March 23, 2003

Julia V. Roberts

1400 Hollywood Drive

Los Angeles, CA 45098

Dear Julia,

This letter is to explain the information I have received regarding your current benefit situation and the changes that could occur should you return to work. 

When we met, you stated that you are on Supplemental Security Income (SSI) receiving a monthly check of $552.00, and Adult Public Assistance for $362.00. You are single and raising your two children, Carmen Adams age 4 and TeJulia Holly who is 1½. You are pregnant and due in April.  You receive $554 per month assistance from ATAP for the children.

You have a high school diploma, have worked entry level jobs in the past. You are interested in more education or vocational training so that when you return to work you will be able to earn a better income. If you attend school or work, you are concerned about how to pay for child care.

Supplemental Security Income (SSI)
Supplemental Security Income is a cash assistance program for individuals with disabilities who have limited resources. The maximum amount an individual can receive in the year 2003 is $552. This is called the Federal Benefit Rate (FBR). To determine your SSI payment, the Total Countable Income (TCI) is subtracted from the Federal Benefit Rate (FBR). SSA looks at both unearned and earned income to arrive at the Total Countable Income (TCI). 

Currently, you have been awarded $552/month in SSI. You became entitled for SSI in May 2000. 

When you return to work, it will be important to notify Social Security right away. The formula they use to count your earned income is as follows:

SSI recipients who return to work are allowed a $20 general income exclusion and a $65 earned income exclusion. After the first $85, the Social Security Administration (SSA) withholds $1 from the SSI payment for every $2 earned. See the chart below to see how different levels of earnings impact your SSI check.

Continuing Disability Review (CDR) & Work Activity Evaluation

A Continuing Disability Review (CDR) is a review of your medical condition, to determine whether you have recovered. Social Security told me that you were scheduled for a CDR in October 2001. However, your case is considered low priority for review and has neglected. You may expect a review to occur at any time. At that time you might be required to submit medical confirmation of your disabling condition. 

Work Activity Evaluation

Social Security may conduct a work activity evaluation. Usually this type of evaluation is triggered when you report earnings to Social Security. They are interested in knowing whether you have recovered and continue to be disabled. At this time Social Security has no plans to review your work activity.

Impairment Related Work Expenses (IRWE)
Certain out of pocket, disability related expenses could be deducted to reduce countable earnings. Examples of some of these expenses for you may be medication expenses (not covered by Medicaid), therapy and medical treatments that are not covered by other sources but allow you to work. These expenses can then be deducted from earnings, resulting in a lower Total Countable Income, so that your SSI check is not reduced as much. 

Plan for Achieving Self-Support (PASS)

A plan for achieving self-support (PASS) allows you to set aside income and/or resources for a specified time for a work goal. For example, you could set aside money to pay expenses for transportation, vocational training, or starting a business as long as the expenses are related to achieving your work goal. If a PASS is of interest to you, we can discuss that at our meeting with your employment counselor. 

Adult Public Assistance (APA)
Adult Public Assistance (APA) is a cash payment that supplements SSI payments because the cost of living in Alaska is so high. Currently, you receive the full amount allowed, $362.00 per month.

When an APA recipient returns to work, their APA check is calculated in the same manner as SSI. Once you have earnings, the first $85 of your wages are disregarded, then one dollar for every two earned is also disregarded to calculate the countable earned income. APA adds the SSI cash benefit to your total countable income and then subtracts that from the $914 payment standard to arrive at your APA cash benefit. 

Until wages reduce your SSI check to zero, your APA check would continue to be $362. Your APA check will only be reduced when you no longer receive a SSI check.
The following calculations demonstrate the impact of various levels of income on your benefits and the interplay of the benefit programs and their work incentive rules at work together. 
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Alaska Temporary Assistance Program (ATAP)

Currently you are eligible for this program because you are independently raising your two children. Your benefit amount is $554 each month and you receive Medicaid for your children through this program. The funds are handled through the APA office and your contact there is Jennifer Jones. 

This type of ATAP is called “child only” because you are not eligible for ATAP yourself due to your other benefit programs. This program provides you with Food Stamps ($109/month). 

The ATAP program provides work-related assistance. For example, when a recipient with young children looks for work, attends training, or returns to work, this program can provide day care funds. This must be pre-approved through a Family Self-Sufficiency Plan (FSSP) with your ATAP worker. 

ATAP is set to run for up to 60 months. When a parent is on SSI, the Child-Only ATAP can be extended past the 60 months. Currently the rules allow the Child-Only ATAP to continue until the child is age 18, or age 19 if the child is still in high school. 

However, if your earned income increases such that your APA check would be reduced to Zero (0), then your Child-Only ATAP can end. The caseworker is supposed to bring you in for an evaluation of the family need for ATAP including a review of earned and unearned income. 

It will be important that you work closely with your APA caseworker to ensure that your child continues to receive benefits including her medical coverage. 

Alaska Housing Finance Corporation (AHFC)

You have recently applied for housing assistance through AHFC. This is an excellent option for you. Because you are disabled and your family receives ATAP benefits, you will be eligible for some special programs that help with your housing costs while not penalizing your return to work. 

AHFC has a few programs that subsidize your rent so that you pay 1/3 of your total income towards rent. Based on your current income, you would pay under $500 for rent of a 2- or 3- bedroom home or apartment. 

Be sure that you keep an eye on your mailbox and respond promptly to any letters from the AHFC. 

Medicaid

As an SSI recipient, you are automatically eligible for Medicaid. Adult Public Assistance (APA) administers your Medicaid benefit, and this benefit is relatively secure. You can receive Medicaid even when you no longer receive an SSI cash benefit, as long as you meet the disability and resource criteria through a work incentive called 1619b. 

If your total countable income exceeds the breakeven point, you will no longer receive an SSI check. The breakeven point is the point at which total countable income causes your SSI payment to be reduced to $0. For 2003, the breakeven point for you is over $1,000. (see the chart above). 

So, even if your total countable income exceeds the breakeven point, you can still receive Medicaid. This special eligibility status should happen automatically, but it is best to notify the Social Security Administration (SSA) and APA when total countable income meets or exceeds the breakeven point to insure it is recorded.

In 1619b, as long as you meet the disability and resource criteria for SSI, you can maintain SSI eligibility and Medicaid until your gross earnings reach the income threshold. The most recent threshold amount for Alaska is $36,310 for 2003. Should your gross income reach the threshold mount, it is possible to request an individualized threshold if your Medicaid costs are extraordinarily high. This could allow you to keep Medicaid with gross wages above the threshold amount.

Medicaid for your Children

The Medicaid your children receive is connected to their ATAP case. Should the ATAP case close, your children would receive transitional Medicaid for a short period of time. If you are earning a large income, their Medicaid could end entirely, and you would be responsible for acquiring insurance through your employer or a private insurance company such as Blue Cross.

If your ATAP ended because of earned income, it is likely that your earnings will be initially low enough that your children would qualify Denali Kid Care. That program provides Medicaid coverage for children in families under a specific income level. 

When you begin working and your income levels change, it is very important that you stay in close touch with your caseworker at APA. That is the only person who can accurately determine your benefit amounts.

Reporting

It is essential that you promptly report any wages, other income or changes in your financial situation or living situation to the SSA, so you can find out how your benefits will be impacted. In this way you will avoid overpayments with the SSA and maintain a good working relationship with these agencies. The SSA likes to receive paystubs at the beginning of the month after the paychecks are received. 
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I would be glad to answer any questions you might have regarding your benefits and how work impacts them. Please call me at 555-1212.

Sincerely,

Silvia Jade Zuchini

Benefits Specialist

Cc: Bill Counselor, DVR

