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THE EITC CAMPAIGN

Over the last 28 years, the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC)
has reduced the annual tax burden for low-income working
families and emerged as America’s largest and most effective

anti-poverty program.

First enacted in 1975 with a maximum benefit of just $400 per
family, the federal credit has since been expanded four times with
bipartisan support. Today, the credit can put more than $4,000

in the pockets of taxpayers who qualify and apply for it. What's
more, 17 states have enacted their own earned income credits,

turther helping low-income families reduce their tax bills.

In 2001, more than 19 million people throughout the
country claimed the credit and received more than $32
billion in tax reductions or refunds, studies have shown.
The average refund was $1,700, making the EITC one of
the nation’s largest federal aid programs, bigger than the
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and food
stamp programs combined. According to the Center on
Budget and Policy Priorities, a Washington D.C. think tank,
the federal credits raised 4.8 million people out of poverty

in 1998, including 2.6 million children.

For these hard-working families, the credit is a windfall that
can reduce debt, pay college tuition, finance transportation

to work and fund savings accounts that build personal



assets. However, 10 to 15 percent of taxpayers eligible to
receive the credit do not apply because they don’t know the

credit exists or how to obtain it.

Among the types of families that don’t apply, according to

an Urban Institute report, are:

* Families whose first language is not English;
* Families who have collected welfare in the past;
* Larger families;

* Workers without children.

In addition, millions of taxpayers waste almost $2 billion
from their refunds by paying commercial tax preparers
hefty filing fees or by falling for short-term loan deals
called “refund anticipation loans” (RALs). These RALs
charge taxpayers sky-high fees to provide cash only a few

days before refunds would have arrived.

Recognizing the EITC’s ability to reduce poverty, many cities
and community organizations nationwide have launched
campaigns to educate taxpayers. In Oklahoma, for instance,
the Community Action Program of Tulsa County has mounted
an extensive EITC marketing campaign every year since 1996,
and it now provides free tax preparation for more than 10,000
local residents every year. In 1999, Chicago Mayor Richard
Daley inaugurated a multi-pronged marketing campaign that
included public service announcements, placards on city trains
and buses, and information packets distributed with hundreds

of thousands of report cards and pay envelopes. Mayors in



A volunteer provides assistance at a center in Onslow County, NC.

Milwaukee, Denver, Indianapolis, New York and Fort Wayne

also have launched citywide EITC outreach campaigns.

Hoping to expand these efforts to help working taxpayers
claim and hold onto their EITC and other federal tax breaks,
the Annie E. Casey Foundation in October 2002 established
the National Tax Assistance for Working Families Campaign.

The campaign is committed to helping low-income families:

* Learn about the EITC and other valuable tax credits such
as the Child Tax Credit;
* Connect to free or low-cost tax preparation help;

e Use tax credits to build assets.

In its first year, 27 sites in cities and rural areas across the

nation (22 are Casey’s original Making Connections sites) joined



the campaign to help working families “Earn it. Keep it. Save
It,” the EITC campaign’s slogan. These sites—as big as New
York City and small as Allegany County, Md.—have tapped
or formed community partnerships of banks, credit unions,
faith-based organizations, social service groups and schools

to help local taxpayers make the most of the EITC.

“When you talk about assets, you find a tremendous disparity
between those with the most and those with the least in this
country,” says Bonnie Howard, a Casey senior associate who

is part of the team working on the campaign. “This campaign
tries to narrow that gap by helping hard-working low-income
people obtain and keep a tax credit that can start them down

the road to building assets, which leads to financial stability.”

A recent Casey-sponsored study of the sites—a mammoth
and unique data collection effort—found that the campaign

is working, and in some areas much better than anticipated.

Preliminary results show that beefed-up marketing strategies to
promote the EITC and free tax preparation services have enabled
sites in 2003 to double and sometimes quadruple the number

of EITC-eligible tax returns they filed in previous years.

“Baltimore projected they would do 500 returns, and they

did almost 1,500,” says Howard. “It far exceeded its goals.”

Successful EITC campaigns are as unique as the
communities they serve. This report highlights the work of
three sites that have been particularly effective in helping

taxpayers meet the campaign’s goals.



Writer Dick Mendel reports that Boston’s EITC campaign
saturated working-class neighborhoods with information
and helped more than 4,000 people—many Hispanic and

Haitian immigrants— “Earn It” by filing for the credit.

Writer Tom Waldron shows how the EITC campaign in
Columbus County, N.C., helped taxpayers “Keep It” by spreading
the word about free tax preparation sites through buying radio

ads and delivering fliers to churches, barber and beauty shops.

“When you talk about assets, you find a
tremendous disparity between those with the
most and those with the least in this country.”
—Bonnie Howard, Annie E. Casey senior associate

Finally, writer Kathryn Hunt shows how the Louisville, Ky,
EITC campaign is teaching residents to “Save It.” That campaign
sends “marketing ambassadors”—low-income workers

who realize the power of their tax credits—into their own
neighborhoods to explain how EITC refunds can pay down

debt, fund savings accounts and build a stable financial future.

The National Tax Assistance for Working Families Campaign
taps and builds upon the unique strengths of each
community. And even though each site is different, the
message is the same—claim the EITC credit, preserve its

value, and make it grow.
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BOSTON

Twenty-one hundred dollars: “For me, that’s like a ton of
money,” says Diane Wignall, a hard-working single mother

with a big heart and a skinny bank account.

The coordinator of an after-school project for “marginalized”
African American and Latina girls from Boston’s south end,
Wignall struggles to make ends meet for her 15-year-old
son, Michael, and her 7-year-old daughter, Lauren. Given

Boston’s skyrocketing housing costs, it’s no simple feat.

Fortunately, both the federal government and the State of
Massachusetts offer generous support to working parents
like Wignall through EITCs. Together, state and federal
credits can amount to $4,700 per year for low-income

working families.

Until this year, though, Wignall never collected the credits.

“If you don’t claim (the EITC), nothing changes.
But if you do claim it, it makes things a whole lot
different” —Diane Wignall, Boston single mother

“I had heard of the credit, but I just thought it was for
people coming off welfare,” she says in an accent that hints
of her Jamaican upbringing. “I thought it was for someone

else other than me.”



This year, thanks to an ambitious outreach campaign
mounted by Boston’s city government, community groups
and corporations, Wignall will finally receive her credits.
One of many new EITC initiatives nationwide, Boston’s
campaign is off to a strong start. Despite a minimal budget
and a mostly volunteer staff, preliminary numbers show
that Boston helped 4,000 low- and moderate-income
families file their taxes in 2003, the campaign’s second
year. Their tax refunds totaled $5.2 million, including $2.2

million in state and federal earned income credits.

“This is a lot of money,” says Wignall, who plans to use
her $2,100 refund for her kids” education and a first-ever
family vacation. “If you don'’t claim it, nothing changes. But

if you do claim it, it makes things a whole lot different.”

Creating a Campaign

Boston clearly needed to educate residents about the EITC.
While 40,000 low-income workers there collected $58
million in federal EITC returns in 2001, 15 to 20 percent of
eligible Boston residents didn’t receive the EITC, estimates
Bill Smits, an IRS representative in Boston. That adds up to

about $9 million to $12 million in unclaimed benefits.

Although Boston Mayor Thomas Menino is a long-time
advocate of earned income credits, the Boston EITC campaign
did not begin in earnest until October 2001. The spark

came when Mimi Turchinetz, a lawyer in the city’s Office of

Jobs and Community Services, attended a Casey-sponsored



EITH

conference in Tulsa, Okla. designed to expose Making Connections
sites to EITC possibilities. There, EITC experts detailed the

successes of the Tulsa and Chicago EITC projects.

“I was really excited about what I saw;” says Turchinetz, who also
oversees Boston's “living wage” law requiring employers doing

business with the city to pay workers more than $10 per hour.

After returning from the Tulsa conference in June 2001,
Turchinetz devised an action plan and forwarded it to the
mayor’s office. “They said go ahead,” Turchinetz recalls. “It’s

not a hard sell with [Mayor Menino]|. He loves this stuff.”

In her plan, Turchinetz borrowed several elements from

Chicago’s approach—mounting a citywide marketing



blitz, recruiting business and community partners, and
offering free tax preparation assistance in addition to
general information. However, while Chicago relied on
two leading nonprofits to provide all tax prep services,
Turchinetz looked to provide tax services through a host of

neighborhood-based community groups.

Menino kicked off Boston’s campaign with an October
breakfast for city business leaders. At the meeting, Paul
Guzzi, Greater Boston Chamber of Commerce president and
chief executive officer, endorsed the project and became
the first to sign on as a partner. Thirty employers quickly
followed suit, promising to recruit volunteers, distribute

marketing materials and provide other help.

A month later, Menino met with more than 30 community
leaders, and a dozen organizations agreed to open free tax prep
clinics. Turchinetz tapped several of the most influential and

committed volunteers to form a citywide steering committee.

With the tax season fast approaching, Turchinetz and her
committee quickly reached out to businesses and host
organizations to recruit and train volunteer tax preparers.
The committee quickly crafted posters and public service
announcements, and the sites opened for business

on February 13.

“It was a very pilot year,” recalls Doreen Treacy, a steering
committee member who coordinated a tax prep clinic

for the Codman Square Health Center. “We had very little



infrastructure in place—no procedures, no intake systems.
...We did it totally on faith fueled by the creativity and

commitment of the partner organizations.”

By April 15, 2002, the fledgling effort had prepared returns
for 399 taxpayers, helping them reap $529,000 in total tax
refunds, including $234,000 in EITC benefits.

Ramping Up for 2003

With a full year to plan, Turchinetz, Treacy and the rest of
the EITC steering committee sought to substantially expand

Boston’s tax campaign in 2003.

First, they saturated targeted constituencies in the city’s
neighborhoods with information about the EITC and how
to claim it. They placed hundreds of placards on city buses
and trains, and hung large banners outside tax clinics and
at other sites in targeted neighborhoods. The campaign
distributed thousands of flyers in English and Spanish,
bought ads in neighborhood newspapers and issued press
releases to stimulate news stories in newspapers and on
local radio and television stations. Finally, the campaign
established an information hotline to answer questions and

direct eligible families to tax clinics.

Boston complemented this promotional blitz with an
equally important word-of-mouth campaign led by the

community organizations that operated free tax clinics in



2003. These organizations—community health centers, job
training sites, social service agencies and neighborhood
service centers—already had longstanding connections with

many low-income families.

The Roxbury Resource Center, for instance, distributed flyers
to hundreds of workers visiting its one-stop career center. In
addition to canvassing its own clients, the East Boston Area
Planning Action Council reached out through a network

of social service agencies in its neighborhood. “We're all
nonprofits, and we have similar missions,” says Amy Lima,
East Boston EITC site coordinator. “We're mostly dealing

with the same eligible people — low-income families.”

The trust built by these groups proved particularly important
when reaching out to recent immigrants, who make up a large

percentage of eligible families who don’t claim their EITC benefits.

“They're new to this country, new to everything about how
this country works,” explains Luz Arevalo, an employment
lawyer for Greater Boston Legal Services’ Low Income Tax
Clinic and a volunteer at the East Boston tax prep site, which
serves a predominantly Hispanic population. “A lot of people
still don’t know about the EITC. It’s not a friendly term

— earned income tax credit. It's a nightmare to translate. Our

clients don’t think in those terms.”

To combat this challenge, the steering committee made
reaching out to immigrant communities a high priority in
2003. Working with the mayor’s Office of New Bostonians,

Turchinetz and her partners on the steering committee



arranged for new tax sites to open in East Boston and two
other predominantly Latino communities, one with a large
Somali population as well. Another targeted neighborhood was
a predominantly African American community composed of a
large population from Haiti and the West Indies. The remaining

tax sites also intensified their efforts to reach immigrants.

Codman Square Health Center’s Doreen Treacy visited an
English language class for Haitian immigrants and talked

about the EITC, the first time many had heard of the credit.

“A lot of folks come into the country from places where
there’s a lot of mistrust of the government,” Treacy says. “EITC

has to become part of the language in these communities.”

Refining the Method

In addition to ramping up its marketing campaign, Boston

also enhanced its tax prep clinics.

To ensure that all returns could be filed electronically, the
steering committee required that all sites provide computers

and Internet service.

The steering committee hired a new coordinator of
volunteers, created a computerized database of volunteers
for all tax sites citywide, and trained more than 350
people—including airline pilots, college students and
corporate tax attorneys—as volunteer tax preparers to
complete state as well as federal tax forms. (In 2002, the

pilot sites completed only federal returns.)



The campaign also sought to boost the financial literacy

of EITC recipients and help them obtain financial services.
Boston’s Federal Reserve Bank hosted a meeting attended

by representatives of 10 local banks. Several agreed to

send representatives to the tax sites and help low-income
taxpayers open bank accounts. Other banks distributed
vouchers allowing tax clinic customers without accounts to
cash tax refund checks free at the banks, saving $50 or more

that usually would have been spent at check cashing sites.

Counting Results, Considering the Future

Before kicking off the tax season in late January, Boston’s
EITC steering committee’s goal for 2003 was to serve at
least 100 taxpayers in each of 15 sites, with total refunds
of at least $1.5 million. Preliminary numbers show that
the committee eclipsed those goals and achieved a 10-
fold increase over 2002 results. The growth was especially
remarkable given that tax sites received no funding to
compensate staff: Only a handful of sites received funds to

buy refreshments for volunteers.

Boston EITC campaign leaders acknowledge that some
challenges were not met. Tax sites were not able to recruit
as many clients into financial literacy classes as hoped. And
although the campaign did far better in 2003 reaching out
to Hispanic and Haitian immigrants, it had less luck with

other immigrant populations.



Perhaps the greatest concern emerging in 2003 was the
burden the project placed on site coordinators. “I really
didn’t imagine it would take that much energy,” says Alan
Gentle, supervisor of the Roxbury Resource Center tax

clinic, echoing the sentiments of other site coordinators.

Already, the steering committee is working on strategies
to address these challenges. One site, the Hispanic Office
of Planning and Evaluation in Jamaica Plain, has appointed
a three-person site leadership team, rather than a solitary
site supervisor. Also, the steering committee is considering
delegating some tasks now assigned to site supervisors,

such as resolving software or electronic filing glitches.

“We all know that the site coordinators need more help,”

Turchinetz concedes.

Nonetheless, Turchinetz is confident that Boston will
accomplish even more in 2004. Based on the aura of
enthusiasm that has enveloped the city’s EITC campaign—
especially the campaign’s growing network of zealous

volunteers—her optimism seems realistic.

One of those offering to lend a hand is Diane Wignall,
the first-time EITC recipient. After having her tax return
completed at the Codman Square tax clinic, Wignall was so

grateful that she volunteered to spread the word.

“Some of the parents of the girls I work with could really
use this,” Wignall said later. “Especially folks who are new

to Boston.”
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TABOR CITY

During tax season in the small rural town of Tabor City,
N.C., people often wait for hours, and lines stretch out the
doors of the many tax preparation firms that open each

year in modest storefronts.

Two years ago, Andrice Graham was part of that crowd and
paid dearly for it. Unsure about preparing her own taxes,

the 25-year-old cook paid $238 in fees to a local tax firm

to complete her return. That included a base charge, fees for
completing additional forms, and a charge for filing the return
electronically. Graham received a $3,228 refund, thanks to the
EITC. But tax preparation fees used up more than 7 percent of
her refund — a significant loss for a single mother struggling to

support her daughter on a part-time job paying $9 an hour.

This year, Graham took advantage of another option — a
new tax service offered by Family Champions, a Tabor City
group that provides a wide array of community services in
such areas as literacy, nutrition and AIDS awareness. The tax
service was free, and Graham kept her entire $2,800 refund,

which she used to pay bills and provide for her 2-year-old.

“T always thought the professional tax preparation fee was a
bit much,” Graham says. “But I never had anybody explain
how much it would be. They just sort of did it. Every little

bit of money I can keep helps me.”



Studies show that Graham and many others erode EITC relief
by paying stiff tax preparation fees and high processing fees for
short-term advances on their anticipated refunds. A recent report
by The Brookings Institution estimated that in 1999, $1.75
billion in EITC refunds were diverted to fees for tax preparation,

electronic filing and refund anticipation loans (RALs).

Even though EITC filers’ returns are usually less complicated than
returns from middle- and upper-income taxpayers, the filing
process intimidates many EITC-eligible taxpayers because they
can't read well or are unfamiliar with tax forms. Consequently, 68
percent rely on private tax preparation firms—a higher rate than

the general public, according to the Internal Revenue Service.

The EITC can be confusing. Filing instructions and
eligibility requirements run dozens of pages, causing some
of the worst problems at tax season, according to taxpayer
advocates. Furthermore, EITC-eligible taxpayers in many
parts of the country have little access to free tax filing help,

leaving them with no choice but to turn to private firms.

Community workers in Tabor City and the rest of Columbus
County, N.C., understand how the EITC can improve
financial security, and theyre determined to help EITC filers

avoid the hidden tax of high preparation fees.

Customizing the Campaign

Columbus County—population 55,000—lies in the swampy
southeastern corner of North Carolina. In recent years, local

factories and textile mills have closed, and the demand for



Andrice Graham, a 25-year-old single mother, had her taxes prepared for free this year.

tobacco has fallen, eroding the area’s economic base and
making it one of North Carolina’s poorest counties. Columbus’
median household income is just under $27,000, compared
to the statewide median of $39,184. More than one-in-five
county residents live in poverty, twice the national average.
Well-paying jobs are scarce, and many residents drive 30 miles

to Myrtle Beach, S.C., to work in restaurants and hotels.

Tabor City—population 2,300—Ilost roughly a third of its
population in the last decade. While thriving businesses
are unusual, the town does have at least a half-dozen tax
preparation operations, including branches of the nation’s
two biggest chains — Jackson Hewitt and H&R Block. One
enterprising car dealership also prepares taxes if customers

use refunds to purchase a car.



Before launching their EITC campaign during the 2003
tax season, Columbus County community workers last fall
received IRS training to set up shop as a Volunteer Income
Tax Assistance (VITA) site. They then found creative ways
to spread the word about the free tax service. They ran
radio ads, distributed fliers to barbers, beauty shops and
churches, and educated officials in the county’s seven
municipalities about the program. The best advertising, it

turned out, was word of mouth.

“One person would tell another one. We're a small
town and things get around pretty easily,” says Shelba

Hemingway, program coordinator for Family Champions.

Preserving the Refund

Working with a PC in her cubicle in the brick-front Family
Champions center on Tabor City’s Main Street, Hemingway
prepared free tax returns for dozens of clients this year. In all,
Hemingway and others in the Columbus County program

helped 35 EITC-eligible clients claim $48,303 in EITC refunds.

One grateful customer was Rubby Brown, a 22-year-old
grocery store cashier from Tabor City, who struggles to
support two children on a $6.20 hourly wage. In the past,
Brown paid tax preparers $150 to complete her forms
and file her taxes electronically. The process never took
more than 15 minutes, but Brown figured the fee was the

legitimate cost of having someone else figure her taxes.



Shelba Hemingway has completed free tax returns for numerous clients in
Columbus County, NC.

This year, however, Brown was pleased to take advantage of
the free tax service offered in Tabor City. She received a $2,600

refund, which she used to pay bills and help her ailing parents.

Saving tax preparation fees “gave me a chance to do some

things that I couldn’t have,” Brown says. “It’'s important.”

The Columbus County EITC program is one of nine established
in 16 counties in North and South Carolina. The EITC campaign
in the Carolinas is coordinated by MDC, a Chapel Hill-based
community and economic development organization, and it is
supported by the Duke Endowment and the Casey Foundation.
In its first year, the Carolinas campaign provided free help to

263 clients, and 191 filed for EITC payments totaling $339,499.



Those numbers are expected to climb significantly in future

years as participating community groups gain experience.

In North and South Carolina, at least 175,000 eligible
taxpayers fail to claim the EITC, according to MDC. Those
who do file for the credit often pay fees amounting to
millions of dollars combined. Those fees are particularly
vexing to The Far West Mountain Economic Partners, a
community group working in four counties in western
North Carolina. The group’s EITC campaign provided free
help to 86 clients who collected $172,258 in EITC payments.

Without the free service, many of those clients would have turned
to the national tax preparation service that set up shop in a local
Wal-Mart and customarily tacked on fee upon fee—sometimes

with little warning—until the final cost was nearly $300.

“It’s totally outrageous,” says Kelly Long, who worked on
the EITC campaign in the four western counties. “These
people need that money. I can understand people who are
making $50,000 or $70,000 paying those rates, but not
people who are paid $12,000.”

Avoiding RALS

Long and other community workers are particularly
dismayed by the number of low-income Carolinians who

take out RALs at tax time.

In such transactions, the tax preparation firm provides

taxpayers with an almost immediate refund check — but only



after subtracting an extra fee. In many cases, the fee for the

loan reaches $90 and comes on top of other charges.

With the advent of electronic tax filing, the IRS often can deposit
a refund in a filer’s bank account within 10 days. However, many
low-income taxpayers are unwilling to wait even that long They

opt for smaller—but quicker—refunds from a private tax firm.

“Many people make emotional decisions,” says Tate Helms,

“We got the word out this year, but we should be able
to have more sites and serve more people next year.
—Evelyn Troy, director, Columbus County Dream Center

an MDC organizer who managed the EITC campaign. “If
they have someone bothering them about an unpaid bill,
then taking out an RAL is often an emotional response.”
Volunteers, he adds, must counsel clients to hold onto their

entire refund, even if it means waiting a week or two.

Evelyn Troy, director of the Columbus County Dream
Center, the umbrella program overseeing the free tax service
provided by Family Champions, is optimistic that her

group can deliver that fiscally prudent message and make

a difference for struggling families. She’s looking ahead to
adding sites and expanding program hours to assist workers

in a sprawling county with no mass transit.

“We got the word out this year, but we should be able to
have more sites and serve more people next year,” Troy says.
“The people who qualify for this credit are there, there’s no

doubt about that.”
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LOUISVILLE

Marina Partee grew up in Louisville, Ky, poor and often homeless,
she says. As a young girl, she saw her father beat her mother;

later, pregnant with her own daughter, Partee’s boyfriend abused
her. That's when she sought help from the Center for Women

and Families (CWF), which assists victims of domestic violence
and economic hardship, and coordinates Casey’s National Tax

Assistance for Working Families Campaign in Louisville.

Today, Partee is a student and part-time computer instructor
who is saving to buy a home for herself and her 6-year-old
daughter, Korine. She also works as a “marketing ambassador”
for Louisville’s EITC campaign who teaches neighbors how to

build a better financial future by saving their tax credits.

“People see all the pain and adversity I've been through and say,
‘It she can do it, I can do it I like to teach them that building

assets is a way out of an impoverished environment,” says Partee.

CWF’s long involvement with families in crisis showed that
low-income families face predictable obstacles to getting—and
staying—on their feet financially. In the fall of 2001, CWF

saw a chance to help families add to their income and begin
to save when Metro United Way and the Casey Foundation
proposed the idea for an EITC campaign in Louisville. CWF
quickly offered to coordinate the citywide effort. The center
now works with 60 community organizations that comprise

the Louisville Asset Building Coalition (LABC).



Helping families learn to save and increase their net worth has
always been the coalition’s cornerstone. Mike Davis, Economic
Success Program director for CWE, says he viewed the EITC
campaign as a way to help people add to their assets and save for

the future through Individual Development Accounts (IDAs).

“We had a pool of people here in our IDA program who could
benefit from saving their EITC refunds,” says Davis. “We knew if
they felt it was worthwhile they would begin to spread the word.”

Learning to Save

The center’s Common Wealth IDA Project provides a
structured savings program, the financial skills and
counseling that low-income families need to make wise
decisions about their economic future. Participants make a
three-year commitment to save up to $2,000 toward a home

or higher education; a 2:1 match provides ample incentive.

Partee signed up for financial literacy workshops and, with the

help of a counselor, began to put her financial life on track.

“I had no real education about how to get out of the cycle of
poverty,” she said. “I wanted to be self-sufficient, but I was full

of anxiety. How do I do a budget? What's out there to help me?”

Partee’s financial counselor helped her clean up her credit
and told her about the EITC. Partee established her IDA with

an initial deposit of $42.

Saving money for the future can seem like a pipe dream for

people struggling to pay bills. Low-wage jobs, lack of skills and



education, and the vagaries of seasonal work get in the way of
getting ahead. Many low-income people become entangled in
a web of financial habits that drain their wealth. Mainstream

banks are scarce in low-income neighborhoods, so people

“| wanted to be self-sufficient, but | was full of
anxiety. How do | do a budget? What’s out there
to help me?” —Marina Partee, Louisville EITC
marketing ambassador

often rely on pay-day loan shops and check cashing outfits that
ensnare them in a cycle of high fees and exorbitant interest
payments, some charging $15 for every $100 cashed and up to
400% interest annually. At the end of the month, many working

families have nothing left for savings and fall further behind.

Because of the progress she made putting her life in order,

LABC asked Partee to join the coalition and participate in a
neighborhood outreach program to spread the word about the
EITC. Although she was new to community organizing, Partee felt

her own experiences had prepared her to counsel her neighbors.

“I tell people who are down and out, who are in an
emotional state of mind, ‘T've been there; I've been on

welfare; I've been homeless,” ” she says.

Spreading the Word

Partee was one of 10 marketing ambassadors that New Directions
Housing Corporation, a coalition partner, recruited from

neighborhoods in which it had a presence. Ambassadors attended



two training sessions and then, for a small stipend, spent an average
of 17 hours a month from November to April talking to neighbors
about money matters. They talked to people on buses, at ball games,
in church basements, by phone, in the grocery store, on the street,
at shelters — anywhere they thought they might find a receptive

audience. They met monthly to compare notes and refine strategies.

“Everybody needs money;” says Lisa McElroy, an ambassador who
lives in Shelby Park, a Casey Making Connections neighborhood. “I
would begin by saying, ‘Are you interested in making money and

saving it?" That would usually get their attention.”

Some neighbors resisted the ambassadors’ message. They were
used to getting RALs on the spot from commercial preparers,

an alluring prospect for people of limited means. But the costs
of tax preparation and RALs drained families of $200 to $300

a year—money that could pay bills or fund savings.

Ambassadors used facts to persuade people to give the free VITA
tax sites a try. Using a site might mean waiting up to 10 days for

refunds, ambassadors explained, but patience would reap rewards.

One ambassador, Rosalind Mitchell, convinced a friend from

work to skirt the rapid refund route and go to a VITA site.

“I talked to her about using her EITC check to pay her auto
insurance for a year instead of monthly, which saves a couple
hundred dollars,” Mitchell says. “And she did that. And
instead of a rent-to-own TV, which costs a fortune in interest,
I got her to go to Wal-Mart and buy one, so now she’ll avoid

those monthly payments. She said she felt good about it.”
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A Louisville volunteer helps a tax filer navigate forms and questions.

As spring approached, neighbors increasingly asked
ambassadors how to enroll in budgeting workshops,
obtain banking services and get help with credit repair and
debt reduction. Luckily, one of the coalition’s most active
partners, MembersFirst Credit Union, was eager to do

business with them.

Established to serve Dupont employees, the credit union had
lost its membership base as the giant company laid off workers.
Looking for a way to rebuild the credit union’s membership,

CEO Carrol Neal reached out to low-income families.

“We're used to working with blue-collar folks,” Neal says. “We
thought we could relate pretty well to unbanked, low-income
families. Theyre paying huge fees to check cashers. We knew we

could do better, give them affordable services, and still be OK.”



MembersFirst received a $130,000 First Accounts grant from
the United States Treasury to market services tailored to the
needs of low-income families, such as financial counseling
and credit repair. The credit union’s goal was to open 600
new accounts, provide financial literacy workshops, and to

open an ATM in a low-income neighborhood.

As it turned out, MembersFirst not only placed an ATM in one of
Louisville’s toughest neighborhoods, it opened an entire branch
there. The new branch is located at the NIA Center, a job training
and education center and a trusted institution in the community.
MembersFirst has already opened 80 new accounts at the NIA
Center branch. Ten percent of their new members have signed up
for financial counseling The main branch of MembersFirst acted
as a VITA site during tax season, serving low-wage warehouse
workers in the industrial park area in which it is located. The staff

prepared returns for 100 people and opened 14 savings accounts.

MembersFirst also offered 40 financial workshops around
town that reached 450 consumers. Help with credit repair
was the most frequently requested service. Until people
take that step, they can’t open bank accounts or use banking

services. Without a relationship with a bank, saving is difficult.

When the Louisville EITC campaign first got underway, Mike
Davis thought people would apply for the EITC and then enroll
in IDA or other asset-building programs. Actually, it has worked
the other way around. Participants in the IDA program learned
about the EITC and applied for the credit at volunteer tax
preparation sites. Six Common Wealth IDA Project participants

this year used their EITC money to become entirely debt free.



“This is incredible when you realize this is the only fun money
they have for the entire year,” says Cathe Hutchens, an IDA Financial

Counselor with CWE “It was a great leap of faith on their part.”

Partee used her EITC check to pay a few bills, fix the
car and add to her savings. “I'm paving the way for my
daughter,” she says. “I want her to have a home and the

cherished memories that come with that.”

Enriching the Community

Since its enactment, the EITC has given millions of low-income
families a chance to obtain some things only money can buy
—anice home, a college education, dependable transportation
to work, a savings account. Still, millions more don't realize they
qualify for the credit, how to obtain it or preserve its value. They

let the money—and a step toward financial stability—slip by.

The National Tax Assistance for Working Families Campaign
is helping taxpayers claim, keep and save the EITC and other
valuable tax credits. Glimpses of EITC campaigns in Boston,
Columbus County and Louisville show how different
players—nonprofits and banks, radio ads and neighborhood
“ambassadors”—are spreading the good word about the

EITC, community by community, person to person.

In the coming months, the Annie E. Casey Foundation'’s
campaign will continue to expand and help more hard working,
low-income families reap the full benefit of the EITC. As these
taxpayers learn to invest this annual credit, they will begin to

build real wealth and financial security for their families.








