Chapter 7

Federal Benefits and National Service

Some of the most frequently asked questions about National Service and people with disabilities center around the effect of National Service stipends and benefits on Social Security benefits.  It is important that potential and current National Service participants understand how their income arising from their service will affect their benefits, as well as what Social Security programs are available to help them off-set any potential impact.

There is no question that navigating the Social Security system can be confusing.  National Service program officials are not expected to become experts on disability benefits.  The following information will help you better understand the system and provide resources for additional assistance.  

· Guidelines on Federal Benefits and National Service_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _7-3

· Michigan Coalition of Benefits Planning, Assistance, and Outreach Projects_ _ _7-7

Guidelines on Federal Benefits and National Service
The following information was acquired from the National Service Inclusion Project web site at www.serviceandinclusion.org.

General Recommendations 

Let all applicants know that that participation in National Service may have an impact on federal assistance and that Work Incentives programs exist to mitigate the impact. This way the information reaches all potential participants with disabilities, whether or not they self-disclose. 

Encourage an informed decision. Each individual with a disability will be impacted differently, so it is important to get information based on each individual’s particular situation. 

National Service Benefits and Eligibility for Other

Government Assistance

Will National Service benefits affect my eligibility for government assistance programs?

	If you are serving in…
	Treatment of benefits rule

	AmeriCorps*VISTA and National Senior Service Corps
	In general, your eligibility for government assistance will not be affected.

	Any other type of AmeriCorps program (e.g., AmeriCorps State, National, Education Award, or Promise Fellows) or Learn and Serve America program
	Your eligibility for assistance from programs funded under the Social Security Act; for federal student financial aid; or for benefits provided by state or local governments may be affected. 

Your eligibility for federal or federally-assisted benefits based on need (other than benefits funded under the Social Security Act, for federal student financial aid) may not be affected. 


 

Social Security Resources 

Contact the Social Security Administration at:

· www.ssa.gov 

· 800-772-1213 (voice) 

· 800-325-0778 (TTY)

Employment Support Representatives

The Social Security Administration (SSA) has established a new position called the Employment Support Representative (ESR) to serve Social Security Disability Income (SSDI) and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) recipients. ESR’s receive intensive training in Social Security work incentives and other SSA programs that can help beneficiaries make their transition to careers. 

For a list of the 48 locations that the ESR's serve and including phone numbers, visit ESR Contact Information on the web at: www.ssa.gov/work/esr.html.

The Benefits Planning, Assistance and Outreach (BPA&O) Project 
Benefits Specialists

Under a new program initiative, SSA's Benefits Planning, Assistance, and Outreach Program, nonprofits all over the country are contracted to:

· Provide Work Incentives planning and assistance to SSA beneficiaries with disabilities.

· Conduct outreach efforts to those beneficiaries (and their families) who are potentially eligible to participate in federal or state Work Incentives programs.

· Work in cooperation with federal, state, and private agencies and nonprofit organizations that serve beneficiaries with disabilities.

A list of the projects in each state is available at:

www.ssa.gov/work/ServiceProviders/BPAODirectory.html
Additional information on Michigan’s BPA&O Project 

is included in this chapter, starting on page 7-6.

Frequently Asked Questions About National Service and Disability Benefits

Do the same rules about disability benefits apply to every AmeriCorps member?

The rule for AmeriCorps*VISTA members differs from the rule for all other types of AmeriCorps members. Receiving member benefits will generally not affect an AmeriCorps*VISTA member's eligibility for any government-provided benefits. For all other types of AmeriCorps members (e.g., AmeriCorps State, National, Education Award, and Promise Fellows), receiving AmeriCorps benefits may affect the member's Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), and other benefits under the Social Security Act. The guidance below applies to any AmeriCorps member other than an AmeriCorps*VISTA member. 

Is there a chance that my participation in AmeriCorps will endanger my disability benefits?

Yes. We are aware of several instances in which the AmeriCorps living allowance resulted in a determination by the Social Security Administration that the individual was engaged in Substantial Gainful Activity and therefore no longer disabled under SSA guidelines. You can decrease this risk by taking advantage of Work Incentives and income exclusions available for SSI and SSDI recipients. 

Will my SSI benefits be affected by participating in AmeriCorps?

Because SSI is a need-based program and the SSA considers the AmeriCorps living allowance to be earned income, participation in AmeriCorps is likely to result in a decrease in your monthly SSI benefits. But you can lessen the reduction (and substantially increase your total income) by taking advantage of SSA's Work Incentive options. In addition to the basic Work Incentives available to all SSI beneficiaries, SSA recently extended the Student Child Earned Income Exclusion to AmeriCorps members under the age of 22 who are neither married nor the head of a household; and decided to exclude from countable income the AmeriCorps education award to the extent it is used for paying tuition, fees, and other necessary educational expenses not including room and board or repaying student loans. 
To learn more about these SSI policy changes, go to: www.ssa.gov/odhome and view SSA Disability Notes No. 28. 

If I enroll in AmeriCorps, can I keep receiving my SSDI benefits?

Because SSDI is an insurance program, you will not lose SSDI benefits on the basis of earned income. However, it's possible that your participation in AmeriCorps could result in the Social Security Administration reviewing its determination that you are disabled. Here again, you may be able to take advantage of SSA's Work Incentive options to keep your SSDI eligibility intact while participating in AmeriCorps. 

What are Social Security Work Incentives, and how can I find out more about them?

Work Incentives are special rules that allow persons with disabilities receiving SSDI or SSI to earn income and still receive monthly payments and Medicare or Medicaid. To find out more, talk with your Social Security representative or contact the SSA toll-free hotline at 800-772-1213. Also, SSA has the following resources online:

A Desktop Guide to Social Security Work Incentives: http://purl.access.gpo.gov/GPO/LPS10137 (The “Desktop Guide” reference sheet is included at the end of this chapter.)

The Redbook on Work Incentives at: www.ssa.gov/work/ResourcesToolkit/redbook.html.

If I enroll in AmeriCorps, will I keep my Medicaid eligibility?

In all likelihood, yes. However, this is a case-by-base determination so you should verify this with your Medicaid agency. 

What is the relationship between AmeriCorps health insurance and Medicaid?

If you are eligible for health insurance through AmeriCorps, you should be sure to enroll in the AmeriCorps policy. As a payer of last resort, Medicaid "wraps around" your AmeriCorps coverage, and it may not pay costs covered by the AmeriCorps policy.  For more information, send an email with your question(s) to whudson@cns.gov.

I'm an AmeriCorps State member. For which government assistance programs might my eligibility be affected?
Your eligibility or amount of assistance may be affected in state or local public assistance programs and the following federally-funded programs: 

· Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) 

· Supplemental Security Income for the Aged, Blind, and Disabled (SSI) 

· Social Security Old Age, Survivors, and Disability Insurance (OASDI) 

· Medicaid and Medicare 

· State Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP) 

· Title 20 Social Services Block Grant 

· Unemployment Insurance (UI) 

· Need-based Federal Student Financial Aid 

I'm an AmeriCorps State member. For which programs will my eligibility not be affected by my receiving member benefits?
Your eligibility or amount of assistance should not be affected for the following programs: 

· Food stamps 

· Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) 

· HUD-subsidized housing 

· Veterans' benefits 

Any other need-based federal or federally-assisted program (except a program supported under the Social Security Act or federal student financial aid) 

How can I be sure about my specific situation?
You should contact the agency that administers your government benefits program. These agencies can be found in the blue pages of your phone book or on the web at www.firstgov.gov
Michigan Coalition of Benefits Planning, Assistance, 

and Outreach Projects



The Benefits Planning, Assistance and Outreach (BPA&O) Project is a federally-funded initiative to educate and assist individuals with disabilities, and those who support them, to understand the benefits and risks of going back to work, and/or increasing their work income. The goal of the Project is to assist individuals to have a better quality of life and contribute to their communities as working citizens. There is no cost to consumers for this service.
You can access information about Michigan’s BPA&O Projects on the web at: www.ssabenefitsplanning-mi.org/index.html
How can the Project help National Service applicants and participants with disabilities? 
This Project is for people with disabilities who receive either Supplemental Security Income (SSI) or Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) or both. By understanding the Work Incentives programs of Social Security, a person with a disability may be able to go back to work and protect their benefits. If they are already working, they may be able to earn more money and keep benefits. There is also a possibility that they may no longer need to rely on Social Security to live.

How does the Project work? 
A trained and certified Benefits Counselor will sit down with a person who receive SSI or SSDI and gather information that can help them know what their options are for working. The Counselor will help them to understand any risk involved and let the person decide what they want to do. The Counselor will ask about their work history, disability, and other related information.
Can a person work and still keep their Medicaid and Medicare benefits? 
Social Security has started “Work Incentives” that let an SSI/SSDI recipient keep Medicaid and Medicare benefits while they work. The Benefits Counselor will explain how this can be done.

Frequently asked questions: 

1. Who will this Project serve? 

People with disabilities who are collecting SSI or SSDI and want to return to work or earn more at the jobs they already have.  

2. How will this be done? 

Benefits Counselors will meet with recipients and learn as much as they can about their situations.  They will ask questions about disability, work history, and day-to-day life.  They will ask about the recipients’ goals and desires, fears and concerns.  They may need to meet with the recipient several times to do this. 

3. How will people be referred? 

People do not need a referral to use this service.  It is expected that referrals will be received from Michigan Rehabilitation Services counselors, Work First counselors, Community Mental Health staff, Centers for Independent living, local Arc’s, Social Security staff, and individuals with disabilities.  Formal referrals are not needed to be served by this Project. 

4. Will you help people who have disabilities find a job too? 

No.  That is the job of vocational agencies.  The role of the Project is to assist individuals and their circles of support to understand the effect work has on their benefits, so that they make informed choices about work. 

5. Will you help people apply for Social Security too? 

No, we will refer them to local advocacy agencies for this.  The Project is to help people who are already receiving SSI or SSDI and have disabilities return to work if they so choose. 
6. What if people decide not to work and jeopardize their benefits? 

That is a personal decision that each person must make.  We will demonstrate for the individual, the benefits and consequences of work for each person’s specific situation.  There is no penalty from the Social Security Administration for deciding not to use work incentives. 

7. Don’t Michigan Rehabilitation Services counselors do this already? 

Many counselors do much of this. However, they are busy with other parts of vocational planning and support. They may not have time to keep up with the changing laws and many rules of Social Security and how they affect people who want to return to work. We hope to work with Michigan Rehabilitation Services Counselors as a team. 

8. Where will you meet with people? 

We can meet with people in their communities at local Michigan Works offices, Michigan Rehabilitation Services offices, schools, or other places of their choosing. 

9.  What is the cost for this? 

There is no charge for this service. 

10.  What will you do with the information you get about the people you see? 
Social Security is requesting some basic information.  We will release this with the written permission of the people we counsel.   
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The state has been divided geographically into service areas.  Contact the Benefits Counselor at the location in which the National Service participant resides.

1. UCP Michigan

800-828-2714

3401 E Saginaw Ste 216

Lansing MI  48912

Counties served: Genesee, Gratiot, Huron, Isabella, Lapeer, Midland, Montcalm, St. Clair, Saginaw, Sanilac, Shiawassee, and Tuscola.

2. UCP Michigan

800-211-1356
1209 S Garfield Ave Ste E

Traverse City MI  49686

Counties served: Alcona, Alpena, Antrim, Arenac, Bay, Benzi, Clare, Crawford, Gladwin, Grand Traverse, Iosco, Kalkaska, Lake, Leelanau, Manistee, Mason, Mecosta, Missaukee, Montmorency, Muskegon, Newaygo, Oceana, Ogemaw, Osceola, Oscoda, Otsego, Roscommon, and Wexford.

3. UCP Michigan 

1-888-873-8812
129 W Baraga Ste F
Marquette MI  48855
Counties served: Alger, Baraga, Charlevoix, Cheboygan, Chippewa, Delta, Dickinson, Emmet, Gogebic, Houghton, Iron, Keweenaw, Luce, Mackinaw, Marquette, Menominee, Ontonagan, Presque Isle, and Schoolcraft.

4. The Arc Michigan 1-800-292-7851
1325 S Washington Ave.
Lansing MI  48910
Counties served: Allegan, Barry, Berrien, Branch, Cass, Calhoun, Clinton, Eaton, Hillsdale, Ingham, Ionia, Jackson, Kalamazoo, Kent, Lenawee, Livingston, Monroe, Ottawa, St. Joseph, VanBuren, and Washtenaw.

5. UCP Detroit 

1-800-827-4843
23077 Greenfield Ste 205
Southfield MI  48075
Counties served: Oakland and Macomb.

6. Goodwill Industries 

1-888-232-4140 
311 Grand River Ave
Detroit MI  48208-2962
County served: Wayne
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