” by Vikki Frank and Susan Smith written folE[3 Solutions under funding from the Office of Refugee
Resettlement within the U.S. Department of Health and HuSewices. The full paper and California public
benefits charts can be foundvatw.ised.org

2 See “How Do IDAs Affect Benefit Eligibility” by Zoe Neubergef the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities
www.idanetwork.org/research/docs/IDAbenefiteligibility. gdf more information.
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How IDA Practitioners Can Assist Public Benefits Reipients:
Know the Impact

Impact of Public Benefits on IDA Eligibility

Recipients of public benefits who also earn incahmeugh full-time or part-time employment are usgal
eligible for IDA programs. Generally, if a familyualifies for public benefits, they are also withire
income and asset limits of an IDA program. Pulb@nefits programs, however, may have different
household definitions than IDA programs. Be swefdllow the policy of your IDA funder when
enrolling households in your IDA program.

Impact of IDA Savings on Public Benefits
Two questions are critical in understanding thedaotmf IDAs on public benefits eligibility:

1. How muchsavingscan IDA participants have and remain eligiblegablic benefits programs?
2. Will acquiring the IDAassetimpact public benefits eligibility?

Public benefits programs that target low-incomeviiaiials and households limit the value of incomd a
net assets, called “property” or “resources,” biigfies can have or obtain, and still remain éligifor
benefits. (Housing programs have only income Brbitit not asset limits.) Savings and asset lifoits
benefits includall of a participant’s assets (other bank accountsificates of deposit, retirement plans,
net car values, etc.) minus debt.

Three of the benefits — cash assistance, food staam Medicaid — are at least partially federally-
funded; however, their resource (asset) limitsstaige-specific. The limit varies by program andstate.

It can also vary by household composition or whetgnéamily is receiving or applying for the public
benefit. For example, a househalaplyingfor CalWORKSs (the California cash assistance @ogrcan
only have up to $1,000 in net assets. A housetatdiving CalWORKSs can hold up to $2,000 in net
assets or $3,000 if someone 60 or older residé®ihousehold.

Supplemental Security Income (SSI), the federah @ssistance program for the disabled or elderby,po
and public housing are regulated only by federgislation. Individuals receiving SSI may have a
maximum of $2,000 in net assets and couples mag $3y000. Property of an adult child living with a
recipient of SSI is not included in this asset timi

Most federally-funded housing programs, includingblic housing and Section 8 programs, base
eligibility on annualincome As long as the earned interest on the IDA actalaes not put the
household over the annual income limit, recipiar@ed not worry about accumulating savings. In, fact
public housing programs often encourage savings.

Households often receive multiple types of benefitss important to know which benefits a household
receives and which family members are receivingdhbenefits since programs considéiousehold
assets and resources when determining eligibilfpr example, a husband’s savings in an IDA could
negatively impact his wife’s continued eligibilitpr Medicaid. For multi-generational householdsula
children’s savings and assets will generalbf have any effect on their parents’ eligibility 86l or food
stamps.

Exceptions to Savings Limits: Exempt Assets

Most of the public benefits programs including TAN&od stamps, SSI and Medicaid allow recipients to
own certain assets apart from the “property” limExempt items usually include an owner-occupied
home, personal possessions such as clothing, dueniand computers, as well as equipment for alsmal
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business. In addition, public benefits programsnitethe ownership of cars but usually limit thenmoer
and/or value of such vehicles.

Impact of IDA Asset Purchase on Public Benefits

As listed above, the most common IDA asset goasaempt from “property” limits. IDA savers can
purchase a home, computer, or equipment for a $mailhess with no penalty. IDA participants caoal
pay for education or job training programs withoagatively impacting their benefits. IDA programs
which allow for vehicle purchases have the mostatifty since most public benefit programs limieth
value of vehicles.

How IDA Practitioners Can Assist Public Benefits Reipients:
Who to Ask What

Most states have eligibility specialists for eadhtesregulated public benefits program (e.g. cash-
assistance, food stamps, Medicaid, etc.) IDA ftfaners are encouraged to identify and contacsthee
specialist for each public benefit program to gamunderstanding of its eligibility requirementState
benefits experts are also likely to know if there any exceptions to the savings and asset linBs.
careful not to make assumptions since caseworkehgdocal or county level may not always knowttha
different legislation exists for the various IDAsmirces. Additionally, you may need to start llycahd
work up the chain of command before identifying #ppropriate state eligibility specialist.

In addition to finding the right person, IDA prainers can go on-line to official websites to ersh
state and county administrative regulations aneéctives, which provide the details necessary for
implementing state law. With the correct regulatioumber and the appropriate state eligibility
specialist, IDA practitioners can advocate on bietialDA participants.

How IDA Practitioners Can Assist Public Benefit Repients:
10 Strategies to Keep IDA Savers from Losing theiBenefits

Informed IDA practitioners can help families on pakbenefits understand the allowable savings and
asset accumulation ruldsefore enrolling into the IDA program. The following & list of ten simple
recommendations to help practitioners and their [i2dticipants achieve the potentially competinglgoa
of buildingsavings and assets and also keeping public benefits

1. Know the Public Benefits Asset Limits for your Staé. Use information proactively to advise IDA
participants on savings and asset accumulatiortsiibefore IDA participants lose their benefits
and/orbeforethey enroll in the IDA project.

2. Design your Match Structure within the State AssetLimit. Many IDA projects have the
flexibility to design a match rate and match stuoetthat pairs accountholder ability to save wité t
total funds needed to purchase the asset goaler@gn keeping IDA savings goals under $2,000 for
households and providing adequate match for thet ge=l will let public benefit recipients become
successful IDA asset purchasers. Since the IDAImfmds are never in the possession of the IDA
saver, they araotincluded as part of the asset limits.
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Investigate or Advocate Exceptions to the Limits States have full flexibility to set federally-
funded cash assistance asset rules. They cae evhatever exclusions they want and whatever limit
they want. They don't even have to have an assét tTherefore, states can establish policy to
exclude IDA savings from public benefit asset IsnitCalifornia, for example, allows recipients tsf i
cash assistance program to designate IDAs &atficted Account.”By doing so, beneficiaries can
save up to $5,000 toward a first home, post-seagnelducation, or to start a small business. The
Restricted Accouns in addition to, and separate from, the $2,08€ealimit. An exemption may
exist in your state.

Educate State Public Benefits Staff about IDAs. Many IDA practitioners have found public
benefits staff to be more supportive when IDA sgsinare escrowed and “inaccessible” to
participants except to purchase an allowable asakite a letter or talk with front-line benefittaff
asking if they will exclude an IDA from the assestt

Know the Public Benefits Status of Applicants.During the IDA application process, ask applicants
if they or anyone in their household receives pulblenefits. If you can, contact benefits case
workers to be sure they share the same understaoflithe resource eligibility rules, i.e., various

Medicaid programs can have different rules, andensake the applicant knows the correct one.

Ensure that Participants Monitor Their Own Savings/Assets Remember that savings and asset
limits for benefits includeall of a participant’s savings/assets—e.g. other lmngounts, certificates
of deposit, retirement plans, net car values, &e.sure to consider participantetal existing assets
when advising them on how to save in their IDA.s®l make sure participants are responsible for
monitoring their own savings and assets. Prosigeay want to include language in their savings
agreements protecting them from liability if a pgent gets cut off of their benefits during theiage
period.

Ensure Applicants Discuss Their Savings on Recordith the Local Public Agency. Before
opening an IDA, encourage applicants to discusd@#ewith their caseworkers and establish how
much savings/assets the agency has on record dar, taccording to their most recent eligibility
review.

“Save a little, spend a little.” Encourage participants to save in small incrememid plan for
multiple withdrawals to avoid accumulating morertithe asset limit. This works particularly well
with micro-enterprise and education savers, aralsis effective for reaching multiple smaller goals,
like buying a computer and a used car. In this,W@A participants may cumulatively save toward
and receive the maximum IDA match for their houseéhwaithout losing their benefits. Remember,
the IDA saver never “owns” the match funds—and tluaseworkers do not count that as part of a
recipient’s property limit.

Limit Maximum Savings. All public benefits allow recipients to hagemesavings. Just because a
family may be eligible to save $4,000 in an IDA domt necessarily mean that theyeto save that
amount. Many IDA programs already limit savingw&ods certain assets (e.g. a computer or car.)
With $2,000 in savings plus $2,000 in match furats,IDA household can still buy a computer,
support education, capitalize a small businesbugra decent used car—and remain eligible for their
public benefits.

Market IDAs as a Long-term Strategy to Leave Welfae. Especially in an era of temporary or
time-limited benefits, IDAs may motivate people save money, acquire assets, and become
economically self-sufficient for the long-term. r8e public benefits recipients would rather save
money and acquire assets than continue to recabicenefits.
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Conclusion

IDAs play a key role in helping the working poocamulate wealth and assets. IDAs can be partigular
useful in assisting public benefits recipients thsihvings. Often, IDAs are the only opportunity thoose
receiving welfare to accumulate resources. IDActtianers can effectively reach out to the working
poor who also receive public benefits and offenththe unique opportunity of an IDA to help makeithe
dreams a reality. By understanding public berrefiés and policies, IDA projects can help low-in@m
wage earners strengthen their savings habits, ls$tady improve credit histories, and create skifat
lead toward self-sufficiency.

Additional Information on This Topic

The full paperRefugee Individual Development Accounts and Pu®ieefitsby Vikki Frank and Susan
Smith, was developed by ISED Solutions with fundirmm the Office of Refugee Resettlement within
the U.S. Department of Health and Human Serviddse full paper including asset limits and exclusion
charts for all California public benefits can beirfiol at www.ised.org

“How Do IDAs Affect Benefit Eligibility” by Zoe Neberger of the Center on Budget and Policy
Priorities.www.idanetwork.org/research/docs/IDAbenefiteligilyilpdf

State asset limits for public benefits:
www.acf.dhhs.gov/programs/ofa/ASSETS2.HDviwww.sadrc.cfed.org/measures/assetlimits.php
http://anfdata.urban.org/WRD/WRDWelcome.cfm
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