 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1DTA Clarifications on Food Stamp Policy: Jan. through Oct. 2005

The following DTA clarifications are issued in DTA Transitions Magazine - “From the Hotline” Q&As and  “FYI” columns. All of the Hotline Foci and FYIs issued since 1992 are available at the following website: www.masslegalservices.org in the Benefits section.

October 2005, Hotline Focus

Food stamp fraud and overpayment procedures
For more information on this topic, refer to 106 CMR 706.200 through 706.296 for TAFDC and EAEDC and 106 CMR 367.495 through 367.950 for Food Stamp Program details.

Q. How do I know if I should make a fraud referral or an overpayment referral? 

A. A fraud referral is submitted only when the recipient intentionally fails to report a change. If the failure to report a change was either unintentional or our agency’s error, then submit the matter as an overpayment referral and calculate the overpayment for eachcategory of assistance Select either “Unintentional” or “Agency error” for the Overpayment Type on the AR Referral window. Also, remember to complete the Narratives Tab explaining the details of your recipient’s circumstances.

Q. When I am completing a fraud referral, should I also complete the overpayment section on the AR Referral window? 

A. Yes. Always complete the overpayment section for all affected categories of assistance, even on fraud referrals. If you are unsure of the overpayment amount on a fraud referral, then remember to at least indicate the categories of assistance where you believe the recipient violated program rules and potentially was overpaid.

Q. Once I submit my fraud referral, where will it go?  

A. All BEACON referrals (Fraud, Overpayment, Agency Error, and Aid Paid Pending) are received by the Fraud and Overpayment Referral Screening Unit. (FORS). This unit is referred to as “CEO” on the BEACON windows. It is a unit under Fraud Investigations and Recoveries. FORS may send a referral to the Fraud Investigation Unit (formerly known as the Administrative Disqualification Unit - ADU) or the Bureau of Special Investigation (BSI). The majority of fraud referrals are sent to the Fraud Investigation Unit for an investigation and administrative disqualification hearing.

Q. Whom can I contact if I have a question about a fraud referral or an Intentional Program Violation (IPV)?

A. Call the Fraud and Overpayment Referral Screening Unit (FORS) at 617-348-5669 if you want to correct or complete a rejected referral.
September, 2005, Hotline Focus

DMH food stamp initiative. 
For more see Field Operations Memo 2005-41 for detailed instructions on DMH and DMR group home applications. 

Q. I have a DMH application without a penalty warning, RR/FSP-1B. Is this a complete application?

A. No. All DMH application packages must contain a signed RR/FSP-1B. If it is missing, contact the DMH case manager/vendor and explain that the application cannot be processed without this important form. If you continue to have problems, speak with the DMH liaison in your TAO. The liaison can contact the DMH liaison to resolve the problem. 
Q. I have a DMH application for an individual living independently. Do I need proof of identity to process this case? 
A. No. You do not need a birth certificate, photo ID or any other proof of identity for DMH cases subject to Field Operations Memo 2005-13. The DMH case manager/ vendor, by referring the case, can be considered a “collateral” contact for the purpose of verifying identity. In addition, the SSN, once matched in the overnight batch process, also serves to verify identity.

Q. Does a DMH applicant need to provide proof of utility payments if the Other Agency Certification of Shelter Expenses form (FS-ACSE) is submitted?

A. No. If the DMH application contains the FSACSE, stating that the individual pays utilities separate from rent, then that is sufficient. The DMH case worker/ vendor works closely with DMH applicants and can certify the shelter and utility expenses of the individual. The FS-ACSE was created to allow the DMH case manager/ vendor to certify the shelter expenses. Only if the FS-ACSE is not part of the application should the rent receipt or utility bills be requested.

Q. For a DMH SSI-only applicant, do I need to request proof of the SSI benefit amount?

A. No. Per Field Operations Memo 2005-13, part of the streamlined process for this initiative requires DTA to use SDX income information, whenever possible. Exception: If the DMH case manager/vendor incorrectly believed RSDI income to be SSI income, then a VC-1 must be sent to the applicant requesting proof of the RSDI income and  the

assets.

Q. I have had several conversations with DMH staff who want me to immediately deny AUs that are over income and to do so without exploring other expenses or ways to exempt income (e.g.. trust funds). What should I do?
A. You should explore all possible eligibility areas for the applicant. Also, explain clearly to the DMH case manager/vendor the reasons you are requesting the additional information so that it is clear that you are working to help the client.

August 2005, Hotline Focus

Heating/Cooling Standard Utility Allowance
In addition to new material, this month’s column also contains previously published questions  concerning the heating/cooling  SUA. These questions still reflect current policy and procedure and have been reprinted for your review. More information on the SUA is located in A User’s Guide: Transitional Assistance Programs and BEACON Chapter XIV pages XIV-I-4 through XIV-I-6 as well as 106 CMR 364.400.

Q. My food stamp recipient  has verified that she pays a mortgage on a single family residence. Since she owns and lives in her own home, can I assume that she is eligible for the heating/cooling SUA as long as she confirms that she is paying her own heating bills? 

A. Yes. If your recipient verifies that she owns a single-family home, you may assume that she is responsible for her own heating bills. This SUA would also be appropriate for a recipient who provides you with a rental agreement verifying that her rental amount does not include heat. Therefore, the heating/cooling SUA would be appropriate.
Q. If I assume that the heating/cooling SUA is appropriate when my recipient either owns a single-family home or pays a rental amount that does not include heat, how do I verify that I have used the appropriate SUA? Do I still need to request utility bills or a written statement from the recipient?

A. To verify that you are using the appropriate SUA, confirm with the recipient that she is paying her own heating bills and request a copy of the recipient’s mortgage agreement or rental/lease agreement stating that utilities are not included. This is sufficient verification for using the heating/cooling SUA.

Q. My food stamp recipient has verified that she pays rent and electricity only. She also has an air conditioner which she runs during the summer months. Is she eligible for the heating/cooling SUA? If so, how do I verify this expense?

A. She is entitled to the heating/cooling SUA for the entire year based on her self-declaration. Be sure to note in the case narrative that the heating/cooling SUA has been given based on the recipient’s statement that she owns and operates an air conditioner in the summer months.

Q. During a recent recertification interview, a food stamp AU member reported to me that he had recently purchased an air conditioning unit. He was pleased that the landlord did not charge him additional rent for using the unit. He currently incurs only a monthly rent and telephone bill. Is this person entitled to the heating/cooling SUA because he uses an air conditioning unit?

A. No. Since this individual does not incur any extra charge for using the air conditioner, he is not entitled to the heating/cooling SUA.

Q. A food stamp recipient lives in a subsidized housing unit. Currently, all of his expenses are included in the rent and he has not had an SUA deduction. However, our local housing authority recently began billing him an additional $17.00 per  month for use of the air conditioner. Is he eligible for the heating/cooling SUA during the summer months because he incurs an extra charge for the use of his air conditioner?

A. He is eligible for the heating/cooling SUA not only during the summer months, but throughout the year. SUAs are yearly amounts. Although this individual will not be paying cooling costs later in the year, it is appropriate to use the heating/ cooling SUA as long as the cooling is a regular, recurring expense.

Q. If my TAFDC applicant is unable to identify the name of her child’s father, how should I proceed on the BEACON Absence window?

A. Once you have explained the importance of cooperating with child support enforcement efforts, if the applicant is still unable to identify a potential father, remember to indicate this on BEACON by entering “unknown,” on the Absence window under “Parent Identification.” Do not leave any fields blank. (For more details, refer to A User’s Guide: Transitional Assistance Programs and BEACON Chapter XIII-G.)

August 2005, FYI 

Alternate Verifications

Requests for verification should not be limited to any one type of document and may be obtained from a household member or some other source (106 CMR 361.640 (A) and 702.340). For example, for verification of earned income, an applicant’s pay stub is usually requested, but a letter from the employer on company letterhead with a contact name and telephone number that states the last four weeks’ gross pay, or a payroll print-out from the employer may also serve as alternate forms of verification. For residence or shelter expenses, the landlord verification form, current rent receipt or a copy of the lease may all be acceptable forms of verification. 

Reminder: In the “Verifications” tab in BEACON, a list of acceptable verifications appears for each item to be verified. In instances when documentary evidence cannot be obtained, AU Managers should explore possible collateral contacts with the applicant or recipient. See 106 CMR 361.640 (B) and 702.340 (B) for details. If collateral contact is the means of verification, note this in the “Narratives” tab in BEACON.


June 2005, Three FYI’s 
Food Stamp Application Verifications Assistance 

AU Managers are reminded that food stamp regulations at 106 CMR 361.650 and 106 CMR 361.920 - 930 require AU Managers to assist food stamp applicants in obtaining the required verifications, when necessary. You must inform applicants of alternative  forms of acceptable verifications and advise them to call you if they are having difficulty obtaining the required verifications. Remember also that you must not deny applications for failure to provide verification when the outstanding verification is not mandatory,

but would result in an increased benefit amount for example, verification of shelter, utility or child care expenses. 

Transportation Costs as an Allowable Food Stamp  Medical Deduction

Food stamp regulations at 106 CMR 364.400 allow elderly and/or disabled assistance unit members to deduct medical expenses in excess of $35 per month. This includes “the reasonable cost of transportation and lodging to obtain medical treatment or services.”
 If a recipient claims mileage for medical transportation to and from medical appointments, the federal mileage rate of 40.5 cents per mile must be used to calculate the transportation cost that will be allowed as a medical deduction. (NOTE from MLRI - USDA has recently confirmed that the federal milage rate is now 48 cents pre mile)

USDA Clarification Regarding the Validity of Faxed Signatures and Verification Proofs  Original signatures or verification proofs are not required for Food Stamp purposes. Faxed documents and copies must be accepted unless questionable. If a signature or document looks like it has been altered or tampered with, the AU Manager may request the original document.
April 2005, Hotline Focus

Treatment of Nutrition Assistance Program benefits from Puerto Rico
Q. A food stamp applicant recently arrived here in Massachusetts from Puerto Rico. While in Puerto Rico, she received the Nutritional Assistance Program (NAP) benefit. Do I count the NAP benefit as income in determining her food stamp benefit amount? 

A. No. These benefits are not considered income in the Food Stamp Program because, according to the USDA, the benefit is not provided in the form of money payable directly to the household.

Q. My applicant received NAP benefits a couple of weeks ago in Puerto Rico. Today (March 16, 2005), she’s applying for food stamp benefits here in Massachusetts. If the applicant received an NAP benefit in Puerto Rico for the period beginning on March 1st and ending on March 31st, what is her food stamp start date?

A. If all other food stamp eligibility factors are met, this applicant’s benefit start date is March 16, 2005. There is no delay in issuing food stamp benefits.

April 2005, FYI

Treatment of Additional Combat Pay Excluded for Food Stamp Purposes

State Letter 1295 (see related article on page 7) implements Food Stamp Program exclusions of income by law for additional pay received by a member of the United States Armed Forces as a result of deployment to a combat zone. “Additional pay” is defined asextra payment provided to a member of the Armed Forces for the duration of the member’s deployment to or while serving in a combat zone, which was not received immediately before serving in the combat zone. 

The additional combat pay exclusion goes into effect April 1, 2005 and is retroactive to October 1, 2004. For the purpose of calculating the amount of lost benefits owed to the AU, the AU Manager must:

• determine the new monthly FS benefit after the income has been excluded;

• determine the number of months for which the AU is owed retroactive FS benefits because the income was incorrectly counted in the FS benefit calculation;

• multiply the two numbers from the answers above to determine the lost benefit amount; and 

• issue the amount as a Related Benefit: FS Supplement/Immediate

Issuance. 

Call the Policy Hotline if you have questions about this new regulation.
March, 2005 Hotline Focus

Household composition of stepparent; parental control

Q. An employed stepmother came into our office today. She is applying for TAFDC for her stepdaughter and does not want to be a part of the TAFDC AU. Both of the child’s natural parents are no longer in the home. Is this applicant required to be a member of the TAFDC AU?

A. No. This stepmother is not required to be included in the TAFDC AU. However, as the stepmother, this applicant does meet TAFDC relationship requirements and may be included in the TAFDC AU if she requests TAFDC benefits for herself. Refer to 106 CMR: 203.585 (A) and 106 CMR: 204.320 for more details. (For Food Stamp purposes, this applicant exercises parental control over her stepdaughter by providing financial support and supervision and, therefore, must be included in the food stamp AU. See 106 CMR 361.200(A) for more details.)


March 2005, FYI   
Acting on Changes Reported by a TBA FS AU During the TBA Period

TBA AUs are not required to report changes in household circumstances during the TBA period. However, the TBA AU may choose to report a change during the TBA period. The AU Manager must enter the changed information on BEACON. Once the information is verified and processed through Interview Wrap-up on BEACON, the system has been programmed to automatically determine if the AU should remain a TBA FS AU. 

• If the change results in a food stamp benefit amount that is less than or equal to the TBA amount, BEACON will continue to pay the current FS benefit amount and maintain the AU as TBA for the remaining months of the TBA certification period.

• If the change results in a food stamp benefit amount that is greater than the TBA amount, the Department will treat the reported change as a request to recertify, pay the increased food stamp benefit amount and take the AU off TBA.

Note: The request to recertify, in this context, refers to the process in which the AU is automatically taken off TBA if benefits would be greater as a result of a reported change. AU Managers must not conduct a recertification on BEACON for TBA AUs reporting changes during the TBA period.
January 2005,  FYI  

Foster Grandparent Program

Under the TAFDC and Food Stamp programs, foster grandparent income is income excluded by law. See 106 CMR:204.250(P) and 106 CMR:363.230(K)(5). The Foster Grandparent Program provides a way for persons 60 and over whose income is limited to serve as extended family members to children and youth with exceptional needs. Foster grandparents serve 20 hours a week in schools, hospitals, correctional institutions, daycare facilities, and Head Start centers. They help children who have been abused or neglected, mentor troubled teenagers and young mothers, and care for premature infants or children with physical disabilities. Foster grandparents receive $2.65 an hour for their service.

