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Introduction

Domestic violence often raises serious economic consequences for victims and their
children. Unfortunately, abusers frequently retain control over their victims by fostering
economic dependence. They have been known to sabotage access to credit, checking accounts,
employment, insurance and other resources. Some purposefully damage a victim’s good name
and credit record.! These economic realities make it harder for victims to escape the abuse,
recover from the assault and rebuild their lives. Further, for some who are able to sever ties with
their abuser, the lack of financial and consumer knowledge produces additional economic
hardships. And, studies indicate that one of the best indicators of whether a victim will be able to
stay away from the abuser is the degree of economic independence.

Victims of stalking also live in constant fear. Many lose time from work or never return
to work, and some are forced to relocate and start over to protect themselves. The stalker, just
like the abuser, is desperate to maintain or regain control over the victim. Further, economic
factors may affect a victim's response to stalking. Immigrant victims of stalking, for example,
may fear reporting their victimization because of concerns relating to child care and supporting

their families abroad.

Thus, this guide provides important information on consumer rights, budgeting
assistance, saving goals, home ownership and purchasing strategies in a user-friendly format to
help ease the economic repercussions of domestic or intimate partner violence. The information
will also enable survivors to evaluate products and services in the marketplace and identify those
that best suit their needs and circumstances. An orientation CD-ROM accompanies the manual

to provide an overview of several topics.

With this resource, advocates can help survivors expand their access to economic assets
and safeguard their consumer rights. This tool is intended to empower survivors and increase
their economic capacity and security so that they can live an independent and violence-free life.

'See, e.g., Jody Raphael and Richard M. Tolman, Ph.D (1997), Trapped By Poverty,
Trapped By Abuse: New Evidence Documenting the Relationship Between Domestic Violence
and Welfare. Chicago, Il/Ann Arbor, MI: Taylor Institute and University of Michigan Research
Development Center on Poverty, Risk, and Mental Health; Jody Raphael (1996), Prisoners of
Abuse: Domestic Violence and Welfare Receipt (A second Report of the Women, Welfare, and

Abuse Project), Chicago, I11: Taylor Institute.
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MAKING ENDS MEET: OAG BUDGETING AND SAVING REFERENCE GUIDE

Introduction of Topic: Financial independence — the ability to earn an income, manage a budget,
save and invest in your future — can help you free yourself from an abusive relationship. Many
women stay in abusive relationships for fear of poverty or significantly lowering their standard of
living. Having the courage to take charge of your financial life will help you achieve independence
and create a safe and healthy environment for you and your children. It will also enable you to take
control of credit and ready yourself to buy a home or make another large purchase. Managing your
personal finances and juggling the many different financial aspects of your life can be challenging.
But it can also be empowering. This guide will help you get started with tips on budgeting, cutting

exBenses, savinﬁ for education and retirement and maximizinﬁ zour tax benefits.

Where Do You Begin?

A good first step is to assess your current financial situation. Start by taking stock of how much
money you have saved, as well as your possessions, assets, liabilities and net worth. This process
will help you work toward creating a financial plan that will allow you to take control of your

financial future.

What is an Asset?

An asset is a possession that may increase in value over time. Some examples include:
> Savings accounts

> Stocks, bonds and other investments

> Property, such as a house

> Retirement plans

What is a Liability?
A liability is a form of debt for which you continually owe money. For example:
> Car loans

> Credit card balances

> Home mortgages

> Medical, dental and hospital bills
> Student loans

What is Net Worth?

Your net worth is what remains when you subtract your liabilities from your assets. To make this
calculation easier, you can create a balance sheet like the one below:

Assets Total Liabilities Total

Savings Account $ 2,500 Car Loan Balance $ 8,000
Market Value of Your House $105,000 Student Loans $ 25,000
Cash $ 500 Credit Card Balance $ 3,000
401(k) Retirement Plan $ 15,000 Home Mortgage (amt. to be paid off) $ 70,000
Investments in Stocks and Bonds $ 2,000 Miscellaneous $ 2,000
Total $125,000 Total $108,000

Assets ($125,000) - Liabilities ($108,000) = Total Net Worth ($17,000)
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How Do You Begin to Manage Your Money?

Writing down your goals is the best way to start making financially smart decisions. Next to each
goal you should jot down all related expenses. For example, finding a part-time job may require you
to purchase a new suit and arrange for babysitting or daycare services. The cost of a new car is more
than what is written on the price tag — you need to consider insurance, parking and driving tolls,
license plates, monthly payments, maintenance, gas and all other related costs. Once you have
thought about and written down all your goals, divide them into three separate columns: short-term,
mid-term and long-term. Think about the things you value most — such as health, education, being
debt-free, owning a house, taking care of your children and parents, retiring comfortably and having
an emergency fund — and put those at the top of your list. Try to approximate costs associated with
these goals and indicate dates for achieving them.

What are Your Short-Term Goals?
Short-term goals consist of anything you desire to purchase, accomplish or obtain over the next few'
weeks or months. This can mean anything from purchasing a computer, to fixing your car, to'
finding a new insurance plan.

What are Your Mid-Term Goals?

These are goals that will take several months to a year to accomplish. For example, applying to a:
school, finding an apartment or saving for a special trip or treat.

What are Your Long-Term Goals?

Long-term goals might include a comfortable retirement, college for your children or support for
your elderly parents. These goals are important to identify early on so that you can begin saving.

What is a Budget?

A budget is a strategy for spending and saving money in a way that allows you to reach your goals.
The budget should include your income and expenses and a running tally of what you have earned
and how much you have spent. It must include repayment of any debt. Some debt requires a set
monthly payment while other types of debt (e.g., credit card) permit you to pay a minimum amount
each month. Paying more than the minimum payment each month will save you money. Be patient;
remember, balancing a budget takes practice and time.

What is Your Income?

Y our income includes any monies you receive, including your net salary, interest on your savings,
returns on investments, money gifts and public assistance. When calculating your income, be sure
to use your net salary rather than your gross salary.

> Gross Salary is the full amount of money you are paid by your employer prior to the
deduction of taxes, Social Security and health insurance fees.
> Net Salary is the amount of money you earn after all deductions have been made,

such as state, federal and local taxes, Social Security, insurance and union dues. This is
also known as your "Take Home Pay."

> Income Taxes are monies paid to the federal, state and local governments to cover
the costs of schools, libraries, roads, the military and other services that generally
benefit all citizens.
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What Are Your Expenses?
Anything you spend money on is considered an expense, including rent, utility bills, meals and

transportation.

> Fixed Expenses are expenses you have to pay for on a consistent basis, such as your rent,
car payments, insurance and loans. Fixed expenses do not change unless your circumstances
change.

> Variable/Flexible Expenses are expenses that you can control, such as groceries,
gasoline, utilities and credit-card payments.

> Luxury Expenses are expenses you choose to make, including entertainment and dining

out. To keep better track of your expenses, you may want to categorize them as weekly,
monthly and annual. Your weekly expenses may include transportation and food. Your
monthly expenses may include rent, utility bills, credit card bills, student loans, car loans and
clothing. And your annual expenses may include taxes and insurance. If you know when
you will incur these expenses, you will be able to plan ahead and put enough money aside

to pay them when they arise.

Take Stock: Now that you have accounted for your income and expenses, it is time to compare
them and calculate the difference between your estimated monthly income and your estimated
monthly spending. That number will be either positive or negative. To maintain your household
and reach your goals, your income must be greater than your expenses. A positive number allows
you to pay off debt and put aside some money for savings, which will improve the quality of your
life and meet any unexpected needs. And by investing or depositing your savings in the bank, your
money will grow over time. A negative number means that your expenses are greater than your
income. In that case, you should try to reduce your spending and/or increase your income to avoid

going into serious debt.

: What does a Budget look like?

Income Total/month Expenses

Total/month

Net Salary Housing (Rent or Mortgage)

Tips and Bonuses Groceries

Child Support Electricity/Gas/Water

Unemployment Telephone

Social Security or SSI Transportation

Public Assistance Child Care

Food Stamps Medical Bills

Gifts Credit Card

i Tax Refund Loan Payments/Education

f]nterest from Savings Personal Expenses (Clothing, Dry Cleaning, Haircuts)
{Other Other (Entertainment, Vacation)

‘Total $ Monthly Income — $ Monthly Expenses = Potential Savings

Tips on Increasing Your Income:

Work additional hours (or overtime); find a higher paying job or a second job.

Turn a hobby or skill into an income-producing, part-time business.

See if you qualify for financial or other support from public and private sources.

Take courses to help you find a higher-paying job or get a promotion. Not-for-profit
organizations and libraries may be able to assist you in finding free training. If you belong
to a union, ask if it provides scholarships for you to attend college or vocational classes.

AN N NN
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%T ips on Cutting Your Expenses

Decreasing your expenses may seem challenging, especially when you are going through a period

of transition, but it is well worth it. Eliminating debt and building savings is the key to financial

security. Begin by writing down everything you purchase for an entire month. To cut your expenses,

$you may first want to look at reducing your flexible and luxury expenses. For example, by simply

taking your coffee to work from home or making it at work instead of buying it at a coffee shop, you

¢can save several hundred dollars per year. Ask yourself: Do I "need" or "want" the things I buy.

$Beware of advertising that makes you think you need their product or shopping on impulse as a

result of feeling sad.

v Do not tempt yourself by walking into a store needlessly and risk spending
money on things you want instead of the things you need.

v Make shopping lists ahead of time and stick to them. When tempted, ask yourself

whether you "need" the item. Purchase store brands over the more expensive

products. Use coupons, but only if they will save you money for items on your list.

Use cash to pay for goods. Avoid using credit cards.

When you find an amazing sale on items you need, stock up!

Buy used clothing, furniture, appliances and household items. Look around:

for garage sales, thrift stores and flea markets where you can find great deals.

Always ask about discounts, coupons or sales.

Keep lights off in empty rooms and disconnect appliances not being used to

save money on your electric bill. Use low-wattage fluorescent bulbs. {

Find out whether your utility company offers "budget billing" to keep your bllls<

affordable and consistent throughout the year. 3

Consider discontinuing or reducing cable, cell phone and pager services.

Avoid eating out and bring your breakfast and lunch to work.

Beware of check-cashing stores, pawnshop loans and rent-to-own stores. Many:

charge high interest rates and fees.

Trade or barter for things such as babysitting, meal preparation and house cleaning

with friends or neighbors.

Set weekly or monthly allowances for spending and stick to them.

<

NAAAA
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How Can You Capitalize on Your Savings?
When trying to make ends meet it always seems difficult to save more. But saving even small
amounts can make a big difference to your financial security, especially if you invest or deposit your
savings in an interest-earning account or bond.
> Saving for the Unexpected — Creating an emergency fund in your savings account
or an interest-earning money market fund will help cover living expenses in the event that
you are laid off, in-between jobs, handed a large medical bill or faced with other
emergencies. Depending on your situation, aim to save at least three to six months' worth
of money for living expenses. You may begin by putting aside a portion of each paycheck
~$20 or $50 - before you make any purchases. Depositing your loose change, overtime pay,
bonuses or tips in your account at the end of each month is another good way to start. There
are many vehicles in which to save your money, some involving risk and providing a greater
return:
*Certificates of Deposit or "CDs" are issued by banks and are the easiest way to
save if you don't need immediate access to your money. They usually pay a higher
interest rate than traditional savings or money market accounts. Generally, the
longer the deposit term the higher the interest rate.
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*U.S. Savings Bonds are government treasury issues in various face value
denominations. They earn interest and are good for long-term saving. You can
purchase bonds for a small amount of money — the minimum investment is $25.
Bonds are issued in various series with interest awarded in different ways. They
involve less risk than most investments because both principal (the amount you
deposit) and interest are guaranteed by the United States government, and lost, stolen
or destroyed bonds can be replaced. They are convenient to purchase — you can buy
savings bonds at most financial institutions, through payroll savings plans or the
government website www.savingsbonds.gov. There are no commissions or similar
fees. Interest is exempt from state and local income tax, and federal income taxation
can be postponed until you cash your bond or until it stops earning interest in 30
years. If necessary, you may cash in a bond after six months.

*U.S. Treasury Bills and Notes are securities sold by the federal government to
raise money to operate the government and pay off debt. Like savings bonds, these
instruments are safe investments because they are backed by the U.S. government.
The minimum amount required to buy a Treasury bill, note or bond is $1,000.
Treasury bills (T-bills) are short-term securities that mature in one year or less. Bills
pay interest only at maturity. Thus, you buy them for less than par (face) value and
upon maturity, you receive face value. Treasury notes mature in 2-10 years, while
Treasury bonds mature in 10-30 years. Both notes and bonds pay a fixed rate of
interest every six months until the security matures. Par value is repaid when the
security matures. These securities can be purchased at auction or through a broker.
There are no fees if you purchase them through the government. Check at the
Bureau of Public Debt, www.publicdebt.treas.gov/sec/sec.htm.

*Municipal Bonds are interest-bearing securities issued by states, counties and
cities. These instruments are used to fund local public projects such as schools,
roads, libraries, hospitals and sewer systems. The income you earn on a municipal
bond is usually exempt from federal taxes, and if you buy a bond issued by the state
in which you live, it is usually exempt from state and, sometimes, local taxes, as
well. The downside is that municipal bonds are usually offered at a lower yield than
equivalent taxable bonds and take a long time to mature. Additionally, they tend to
be riskier investments than U.S. Savings Bonds and other treasury notes. However,
they are usually more secure than corporate bonds.

*Mutual Funds are various diversified investments allowing individual investors
to pool their dollars. They are professionally managed. Before investing, do your
research on the management firm and fund. Beware of high-pressured sales tactics.
*Stocks are investments that represent a share of ownership in a company. The
value of the stock may increase or decrease based upon the success or perceived
success of the corporation. Stocks can generate high rewards, but are also high risk.
Before investing, research the company and take note of high-pressured sales tactics.
*Collectibles may be coins, stamps, artwork or other items that can be bought, held
and sold, depending on supply and demand. Before buying collectibles, do your
research to ensure that they are authentic and being sold at a good price.
*Commodities are life's basics, such as food, wood and metals, that can be
purchased in contract form to speculate on future world demands or to hedge against
present investments. :

> Saving for College — New York State provides a number of ways to help families

save money toward their children's college tuition. The New York State College Savings
Program allows individuals and families to save for higher education expenses at public and
private colleges, business, trade, technical or other schools in New York State and across the
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country using various tax-deferred investment approaches. You may open an account for
as little as $25. Qualified withdrawals are exempt from federal and state income taxes, and
contributions (up to $5,000 single filers, $10,000 joint filers) are deductible for New York
State income tax purposes. The plan also features an option whereby you can earn more
money for school while making everyday purchases at various retail establishments.
Participation in the plan does not affect eligibility for the New York State Tuition Assistance
Program (TAP) or any other New York State financial assistance program. The program
is overseen by the State Higher Education Services Corporation. Another option is the
Coverdell Education Savings Account which allows anyone, including you, your family,
friends and relatives, to contribute up to $2,000 into a child's account totally tax-free.

Why Should You Plan for Retirement?

It is especially important for women to plan ahead for retirement. Women outlive men an average
of six years, yet most women earn less in the workforce. For every year a woman stays home to care
for a child or elderly parent, she has to work an average of five years to make up for lost income,

pension and career promotion.
(Source: National Center for Women and Retirement Research, 1997.)

How Much Money Will You Need Once You Retire?

While some expenses will go down or disappear, such as commuting to work and taking care of
children, new expenses may arise, such as medical bills, new hobbies or travel. Retired individuals
generally need about 70 percent of their pre-retirement income, but that can vary depending on your'
personal situation and place of residence. Also, you should not rely on Social Security benefits
because they are subject to change, as are federal laws governing retirement savings plans.

Where does Retirement Money Come From?
Typically retirement money comes from several sources:

> Social Security benefits

> Savings accounts and investments

> Retirement savings plans

> Special retirement accounts — Contribute to as many funds as possible. Some plans

allow you to make tax-free contributions or withdrawals from your retirement fund.

You should consult with financial professionals when you are planning and investing for
retirement.

{ What is a 401(k)?

The 401(k) plan is an employer-sponsored retirement plan named after a section of the Internal
Revenue Code. It allows you to save for your retirement while deferring any immediate income
taxes on the money you save or earn on that investment until you withdraw it. Many employers
offer 401(k) investment options that allow you to choose from several investment plans varying in
risk. The idea is quite simple: you automatically contribute a certain percentage of your before-tax
income to the 401(k), reducing the amount of your income that is subject to federal and state taxes,
and your employer matches a portion of every dollar you invest (up to a certain amount). Since you
do not pay taxes on the investment's growth, your money grows more quickly. And because the
money is automatically deducted from your paycheck, you miss it less and have one fewer thing to
think about. However, in most cases, there is a significant penalty if you withdraw money from the

account prior to retiring.
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What is an Individual Retirement Account (IRA)? :
An IRA is a retirement plan set up and controlled by individuals, rather than employers. If you
choose to invest in an IRA, you will make the decisions about how your money is invested.:
Generally, you can contribute up to $4,000 per year to an IRA. The money you invest is deductlble:
from your taxes if you are not covered by another retirement plan at work and are under the age of:
i70, or if your income is below a certain limit. This means you will not pay income taxes on the'
imoney you invest. There is a penalty if you withdraw money early from a traditional IRA, unless!
:your withdrawal is for certain expenses such as higher education, purchasing a home, unrelmbursedé
‘medical expenses or medical insurance premiums if you are employed. 5

Domestic Violence and Tax Liability
Will You Be Responsible for Paying Taxes as a Victim of Domestic Violence?

> If you earn an income, you will be held responsible for paying annual income taxes
and notifying the IRS (Internal Revenue Service) of an address or name change.

> You are not obligated to file a joint return with your partner or spouse, even if you
are married. You always have the choice of filing a separate return.

> You are entitled to copies of prior tax returns, and you have a right to see copies of all
primary and supporting documentation before signing a joint tax return.

> If you separate or divorce, move, go back to school or get a new job, check to see how your

taxes are affected. Consult a professional.

What Are Your Options When Filing Taxes?
> Federal Innocent Spouse Relief — Normally, both spouses are liable for taxes owed or
complications that arise if they filed together — even if they later divorce, or if the
transactions of only one spouse increase the amount of taxes due. However, if your spouse's
unreported income or erroneous deductions lead to a larger bill from the IRS, you may be
relieved of liability for paying any tax, interest and penalties in the form of "Innocent
Spouse Relief." You must establish that at the time you signed the joint return you did not
know, and had no reason to know, or that it would be unfair to hold you liable for the
understatement of tax. To apply, fill out Internal Revenue Service (IRS) Form 8857 no later
than two years after the IRS first billed you. When completing the form, you may want to
consider checking the box in Part 1 confirming that the taxpayer has been a victim of abuse
and fears that innocent spouse consideration could produce retaliation. You are also able to
further explain your concems in a statement. More information is available in the IRS
publication 971, available at www.irs.gov. Note that your spouse will be informed when you
file for Innocent Spouse Relief, but information that is not related to your claim, such as your
name, address, employer, phone number, etc. — cannot be disclosed. Further, because the
IRS has centralized all innocent spouse correspondence, the abuser will not be able to guess
the whereabouts of his or her former partner through the postmark or location of the IRS.
NYS Innocent Spouse Relief — If your spouse's unreported income or erroneous deductions
lead to a larger tax bill, you may also be relieved of New York State tax liability. To qualify,
you must show that you did not know and had no reason to know of the understatement
when you signed the return and that it would be unfair to hold you accountable for the
understated tax. (An understatement of tax is generally the difference between the total
amount of tax that should have been reported on your return, and the amount of tax that was
actually reported on your return.) You will generally qualify for this relief if you already
received innocent spouse relief from the IRS; simply attach documentation proving that
innocent relief was granted for federal purposes to Form IT-285.
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Federal Earned Income Tax Credit (EIC) — If you are working, have children and receive
a low income, you may qualify for the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), which can reduce
the amount of taxes you owe and even qualify you for a refund. If you are married but filing
separately, you are not eligible unless your spouse did not live in your house for the last six
months, in which case you may be able to file as "head of household." See IRS publications
501 and 596, available at www.irs.gov, for more information.

> NYS Earned Income Credit (EIC) — According to the NYS Department of Taxation and
Finance, if you claimed earned income credit on your federal return, you may qualify for the
NYS Earned Income Credit. State residents and part-year residents qualify for refunds of]
any earned income credit in excess of their New York State tax liabilities. The NYS EIC
is equal to 30 percent of the Federal EIC. To apply, you must complete New York State
IT-215 "Claim for Earned Income Credit" and attach it to your state income tax return (Form
IT-200, IT-201, or IT-203; if filing an IT-100, complete the applicable section on the back
of the document.)

> City of New York Earned Income Credit (EIC) - New York City full-year and
part-year residents who claim the federal Earned Income Credit may also claim a City of]
New York Earned Income Credit. You must file (or have filed) a New York State income
tax return to claim the City of New York EIC. You may claim both this credit and the State
version. The City's EIC is applied against the City's Personal Income Tax only, and provides
for refunds of any earned income credit in excess of your tax liability.

> Federal Child Tax Credit and Child Dependent Care Credit — Having children may
reduce your total taxes or increase your refund. See IRS publication 17 and 503 for more
information.

> New York State Child and Dependent Care Credit — This credit is available to resident,
part-year resident and nonresident individuals who qualify for the federal child and
dependent care credit. Note that you do not have to actually claim the federal credit to
qualify for the NYS credit. To file for the NYS Child and Dependent Care Credit, you must
have filed your federal taxes using Federal Tax Form 1040 or Form 1040A (not form
1040EZ). Additionally, you must: (1) have incurred child or dependent care expenses that
allowed you to work or look for work; (2) have earned income from work during the year;
and, (3) maintain a home that you live in with one or more qualifying persons. A "qualifying
person" is a person under the age of 13 who shared the same home with you during the tax
year and whom you claimed as a dependent, or any disabled person not able to care for
himself or herself that you can claim as a dependent for federal purposes, provided that
individual did not earn $3,200 or more in gross income. An exception applies for children
of divorced or separated parents — see below for more information.

> NYS Child and Dependent Care Credit for Children of Divorced or Separated

Parents — You may be able to take advantage of the Dependent Care tax credit even if your
child is not your dependent if you are legally divorced, legally separated or lived apart from

your spouse during the last six months of the tax year. New York State will allow this
exception if all of the following requirements are met:
v You had custody of the child for more of the tax year than the other parent;
v One or both parents provided over half of the child's support in the tax year;
v The child was under age 13 or was disabled and could not care for
v/

himself/herself; and ,
The other parent claims the child as a dependent because you signed federal

Form 8332, Release of Claim to Exemption for Child of Divorced or
Separated Parents, or a similar agreement as a result of a divorce or
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separation agreement entered into prior to 1985, and the other person gave

at least $600 in child support this tax year.

You can claim the child and dependent care credit by completing Form

IT-216, Claim for Child and Dependent Care Credit,and attaching it to Form

IT-150, IT-201, or IT-203.
Tax Extensions — If you are unable to file your return on time, then you can apply
for afour-month extension by completing IRS Form 4868 for federal taxes and Form IT-370
for state taxes. For an additional two-month extension, file Form IT-372 (or file an approved
federal Form 2688). Also, attach a copy of the approved Form 2688 to your New York tax
return when you file it.
Payment Installments — If you are unable to pay your federal taxes, you can request to
pay in installments by filling out Form 9465. Under New York State procedures, you may
be permitted to pay off your total tax liability in monthly installments after completing Form
DTF-383. However, until your debt is paid in full, you will continue to accrue interest and
penalty on the unpaid balance, so only use this option if necessary. In addition, you will be
responsible for all future taxes when due. If you fail to make payments on any new
liabilities, you will be considered in default and collection action may resume on the liability
under the installment agreement, or the department may modify or terminate the installment
agreement. During the life of the agreement, the terms may be adjusted by updating the
information regarding your financial condition. To apply for an installment plan, you must
complete a financial statement and provide the necessary information to demonstrate your
present financial situation and inabili

You may want to seek assistance from tax professionals and financial planners with respect
to these and other issues.

Resources:

Internal Revenue Services
IRS Tax Forms: (800) TAX-FORM (829-3676)

IRS Tax Information: (800) TAX-1040 (829-1040)

New York State Department of Taxation and Finance
WA Harriman Campus

Albany, NY 12227

(800) 225-5829

www.tax.state.ny.us

New York State's College New York State Higher Education
Savings Program Services Corporation

P.O. Box 1010 99 Washington Avenue

New York, NY 10021-1010 Albany, NY 12255

(877) NYSAVES; (877) 697-2837 (888) NYS-HESC (888) 697- 4372

WWW.NYSAVES.Or; www.hesc.com
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BANKING ON YOUR SAVINGS: OAG SAVINGS AND CHECKING ACCOUNT
REFERENCE GUIDE

Introduction of Topic: Leaving an abusive relationship and managing your own finances can
be frightening. You may not feel confident that you will be able to manage your money and achieve
economic stability. You may not even know where to start. However, understanding the basics of
banking and savings is not difficult, and this guide will provide a foundation. If you still have
questions after reading this guide, don't be afraid to seek assistance from the resources listed at the
end. Choosing the right bank and setting up your own savings account may take time, but it will
help you establish financial stability and independence. This guide provides nuts-and-bolts
instructions for choosing a bank, setting up and managing savings and checking accounts and using
debit cards. Additionally, it explains your rights as a bank customer and offers tips on protecting

zour accounts and financial Brivacz.

What is the Difference Between a Bank, a Savings and Loan and a Credit Union?

Financial institutions offer a wide array of services and are regulated by different entities:

> Bank — A bank is a business or commercial establishment authorized to accept deposits
and pay interest inreturn. Additionally, banks generally perform other financial transactions
such as lending money. Commercial banks tend to specialize in helping businesses and
making investments, while savings banks tend to cater to individuals. Banks often provide
profits for their shareholders or investors.

> Credit Union — A credit union is a not-for-profit financial cooperative organization
of individuals with a common affiliation (such as employment, labor union membership, or
place of residence). Credit unions are owned and operated by their members, and each union
serves a specific group of people. They accept deposits from members, pay interest out of
earnings and provide consumer credit to members. Credit unions offer a wide range of]
services and tend to charge lower fees than commercial banks.

> Savings and Loans Association — A savings and loan association is a not-for-profit
financial institution that accepts savings from private investors and provides mortgage
services.

> Investment Bank — An investment bank is a for-profit commercial financial institution
created primarily to loan money and invest in businesses that are buying, selling or
merging.

Key Note: 1f you are separating or divorcing from your spouse and you currently earn a paycheck
that is directly deposited into a bank account that you and your spouse share, you should open a
separate account in your own name and have the funds deposited there instead.

How Do I Find the Right Bank?

By visiting banks in your neighborhood or using the Internet, you can easily compare checking and
savings account options, fees, interest rates and minimum deposit requirements. Perhaps the most
important consideration is that you choose a bank where you feel comfortable asking questions and
where the employees are responsive to your needs. It is also key that you choose a bank that is
FDIC (Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation) insured; if you are unsure, check the FDIC website:
www.fdic.gov. Up to $100,000 per depositor is insured. Multiple accounts at a single bank are
aggregated for insurance purposes. Likewise, verify that any credit union you consider is insured
by the NCUA (National Credit Union Administration). Also consider branch locations and hours
of operation for convenient access to your money. Finally, look for banks that offer free checking
or free checking with a linked account balance. Your savings or even a loan can affect the fees you

pay.
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What Should You Know if You are Opening a Bank Account for the First Time?

When opening an account, you will be requested to provide personal information, such as your
name, birth date, address and Social Security number, for tax purposes. If you are nota U.S. citizen,
the bank may accept your taxpayer identification number or the number from your passport or other
government-issued document. To ensure that you have not mishandled a checking or savings
account, the bank will check a database. Upon approval, the bank will make a photocopy of your
photo identification. It will also ask you to sign a signature card to get your handwriting on record,
which will help prevent unauthorized people from gaining access to your account. You will then be
required to make an opening deposit; the minimum amount required will vary depending upon the

bank and type of account.

Banks in New York State are required to offer low-cost banking services, commonly known as
"Basic Banking" or "Lifeline" accounts. These services reduce the need for people to use more
expensive check-cashing businesses. A Basic Banking or Lifeline account is a good choice if you
plan to make eight or fewer withdrawals each month, either by writing a check or using an ATM.
If you need a plan that is more flexible or might work better for you, talk to a bank representative
about other account options. Basic Banking characteristics include:

> Opening an account with $25.

> Monthly fees for checking and savings services of no more than $3.

> Minimum balance of one penny to keep an account open.

> Eight transactions per month at no charge. (If you make more than eight transactions,
the bank can charge extra fees, which can be high.)

> No monthly minimum number of deposits.

(Note: You may still be charged for conducting withdrawal and/or deposit transactions at
ATMs (Automated Teller Machines) not operated by your bank.)

What Should the Bank Disclose?

When you open an account, you are entitled to receive a written description of the features of the
account from the banking institution. Be sure to read and understand all the materials you receive
from the bank before you sign any agreement. If you have questions, sit down with a bank
representative or contact the State Banking Department at (800) 522-3330.

Additionally, for the purpose of privacy, financial institutions must disclose their policies on sharing
customer information with third parties when you open an account, and at least once a year after
that. (Former customers or consumers who unsuccessfully applied for a loan or credit will also
receive a privacy notice.) Under the law, banks must give you the opportunity to "opt out" of
sharing confidential financial information with nonaffiliated third parties. Depending on how and
to whom the information is shared and your concern for personal privacy, you may want to opt out.
Ifa financial institution widely shares your information with other businesses, you will receive more
solicitations, phone calls, promotions and other offers than if you had opted out. You should read
the privacy policy carefully and decide what is best for you. You must follow the established
procedure of the bank to opt out, which can be done at any time.

What is a Savings Account?

A savings account is a safe place to keep your money and watch it grow. When your money is held
in a savings account, your bank will pay interest on it, allowing you to build a nest egg. While
savings accounts do not provide the flexibility and convenience of writing checks, and may require
a minimum balance, they normally pay more interest than do checking accounts. Additionally, a
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savings account may offer you the option of compounding the interest you earn on your money.
Generally, interest is paid as a percentage of the savings you have deposited, but when your interest
is compounded, you also earn interest on any interest your deposit has earned.

Savings Options Offered by Banks

General savings accounts give you easy access to your money and the ability to move money

conveniently from one account to another. However, if you are able to maintain a high minimum

balance and limit your withdrawals, there are other savings options to consider:

> Certificates of Deposit or "CDs" — These are savings certificates or instruments which
allow you to deposit a specific amount of money for a period of time while earning a specific
interest rate. CDs usually pay a higher interest rate than regular savings accounts, and
generally the longer the deposit term the higher the interest rate. However, if interest rates
climb before the CD expires, you are stuck with the agreed upon rate. Also, if you choose
to take money out of the CD before the expiration date, you will likely incur an early
withdrawal penalty. It may be possible to "link" your CD, checking and savings accounts
to meet minimum balance requirements in your checking account. When opening a CD, be
sure you understand whether the interest rate is fixed or variable, and how often the interest
compounds. The interest rate can yield different sums of money depending on whether it
is compounded daily, weekly, monthly, quarterly or annually — the more frequently it is
compounded the better.

> Individual Development Accounts or IDAs — Low-income families can open an
IDA to save for certain expenses such as job training, education, small-business development
or buying a home. Whatever funds are deposited into the account are matched by a deposit
from either the government, a corporation or a foundation, allowing your savings to grow.

> Money Market Savings Account — Unlike money market accounts at mutual fund
companies — which tend to earn higher yields but are not insured by the FDIC — you can
invest in a money market savings account at your bank. They are similar to regular savings
accounts but pay higher interest and typically require a high minimum opening deposit and
minimum balance (sometimes from $1,000 to $2,500). These are less popular and earn a
lower rate of interest than money market checking accounts.

> Holiday or Vacation Club Account — To help you save for vacation or holiday expenses,
some banks feature a separate Holiday or Vacation account. There is often a minimum
balance requirement and withdrawing money is strictly limited — usually to once per year.
The money will earn interest and at the end of the time period you can receive your savings
(often in October for a Holiday Account).

What is a Checking Account?

A checking account allows you to write checks that transfer the money you deposited in your

account. When someone cashes or deposits your check in their account, money is withdrawn from

your account. There are two primary advantages to paying your bills or other set expenses with

checks rather than cash. First, paying by check provides written proof of payment. Second, checks

are more difficult to steal than cash (and are cheaper than money orders or cashier's checks). When

opening a checking account you should consider the following:

> Overdraft Protection — To avoid bouncing a check, overdraft protection automatically
transfers funds from a line of credit linked to the checking account. The bank links all your
accounts to increase your balance and avoid bouncing checks.

> Check 21 — This law allows banks to process and deliver checks electronically and to
print electronic reproductions ("substitute checks") instead of transporting or keeping the
original check. Under the law, checks may be processed more quickly. However, this may
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make it more difficult for a consumer to stop a check that has already been written from
being paid. Additionally, the speed of transfer decreases the time in which consumers retain
money in their accounts before the check clears, which may result in an increased risk of
check bouncing and the imposition of overdraft charges. Finally, it may be more difficult
to prove forgeries because "substitute checks" cannot be used to determine pen pressure or
conduct a handwriting analysis.

What Type of Checking Account Should You Open?
Before you begin shopping for a checking account, consider the following questions:

How many checks do I plan to write each month? 1f you plan to make eight or fewer
withdrawals each month using an ATM or writing a check, a "Lifeline Account" or "Basic
Checking" may be right for you. If you think that you will use your checks or ATM card
more frequently, look for an account with the most flexible usage agreement.

How much money will 1 be able to keep in the account at all times?
Certain checking accounts require you to maintain a specific minimum balance at all times
in order to pay lower fees for services.

How much money do I have available to make an initial deposit?
Some checking accounts require higher initial deposits to open an account than others.
Basic and Lifeline accounts generally require the lowest initial deposit.

Types of Checking Accounts
After considering the questions above, decide which one of the following accounts will work best
for you. If you aren't sure or have more questions, sit down and talk to a few bank representatives.

»

Basic Checking — "4 place to keep my funds"

Basic checking accounts allow you to write checks and withdraw money on the funds
you deposit. They are appropriate if you don't plan to keep a high account balance. The
details of basic checking accounts are different for each financial institution, so before
opening an account, get the answers to the following questions:

v Does the bank pay interest on a basic checking account?

(Note: Most basic checking accounts do not pay interest.)
v Does the financial institution require direct deposit or a minimum balance?
v Does the bank charge a monthly fee for services or for each check you

write over a certain limit?
Lifeline Checking — "A4 great place to start”
Lifeline checking accounts, meant for low-income customers, offer these features:

v Low minimum deposit and balance requirements.
v/ Low monthly fees, ranging from no money to $3 depending on the bank.
v Low limits on the number of checks that you can write per month.

Free Checking — "4 way to reduce fees"

Free checking accounts typically require you to maintain a minimum balance in your
account, but certain fees, like ATM and per-check fees, are usually eliminated. The reduced
fees can be an attractive checking alternative for some people. However, it is important that

you maintain the minimum balance or your account will be charged.
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Interest-bearing Accounts — "Earn interest on your money"
In opening an interest-bearing checking account, most banks require:
v More money to open an interest-bearing account than other accounts.

v A high minimum balance in the account.
(Interest is paid monthly, at the end of your statement cycle. The higher your
balance, the more interest the bank pays. This can be a great way for your
money to grow, but be aware that the fees for falling below the minimum
balance may be more than interest earned.)

Money Market Accounts— "More money, more risk"

If you can afford to maintain a high account balance and do not plan to write more than three
to five checks each month, a money market account may be a good way to put your money
to work for you. Money market accounts normally place your money in short-term
investments, certificates of deposit or Treasury bills, and so combine checking with savings
or investment opportunities. These accounts require a high minimum deposit to open,
usually between $1,000 and $10,000, and charge fees if you dip below a high balance. In
addition, most banks set strict limits on the number of checks you can write. On the upside,
a money market account can pay more than double the interest rate of a basic checking or
savings account. Actual interest rates will vary based on the current market conditions.

(Note: Don't confuse a money market account with a money market fund; they are different.
Money Market accounts offered by banks are insured by the FDIC and are not charged the
normal management fee that funds incur.)

Frequently Asked Questions:

[ 4

I deposited a check in my bank but the bank has not credited my account. How
long does it take for a check to clear?

Funds availability generally depends upon three characteristics: where the check is drawn
(e.g., local or out-of-town financial institution), dollar amount of the deposit and the issuer
ofthe check (e.g., governmental agency or private sector). Financial institutions are required
to post a notice of their funds availability pertaining to consumer accounts in each location
where it accepts consumer deposits.

I deposited a check in my account. The bank teller gave me back a stamped copy of
a deposit slip, then the bank lost my check and said they could not credit my account
until I contacted the writer of the check. Why?

A check is deposited subject to collection, and any credit that you may receive until the
check clears is temporary. Under the New York State Uniform Commercial Code, the funds
are not actually credited to your account until your bank is paid by the check writer's bank.
If your bank loses the check after the deposit, you are responsible for contacting the issuer
of the check to determine whether the check was indeed cashed or to have the writer put a
"stop payment order" on the check and reissue a new check.

The bank would not cash my payroll check. Can someone tell them to cash my check?
A bank has the right not to cash your check if you do not have an account relationship with
it. However, your employer can pursue arrangements with the bank to cash payroll checks.

How long is a personal check valid?
Six months. A bank is not obligated to honor the check after the validity date.
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Tips on Cutting Banking Costs:

v/ Select a bank providing for a large ATM network that is easily accessible from home

and work and doesn't charge fees.

v/ Look for a bank with no-fee checking, but only if you can maintain the minimum
balance in a savings account or a minimum combined balance in your savings and
checking accounts.

Balance your checkbook every month to prevent bounced checks and high fees.

Take advantage of direct deposit, which is a way for your employer or payroll

company to deposit your paycheck directly into your account. Direct deposit gives

you immediate access to your money, and some banks will give you free checking
if you sign up for the service.

v/ Instead of purchasing checks through your bank, consider replenishing your stock
through a discounter, which you can find easily online. However, you may have to
purchase identity theft protection and insurance separately, whereas your bank may
provide that security free of charge with the purchase of checks.

v/ If you keep a large sum in an interest-bearing account, use a bank that averages
your daily balance for the entire month. You are less likely to be penalized for going
under the minimum balance and you might earn more interest.

4 Check back with your bank periodically for better deals. As your financial
situation changes, so will your needs. You may qualify for a higher-interest,
lower-cost account.

AN

Using Your Banking Account
Once you have opened a banking account, using it is fairly easy. If you have never had a savings
or checking account before, you may want to familiarize yourself with the three main ways that you
can make use of your account.
> Making a Deposit: Each time you put money into your account, by depositing either cash
or checks, you will be required to complete a deposit slip at the bank. Retain a copy of the
slip for your records. Usually the slip requires the following information:
Date
Name of depositor (your name)
Account number
Total amount of cash you wish to deposit
Amount of each check you wish to deposit
Amount of cash you would like to receive back from the deposit

Total deposit

You will be required to endorse the back of each check that is made out to you by
signing it in order to receive the funds in cash or in your account. Itis important to sign your
name on the back of the check exactly as it appears on the front of the check. There is a
designated space for your signature on the back of all checks. Once you sign the check and
provide no further instructions, anyone can cash it. Thus, exercise caution. To avoid this,
you should not sign the check until you are at the bank and you identify a purpose for the
check (e.g., "for deposit only"). You might also be asked to write your account number on
the back of the check. This should be done in front of the bank teller.

Making a Withdrawal: You may withdraw cash from your account either by using an

ATM or through a bank teller. When seeking the assistance of a teller, you will be required
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to submit a withdrawal slip, which can be found at your bank or with your checking account
material. Usually the slip requires the following information:
v/ Date
Name of account holder (your name)
Account number
v/ Amount of withdrawal
v Signature
In order to prove that you are the account holder, you should sign the slip in front of the
teller. Retain a copy of the slip for your records.
Writing a Check: Make sure you have sufficient funds in the account to cover the
amount of the check you issue. When writing a check, you should fill in the following
information:
v Date
v Name of the person or company to whom you are paying money
Ve Dollar amount in numbers and words (Follow the dollar amount with the
number of cents written as a fraction over 100. If there are no cents, you can
write 00/100. Draw a line from the end of the written money words to the end
of the line so that no one can insert additional words or numbers.)
v Purpose of the check (If you are paying a bill, you may also write your
invoice number on the check as well.)
v Signature (Make sure to sign in the same way in which you signed your
agreement card with the bank.)

If you make an error in writing the check, you may need to write a new one. If so, write
"VOID" in large letters across the incorrect check so no one can cash it, then shred or tear
the check. Don't forget to record the check amount or even the void in your checkbook

record or register.

Balancing a Checkbook

Balancing your checkbook is also known as reconciling your checkbook. It is very important to
keep track of your money in your checking account. You NEVER want to write a check for more
money than you have in your account. Therefore, you need to maintain a detailed record of all
account transactions, including deposits, fees, checks and withdrawals from your account, and
review your monthly account statement, which documents activity over a period of time. The bank
statement will provide the amount of money in your account at the beginning of the time period, the
amount of money that you deposited and the amount of money that was withdrawn during the time
period. Every withdrawal from your account should be listed for the time period. Each check will
be identified by a number. Depending on your account, you may even receive your canceled checks,
which should be kept with your statement. These documents can be used to build a credit history
or provide verification of payment if there are any subsequent questions.

How to Balance a Checkbook? To balance your checkbook, compare your personal checkbook
records to your monthly bank account statement. To assist you in this endeavor, depend upon your
check register, a useful thin book that usually accompanies a checkbook. This tool should help you
keep track of your checking account by allowing you # jot down all your transactions by date, type,

nature and amount. Make sure to record all transactions in your check register including any interest
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accrued from your accounts and any fees charged from withdrawals or other electronic transactions.
After you record and compare all financial transactions in your checkbook and on your monthly
account statement, the balance in your checkbook should equal the balance on your bank statement.

Balancing your checkbook should be done each month to monitor your spending habits, make
necessary adjustments to your budget and to ensure your bank statement is accurate. Although you
may be tempted to rely on your bank statements to provide your balance, these statements are
usually only generated once a month and may be inaccurate. Neglecting to balance your checkbook
can result in bounced checks and inaccurate balances because of insufficient funds. Your bank may
charge you a service charge of $25 or more for each bounced check. If you fail to correct the
problem, you may be charged multiple fees for the same check if the person to whom the check was
payable tries to deposit the check again. If you bounce too many checks, your bank may close your
account, which may make it difficult for you to open an account at another financial institution.
Additionally, if you bounce a check to a business it might charge a fee and keep track of you as
someone who has written a bad check. This can be frustrating, embarrassing and inconvenient.

Tips for Balancing Your Checkbook:

Balance your checkbook monthly to avoid delay in realizing a mistake.

Reconcile the dollar amount of the canceled checks and deposits.

Subtract bank service charges and fees.

Reconcile cash machine (ATM) and other transactions (e.g., debit card, deposits)
from your check register.

Add the interest you were paid by the bank on any interest-bearing accounts.
(@Jgﬁnd any discrepancies, call your financial institution.)

SNSSS

N

What Should You Do If Your Checks Have Been Used Without Your Permission?

If someone steals your checks or uses counterfeit checks from your existing account, that person is
committing forgery. When notifying your financial institution, request to cancel the check before
anyone has the opportunity to cash it; this is called a ""stop payment." You should also close the
account, and ask your bank to notify Chex Systems, Inc., or the check verification service with
which the bank does business. That way, retailers can be notified not to accept these checks. You
can also contact major check verification companies directly. (See Resources Section for
information.) You may be protected by state law from losses incurred when someone uses your
checking account; most states hold the bank responsible for losses from such transactions. At the
same time, most states require you to take reasonable care of your account. For example, you may
be held responsible for the forgery if you fail to notify the bank in a timely manner that a check was

lost or stolen.

Safety Tips to Prevent Forgery:
v/ Keep your checks in a safe place.
v/ Write your checks in cursive using a blue ballpoint pen, never an erasable pen or
in pencil. The more difficult it is to imitate your handwriting, the less likely
someone will try to forge your handwriting.
v/ Write "VOID" in big capital letters across any check where you have made
a mistake, shred it or tear it up, and throw it into the garbage.
Never hand someone a blank check.
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v Do not leave any empty spaces on your check. Eliminate all extra spaces by
drawing a line through the blank space.
v Do not write your Social Security or credit card number on your checks, and

make sure that merchants do not do this either. (Merchants are prohibited by New
York State law from making such recordings.)

What Should You Do If Your Checks Have Been Rejected by a Merchant?

If your checks are rejected by a merchant, and you know you have enough funds in your account

to cover the amount, it may be because a thief is using the Magnetic Information Character

Recognition (MICR) code (the numbers at the bottom of checks), your driver's license number or

another identification number. The merchant who rejects your check should give you its check

verification company contact information so you can find out the reason for the rejection. If you

find that the thief is using your MICR code, be sure to:

> Ask your bank to close your checking account, and open a new one.

> Request and review a copy of your credit report from a credit reporting agency. (The
merchant will provide you with the contact information for the agency. Under federal law,
you're entitled to a free report if a company takes adverse action against you, such as
denying payment by check, and you ask for your report within 60 days of receiving notice
of the action.)

> Dispute any bad checks passed in your name with merchants so they do not report any
collection actions against you.

What are Automated Teller Machines (ATMs)?

ATMs allow consumers to conveniently access their bank accounts (savings and checking) at any
time of the day. Some machines permit customers to perform the same transactions available at
banks, including: cash withdrawals, deposits, reviews of balances and transfers of money between
accounts. Consumers are issued magnetically encoded cards (ATM cards), which can be used with
a personal identification number (PIN) at any participating ATM. The bank may either designate
a PIN number for you or allow you to choose one for yourself. You can usually use other banks'
ATMs as well as your own bank's machines, but you will probably be charged a fee (from $1.00 to
$2.50, and sometimes higher) by the other bank. To avoid the additional fees, try to make most of
your transactions with ATMs in your bank's network. Usually ATMs will either post the fee for
usage by nonmembers or prompt you to accept or decline paying the fee when starting a transaction.

What is a Debit Card?

A debit card — also known as a "cash card," "check card" or "money card"— is a card that combines
the key elements of ATM cards, credit cards and checks. A debit card is linked to your bank
account so that when you use it to pay for something or withdraw cash, the funds are immediately
deducted from your savings or checking account. In contrast, credit cards bill you later for your
purchases. Unlike a credit card, where the credit limit is determined by the bank, a debit card is
limited by what you have in your account. A debit card can be used interchangeably at a bank for
any financial transaction or like cash at any business accepting the card. Major credit card issuers
also issue debit cards with their logo for wider acceptance. In some cases, you can use your debit
card with a PIN at places like a supermarket checkout to get cash back above the purchase amount.
Generally, most issuers do not charge fees for making purchases with your debit card, but you
should ask your financial institution to make sure you are not accruing them. When considering a
debit card, shop around for the best deals. Ask the issuing financial institution about any fees and
surcharges it may charge. You may also want to ask whether your institution will limit consumer
liability if the card is reported missing. A debit card does not afford you the same protections
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applied to a credit card. For example, if your debit card is used fraudulently, it is your money that
is being stolen. Potentially, all your money could be taken from your account, and it may take the
bank 10 days or more to investigate and refund your money. Meanwhile, you may be charged fees
for checks that may have bounced due to insufficient funds.

ATM and Debit Card Safety Tips

Using an ATM and/or debit card can be very convenient. However, it also entails risks. Follow
these strategies to protect your money:

v

v

Sign the back of your card as soon as you get it and read the accompanying}
information. _

If you choose your own PIN, make sure that it would be hard for other people to
guess. Do not use any part of your address, phone number, Social Security number
or birthday.

Memorize your PIN. Do not write your PIN on the card or keep it in a place
where others have access to it, and do not keep it in your purse or wallet with your
card in case either is lost or stolen.

Retain all receipts, and keep track of how much money you have spent and how much
is left in your account. If the transaction pertains to your checking account, record
it in your checkbook.

Be extremely careful when using your PIN. Your money may be stolen even if}
you do not lose your card. For example, if not careful, criminals may be able to?
obtain your PIN, account or debit card numbers by observing transactions over your
shoulder. To avoid "shoulder surfing," cover the keypad when entering your PIN.
Avoid using ATMs at night or in unlit areas. (While the New York State
ATM Safety Act requires all banks in the State to have security measures at each
ATM facility, such as surveillance cameras and adequate lighting, these devices may
not always be operational.)

Use ATMs that are part of a bank system. ATMs in convenience stores or
bars are generally not regulated and are more susceptible to identity thieves.

Only use your debit card with merchants you trust. Do not use your debit
card on the Internet or to purchase products over the phone. Instead, use a credit
card because credit cards provide greater liability protection against fraudulent
charges or disputes regarding defective goods or goods that never arrived.

What

Questions Should I ask My Bank or Card-Issuing Institution?

Are there fees associated with using the debit card?

Some financial institutions and retail stores charge a fee when you use a debit card to pay
for purchases. All fees charged by a retail store should be displayed at the checkout counter.
Fees charged by a financial institution must be disclosed to you at the time you receive your
card and will also appear on your monthly statement.

Is there a limit on how much money I can debit per day? Per transaction?

Do I have the same purchase protections and rights with my debit card that I have
with a credit card?
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> If my ATM or debit card is lost or stolen and money is withdrawn from my account,
how soon will it be replenished by the bank?
Some financial institutions require a police report and an investigation prior to replenishing
your account which may take days or weeks. Other financial institutions may replenish
your account within hours or days while an investigation is pending. Ask your financial
institution about their policy. See below for tips on dealing with a lost or stolen card.

What Should You Do if Your ATM or Debit Card is Lost or Stolen?
If your ATM or debit card is lost or stolen, call your bank or card-issuer immediately. Under federal
" law, if you report your card missing before another party uses it, you will not be held responsible
for any charges they make with it. If you report your card missing afier an unauthorized party uses
it, you will be held responsible for an amount determined by the time that has lapsed since you lost
it. If you report your card missing within two business days after you learn of the loss, you will be
held responsible for up to $50 in unauthorized withdrawals. After two business days, but within 60
days after the institution sends you a statement showing an unauthorized withdrawal, you could be
responsible for up to $500. After 60 days, you could lose all the money that was taken from your
account and be held responsible for the unused portion of your line of overdraft credit. After calling
your financial institution, you should follow up in writing by certified letter, with return receipt
requested, so you can prove when the institution received your letter. Don't forget to keep a copy
of the letter and any other documents pertaining to the unauthorized withdrawal for your reference.
You may also want to check your homeowner's insurance policy to see if it covers your liability for
card theft.
(Note: For unauthorized transfers involving only your card number and not the physical loss of the
card itself, you are only liable for transfers that occur after 60 days following the mailing of your
bank statement containing the unauthorized use and before you report the loss.)

Tips to Address Errors on your ATM Statement or Debit Card Receipt:

v/ Challenge the error immediately. You have 60 days from the date of the statement
or receipt to notify the bank. Follow up your initial telephone call with a letter.

v/ If you notify the bank within 60 days, it has 45 days to investigate the problem and
inform you of the result. For errors involving new accounts, point-of-sale
transactions and foreign transactions, the financial institution may take up to 90 days
to investigate. If the bank takes longer than 10 business days to complete its
investigation, generally it must deposit the amount in question in your account while
it completes its review. For new accounts, the bank may take up to 20 business days
to credit your account for the amount of money in dispute. If the bank later
determines that there was no error, it can withdraw the money, but it first must send
you a written explanation.

v You may ask for copies of the documents used in the investigation.

What is Blocking?

Blocking is used by merchants (such as hotels, gas stations and car rentals) to ensure that you do not
exceed your credit line. When you use a credit or debit card to check into a hotel or rent a car the
clerk usually contacts the company that issued your card to give an estimated total. If the
transaction is approved, your available credit (credit card) or the balance in your bank account (debit
card) is reduced by this amount. For example, suppose you use a credit or debit card when you
check into a $100 a night hotel for five nights. At least $500 would likely be blocked, meaning that
you will not have access to it. In addition, hotels and rental car companies often add anticipated
charges for "incidentals" like food, beverages or gasoline. If you pay your bill with the same card
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you used when you checked in, the final charge on your credit card or final amount on your debit
card, will probably replace the block in a day or two. However, if you pay your bill with a different
card, or with cash or a check, the company that issued the card you used at check-in might hold the
block for up to 15 days after you have checked out because they weren't notified of the final
payment and didn't know you paid another way. If you are not reaching your credit limit or don't
have a low balance in your bank account, blocking probably won't be a problem. But if you're
reaching that point, be careful. Not only can it be embarrassing to have your card declined, it can
also be inconvenient, especially if you have an emergency purchase and insufficient credit or money
in your account. Depending on the balance in your bank account, blocking a debit card could lead
to charges for insufficient funds while it remains in effect.

{ Tips on Avoiding Blocking Problems:

v Inquire with your card issuer to see if it allows blocking, for how long and;
from what types of merchants. If they do, you may want to consider an overdraft;
line of credit.

v When checking into a hotel, renting a car, dining at a restaurant or using services that
request your card in advance, ask if the company is "blocking" your card, how much
will be blocked, how the amount is determined and how long the block will hold.

v Consider paying "blocked" bills with the same credit or debit card you used
at the beginning of the transaction. Inquire with the clerk as to when the block is;
lifted.

v Ask the clerk to remove the block promptly if you pay by alternative
means.

What Can You do if You Believe You have been Discriminated Against by a Lender?

It is illegal for any creditor or bank to discriminate in the granting of credit on the basis of race,
creed, color, national origin, age, sex, marital status or disability. Any person claiming to be harmed
by an unlawful discriminatory practice engaged in by a creditor may file a complaint with the New
York State Banking Department or the New York State Division of Human Rights.

Resources:
New York State Banking Department National Credit Union Administration
Consumer Services Division 1775 Duke Street
2 Rector Street Alexandria, VA 22314
New York, NY 10006 (703) 518-6360
Walk-in: 2 Rector Street, 18th Floor WWWw.ncua.gov
(800) 522-3330
ATM Compliance Federal Trade Commission (FTC)
(800) 697-2861 (877) 382-4357 (Toll Free)
www.banking.state.ny.us www.ftc.gov
Check Verification Companies If bad checks have been passed
Telecheck:  (800) 710-9898 Scan: (800) 262-7771
(800) 927-0188 Chex Systems, Inc
Cetergy, Inc.: (800)437-5120 7805 Hudson Road, Suite 100
Woodbury, MN 55125
(800) 428-9623; www.chexhelp.com
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Federal Deposit Insurance Corp. (FDIC) Office of the Comptroller of the Currency

Consumer Call Center Customer Assistance Group
(877) ASK-FDIC or (877) 275-3342 1301 McKinney Street, Suite 3710
(Toll Free) Houston, TX 77010

www.fdic.gov

Office of the Comptroller of Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve
the Currency System Division of Consumer and Community Affairs
Customer Assistance Specialists: 20th and C Streets, NW, Stop 801

(800) 613-6743 Washington, DC 20551
http://www.occ.treas.gov/index.htm (202) 452-3693; www.federalreserve.gov/
Office of Thrift Supervision Office of the NYS Attorney General (OAG)
1700 G Street NW Consumer Helpline

Washington, DC 20552 (800) 771-7755; www.oag.state.ny.us

202) 906-6000; www.ots.treas.gov

Notes:
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UNDERSTANDING AND ESTABLISHING CREDIT:
OAG CREDIT REFERENCE GUIDE

Introduction of Topic: Creditis money you borrow and plan to repay at some time. When you
make a purchase with a credit card or take out a loan, you are using credit. In most cases, there is
a charge for borrowing the money in the form of interest and/or fees. There are numerous
advantages and disadvantages to credit. It allows you to purchase large items when you cannot pay
the entire price at once. It enables you to get past expensive emergencies by spreading the cost over
a period of time. And it frees you from the risk and inconvenience of carrying large amounts of
cash. The most obvious disadvantage is that credit costs money. When you use credit, you are
dedicating a portion of your future income to repay the loan. Credit can also encourage you to spend
more than you can afford and purchase items that you really do not need. Additionally, credit can
hurt your future if mismanaged. It can affect your ability to secure additional credit, land a job, rent
an apartment or buy a car or a house. Further, if you miss a payment, the lender may repossess the
item that you purchased. Therefore, it is important to use credit wisely and cautiously.

Establishing or re-establishing credit takes time. It may take several years of consistent bill paying
before a lender will offer credit for a significant purchase. However, persistence will eventually
pay off. Good credit makes it more likely that you will be able to get a loan in the future when you
want to purchase a major item such as a car or a home. Because credit is important in our

markemlace, this Euide Brovides basic backgound on this issue.

What are the Common Types of Credit?

> Revolving/Open-Ended Credit allows you to borrow money at any time up to a limit. As
you pay the borrowed money back, the funds become available again to borrow. You may
pay back the money in a lump sum or over an extended period of time. If you choose to pay
the debt over time, you will be charged a fee or interest each month on the outstanding
amount. The most common type of revolving credit are credit cards. Make sure you read
your credit card agreement and understand the terms and conditions.

> Installment/Closed-Ended Credit allows you to borrow a specific amount of money at one
time for a stated purpose. It is commonly used to finance major purchases such as a home

- orcar. The payment plan with the lender outlines equal monthly installments, which include

interest.

> Service Credit is offered by some businesses and utility companies. This type of credit
allows the consumer to pay for the service at a later date, usually within 30-60 days. If you
are unable to make a payment within the specified time, there is usually a penalty charge

added to the debt.
Most types of credit can be obtained in two forms:
> Secured Credit requires you to provide something of value to guarantee that you will repay

the debt. It is usually used for installment loans. If you fail to repay the loan, the lender will
take the item as repayment on the debt.
Unsecured Credit does not require a guarantee.

Why Should You Establish Credit? .
You must have good credit to be issued a credit card or granted a loan, and often the better your
credit the more favorable the terms of the agreement. Your credit standing or worthiness may also
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be important when applying to rent an apartment or purchase insurance. Before applying for credit,
contact the three major credit bureaus (listed in the Resources Section at the end of this chapter) and
conduct a credit check on yourself so you know what debt is in your and your spouse's names.
Someone may have opened an account in your name without your knowledge.

If you have never used credit or if your credit is in someone else's name, you should start building
a credit file slowly. Credit bureaus will have a record of each credit application you make, and if
you apply for too many accounts, lenders may think that you are exceeding your ability to pay.
Ways to begin establishing credit include:

v Opening your own checking and/or a savings account and showing that you can
manage money.
v Buying something on time at a major store or opening a credit card account with a

local business (these stores are more willing to extend credit to someone starting
out). Pay your bills on time.
Applying for a gasoline credit card.
Securing a small bank loan and/or applying for overdraft privilege on your checking
account. Use this credit line for an expenditure and repay it on schedule. (Overdraft
protection may be costly.)
v/ Presenting collateral for a line of credit — that is, assets that you pledge as a form of
security for the lender in case you cannot pay. This is called a secured credit card.
v Having someone with a good credit history cosign your application.

!

NS

A Special Note on Women, Marriage and Credit

Unfortunately, many married, separated, divorced and widowed women do not have credit histories
in their own name; they lost their credit histories when they married and changed their names or
when creditors reported accounts shared by couples in the husband's name only. If you held a joint
credit account with your spouse and can prove that the record demonstrates your creditworthiness,
the Equal Credit Opportunity Act requires creditors to consider that fact, even if you are divorced
or separated. Likewise, you have the right to demonstrate that a poor credit record from a jointly
held credit card does not reflect on your worthiness. Add a statement to your record explaining the
circumstances. If you are thinking about a separation or divorce, pay attention to the status of your
existing accounts. If you have joint accounts, it is important to make regular payments. A joint
account makes both spouses legally responsible for all debt. Creditors can and will try to collect
from either spouse regardless of a divorce. You may want to ask creditors to close any joint
accounts or accounts in which your former spouse was an authorized user, or to convert these
accounts to individual ones. By law, a creditor cannot close a joint account because of a change in
marital status, but can do so at the request of either spouse. A creditor, however, does not have to
agree to convert joint accounts. The creditor can require you to reapply for credit, and, based on
your application, grant or deny credit. If you are uncertain about what to do about joint accounts,

consult an attorney.

What Makes You Creditworthy? Capacity, Capital, Character and Collateral

Credit bureaus use complex models to determine individuals' credit scores. However, what creditors
are actually looking for is quite simple:

> Ability to pay back debt or loan :

> Proof of assets — such as a bank account or valuable property

> Character and reliability — record of paying bills timely, time at residence and job status
> Good credit report — documenting your past and present employment, personal and

financial history and other information (See more on Credit Reports below.)
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What Can Negatively Affect Your Credit?

> Failure to pay or late payments
> Debt/collection actions

- Too many open accounts

> Too much debt

Tips for Improving Your Credit:

v Pay bills on time. Mark on a calendar when your bills are due and mail payment
before the due date. Consider paying bills automatically out of your bank account.
Contact lenders if you have difficulty paying your bills to create an-adjusted payment
schedule. Call before you miss a payment. ‘
Do not bounce checks. (See Tips in Savings and Checkmg Accounts Guide.)

Make repaying loans a priority.

Use credit cards carefully; charge less than the maximum amount available.

Read and understand loan and credit card agreements before signing.

Avoid excessive inquiries into your credit report — only give permission to those who

need to check your credit report.

Review your credit report at least once a year for inaccurate information and

address erroneous information immediately. :

Keep copies of your paid bills and canceled checks and ask for reference letters

from businesses (such as your landlord) stating how long you have been a customer

and paid your bills on time.

v/ Consider contacting a not-for-profit credit counseling service for assistance in
personal finance issues, but avoid entities that claim there is a quick fix.

§

<
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What is a Credit Report?

A credit report documents your bill-paying history, number and longevity of accounts, late
payments, collection actions and outstanding debt, as well as your employment history and other
personal information. It reflects this history for the past 7-10 years. Every potential lender will
examine your credit report, as will many potential employers and insurers. Before applying for
credit, you should verify that all the information in your credit report is accurate and complete.
Request a copy of your report from the credit bureau, as well as the name and addresses of each
business that supplied information included in your report, the names of those who received a copy
of the report during the last year and prospective employers who received copies during the past two
years. If you find errors, you can request that the credit bureau review and correct the information.
If you still contest parts of the report after the bureau's investigation, you can submit a brief written
statement and ask that the bureau include it in your file, so that anyone who accesses your report will
also see the statement. You may also dispute errors directly with the credit grantor. If you take this
path, be prepared to supply further information and to show receipts or documents that support your

claim.

What is a Credit Score?

Credit bureaus use statistical models to develop credit scores that help lenders predict the likelihood
that you will repay their loan. In developing a model, a bureau selects a sample of customers and
analyzes it statistically to identify characteristics that relate to creditworthiness. Each of these
factors is then assigned a weight based on how strong a predictor it is of who would be a good credit
risk. The most well known type of credit score is the Fair, Isaac & Co. ("FICO") score.
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Essentially, the model works by assigning | ] ]
points to information in a credit report — | I""’"P" eting Credit Scores ‘
payment history, degree of debt, length of credit Consider a common FICO model, which uses a
history, new lines of credit and type of credit. ' S¢OTe range from 620 to 900: ' '

Of these factors, late payments affect your | " A score betwee.n 760-850 is considered
score the most. Every month you pay your ' very good and it would l}kely enable
bills on time will make you look less likely to youto get a loan or credit card with a
pay late in the future, and will therefore raise low interest rate. .

your score. The higher the score, the lower the e A score between 620-63? SIgpals to

risk and better the loan rate. Note that while credltqrs that you are a n§ky nvestment
many lenders use FICO scores to help them and might generate high interest rates, or

make lending decisions, each lender has its own lead to a denial of credit.

formula and considers the level of risk
acceptable according to its own scale.

Under federal law, credit bureaus must provide credit scores and explanations for a reasonable fee
upon consumer's request. You can also purchase your score from Fair, Issac and Co. at
www.myfico.com. You cannot dispute a low credit score, but you can challenge information in
your credit report, as outlined in the federal Fair Credit Reporting Act. However, since your credit
score is based on data in your credit report, correcting errors in your report should improve your
score. Remember that your scores will change over time as your credit data and payment profile

change.

Consumer Protections: Credit Reporting
The Fair Credit Reporting Act promotes the accuracy and privacy of information in credit reports.
Your rights under the law include:

v To know what is in your record, the sources of the information and who received
a copy of a report. The disclosure is free when:

*An adverse decision (denial, cancellation or increase in any charge) is
made.

* You are the victim of identity theft and place a fraud alert in your file.

* Your file contains inaccurate information and has been revised after an
investigation.

* You are on public assistance or unemployed.

v To receive one free disclosure every 12 months upon request from each nationwide
credit bureau (Experian, Equifax and TransUnion) and from specialty reporting
agencies including check verification companies, and insurance rating, tenant
screening and workers' compensation reporting bureaus. Otherwise, credit
bureaus may charge a nominal fee.

v To obtain credit scores. In some mortgage transactions, the lender provides this at
no charge.
v To dispute incomplete or erroneous information. The credit bureau must investigate

your claim and remove any disputed information that is found to be inaccurate,
incomplete or unverified and must provide you with an updated copy of your credit
report. At your request, the bureau must notify any person who recently received
your report that the information has been removed.

v/ To submit a written statement concerning a dispute in your credit report if you
disagree with the results of the credit bureau's investigation.

v To dispute a report entry with the entity that provided the information to the

bureau.
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v To not have your information disclosed to an employer or prospective employer
without your written consent.
v To be protected from consumer reporting agencies disclosing outdated negative

information. In most cases, credit information cannot be reported if it is more than
seven years old. (Bankruptcies cannot be reported after 10 years.)

Applying for Credit

List your best credit accounts on the application, whether they are open or closed. You can include
joint accounts with your spouse or former spouse; if you can prove that the credit was established
by both of you, even if the account is in your spouse's name, then the creditor must consider it. This
can be done by showing copies of checks that you signed.

Beware of offers that guarantee a credit card for a fee before you apply. It is against the law.

Important Protections:
A Creditor May Not...

v Require you to reapply for credit, close your account, or change the terms of your
account because you are widowed or divorced. (There must be some indication
that your creditworthiness has changed.)

Inquire about child bearing plans.

Ask about your marital status if you are applying for a separate, unsecured credit
account.

Ask if you receive alimony or child support, unless you are first told that you don't
have to provide the information, if you will not rely on these funds to pay for credit.
Inquire about your spouse, except when your spouse is applying with you or will
be using the account, or when you are relying on his or her income, alimony or
child support to pay the debt.

Discount income because of sex, marital status or part-time employment.
Consider whether you have a telephone listing in your name.

Deny you credit, discourage you from applying, or offer you credit on different
terms because of your gender, marital status, age, race, national origin, religion,
receipt of public assistance, or because you have exercised your rights under
federal credit laws. Such discrimination is prohibited by federal law under the

A N NN
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Equal Credit Opportunity Act.
You Have the Right To...

v Have credit in your birth name or keep your own accounts after you change your
marital status. .

v/ Secure credit without a cosigner if you meet the creditor's standards.

v/ Have a cosigner other than your spouse.

v Know whether your application was accepted within 30 days of filing.

v Find out why your application was rejected. The creditor must provide notice telling
you either the specific reasons for your denial or your right to learn the reasons if you
ask within 60 days. If the rejection is based on your credit report, federal law
requires the creditor to give you the name and address of the credit bureau that
provided the information, from which you can request a free report.

v/ Find out why you were offered less favorable credit terms than in the application.

v/ Learn why your account was closed or the terms were changed.

v/ Privacy from a spouse.
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Applying fe ora Loqn . If You Are Turned Down...
A loan consists of principal (the amount of money you R Ask wh
borrowed) and interest (the amount you pay for the SK Wity.
. . . . > Review a free copy of your
privilege of borrowing, generally determined by the size dit ¢
of the principle and length of the repayment term). The creqit report.
> Wait at least six months

cost of borrowing the money is often paid for in small
amounts over the life of the loan. Every monthly
payment will include some of the principal and some

before applying again.
Credit bureaus record
each inquiry. Some

interest. di H
Borrow only the amount you need and can ere !tor:r» may deny your
application if they think
afford to repay. you are trying to open too
e e many new accounts too
When a financial institution evaluates your loan quickly.

application for credit, it is considering your character,
capacity to repay the loan, collateral to guarantee
repayment and plans for investment in the purchase. Lenders will also calculate your
debt-to-income ratio to determine how much you can afford to borrow. To do so, the loan officer
will divide your total debt by your current income. While the acceptable ratio will depend on the
type of lending institution and loan, it is generally accepted that a person's total debt should not
exceed 36 percent of their monthly gross income (e.g., credit card payments, child support, car

loans, etc.).

In addition to general biographical and personal information, lenders ask for detailed information
about the purpose of the loan, your credit history, repayment sources, monthly income and expenses
and other debts. You may also be asked to submit pay stubs, copies of tax returns and other
paperwork. Be sure to provide complete and accurate information; the lender will often investigate
to ensure accuracy. Finally, every loan application asks for authorization to secure a copy of your
credit report. Upon receipt of an application, you may sit for an interview with a loan officer.

How Much Does Credit Cost?

The cost of credit is affected by the interest rate, terms, down payment and fees. Under the law, a

creditor must make certain disclosures about the cost of the debt. It is important to shop around for
- the best deal and talk to a number of lenders. Generally, for loans up to $250,000, the maximum

allowable interest rate is 16 percent under New York State law, but higher interest rates are

permissible for larger loans. Remember:

> The higher the interest rate, the greater the cost of credit.

> The higher the loan fees, the higher the cost. Loan fees vary.

> The longer the term of the loan, the lower the monthly payment but the greater the cost of
credit.

> The greater the down payment, the lower the loan amount and cost of credit.

Watch out for loans with large balloon payments at the end. While these types of loans usually
offer lower interest rates, they require a large pay off of the balance at the end of the term.

Beware of Predatory Lenders!
Predatory lending is unfair and deceptive practices engaged in by unscrupulous lenders. While most
lenders conduct honest business, some do not. Predatory lenders frequently target low-income,
minority and elderly consumers whom they believe have poor credit or little access to traditional
lines of credit. These consumers are pressured into accepting high-cost loans with exorbitant
interest rates, questionable fees and excessive charges. The loans are usually secured by a mortgage
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on a home, which provides little or no financial benefit to the consumer. If you fall behind in
payments, more charges may be added or the lender may suggest that you refinance the loan with
the unpaid payments added to the new loan amount, costing you more. Consider the following tips

to avoid predatory lenders:

v
v
/

ANERN
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Be wary of loans offered through telephone or door-to-door solicitations.

Be suspicious of lenders guaranteeing loan approval regardless of your credit history.
Don't fall for high-pressure sales pitches; be suspicious if the lender says that you
have to act fast, promises an easy fix, or tells you that you won't be able to get a loan
elsewhere.

Be cautious about taking out home equity loans or refinancing to pay credit card debt.
Although lower rates on such loans may appear attractive, you are effectively
consolidating excess credit card debt into your mortgage, which means that you risk
losing your home if you default.

Ask questions and shop around. Research other credit options and interest rates.
Know how much your credit is costing you. Before agreeing to any kind of loan,
make certain you know the interest rate, default penalties and all terms and
conditions. Ask about fees and points before applying for a loan.

Avoid lenders seeking up-front fees to cover the first loan payment and other
expenses — you may never get the loan after you have paid these fees.

Watch out for "hidden" terms, excessively high fees or changes in terms and
conditions such as prepayment penalties and balloon payments.

Check that the lender is licensed by the NYS Banking Department by calling
(800) 522-3330.

NEVER misrepresent your income or sign blank documents.

Contact a not-for-profit credit counseling agency for assistance in determining
whether you can afford your loan, especially the monthly payments. (See Resources
Section.)

Notes:
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Resources:
Federal Government Assistance

Federal Trade Commission
Consumer Response Center
Washington, DC 20580 (877) 382-4357

www.ftc.gov

Comptroller of the Currency

Mail Stop 7-5

Washington, DC 20219 (800) 613-6743
(Complaint relating to nationally-chartered
bank) h
http://www.occ.treas.gov

Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation
Consumer Affairs Division

Washington, DC 20429
(877)ASK-FDIC or (877) 275-3342

www.fdic.gov

Office of Thrift Supervision

Consumer Affairs

Washington, DC 20552 (800) 842-6929
(Complaint relating to a federally-chartered or
federally-insured savings and loan association)
WWW.ots.treas.gov

National Credit Union Administration

Consumer Affairs
Washington, DC 20456 (703) 519-4600
http://www.ncua.gov/

U.S. Department of Justice
Civil Rights Division
Washington, DC 20530
http://www.usdoj.gov/crt/

Resources:
State Government Assistance

Office of the NYS Attorney General (OAG)
Civil Rights Bureau (212) 416-8250
Consumer Frauds Bureau  (212) 416-8300
120 Broadway, 3rd Fl.

New York State , NY 10271

OAG Consumer Complaint Helpline

(800) 771-7755

www.oag.state.ny.us

New York State Banking Dept.
Consumer Services Division

2 Rector Street

New York State , NY 10006
(800) 522-3330

www.banking state.ny.us/

New York State Division of Human Rights
Headquarters

One Fordham Plaza, 4th Floor

Bronx, New York State 10458

(718) 741-8400

www.dhr.state.ny.us/

National Foundation for Credit Counseling
(800) 388-2227

www.nfcc.org/bankruptcy/

New York City Residents:

In addition to state law, New York City's Consumer Protection Regulation 302 prohibits
discrimination on the basis of race, color, religion, national origin, sex or marital status or
because a consumer exercised rights under federal credit laws. Suspected violations should
be referred to the Department of Consumer Affairs at: 42 Broadway, New York City, NY

10004 or http://www.nyc.gov/html/dca/html/contact/contact.shtml.
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CHOOSING AND USING PLASTIC: OAG CREDIT CARD REFERENCE GUIDE

Introduction of Topic: Since credit card offers vary widely, consumers should read the fine print,
especially the back of any solicitation, carefully. Most of the key terms and conditions are listed in
a disclosure chart on the back of the offer or on a separate insert. This guide will explain the terms
most often used so that you can choose the card that is best for you.

Additionally, this guide will help you manage your credit card usage. Unlike some forms of credit
(e.g., installment loans), there is no loan term for credit cards. That means that you can pay the
balance owed over a varied and extended time — and that is where most people get into trouble.
According to the Federal Reserve, credit debt has almost tripled since 1989, and Americans now
owe close to $800 billion in credit card debt. High credit card debt not only damages your credit
rating, but has a tendency to spiral out of control as late and missed payment charges, as well as
interest, add up and saving for your future becomes impossible. By limiting your credit card
purchases to the things you need and paying your balance every month, you can enjoy the

advantaﬁes of credit cards without fallinﬁ into the debt trag.

Understanding the Credit Offer:

Before signing up for a card, make sure you understand the terms. The federal Truth in Lending Act

requires credit card companies to disclose the key terms of any credit card agreement in the

application or solicitation. Unfortunately, creditors keep changing their terms and conditions by

lowering minimum payments, decreasing grace periods and raising fees. The terms below define

many of the fees associated with credit cards, and will help you in comparing offers. (See the

Financial Literacy Glossary for more definitions.)

> Annual Percentage Rate (APR ) — APR is the yearly interest rate that the credit card
company assesses on a cardholder's monthly balance. Think of it as a comprehensive cost
of credit in a year, which includes account interest, transaction fees and other service
charges. If you are confident that you will not carry a balance on your credit card (i.e., you
plan to pay your bill in full each month) or take out a cash advance, then the APR is not
critical because it is charged only on your balance. However, if you don't pay your bill in
full each month, the APR is very important. Usually, the lower the APR, the better, but be
careful: some cards have a low "introductory rate" (or "teaser rate") that rises after a few
months. There are two types of APRs: variable and fixed. A variable rate will likely
change four times a year, according to a quarterly schedule. Variable rates are based upon
the prime rate, which is consistent across banks and changes frequently. Usually the credit
grantor will add an additional percentage to the prime rate. A fixed rate, by contrast, is not
based on a market index. Although fixed rates are less variable, they may change as long
as a company gives its cardholders 15 days notice.

> Annual Fee—This is a flat yearly participation fee similar to a membership fee. Some credit
cards do not charge an annual fee, but be aware that a no-fee offer may be more than offset
by a high APR.

> Grace Period — This is the time during which a purchase does not accrue interest or a

finance charge. Most grace periods are 20-25 days and do not apply to cash advances. On
most cards, grace periods apply if the prior month's balance was paid. Some cards do not
have a grace period. Thus, cardholders are charged interest from the moment of purchase
or as of the time the charge is posted to the account.

> Minimum Monthly Payment — This is the smallest amount of money the cardholder may
pay each billing cycle to keep their account in good standing.
> Credit Limit — Many credit cards apply a limit to how much you can charge on the card for

purchases, cash advances and balance transfers.
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> Cash Advance — An instant loan given to a cardholder by the creditor. They are usually
more expensive than standard credit charges, as banks typically charge high interest and fees
from the date of the advance.

> Transaction Fee — Creditors charge cardholders fees for various transactions, including cash
advances and balance transfers from one card to another.
> Pre-approved — This means that a consumer was selected to receive a credit offer based on

certain criteria. It does not mean that the consumer is guaranteed to receive the card. Every
applicant is still subject to a credit check. By signing the offer, you authorize the company
to review your credit report, upon which actual approval for the card is based.
> Methods Computing Purchase Balances — Creditors may use different calculation
methods, such as:
*Average Daily Balance — This is the most widely used computation method.
The outstanding balances for each day in the billing cycle are added, and the
total is divided by the number of days in the cycle.
*Previous Balance — The creditor uses the balance outstanding at the end of the
previous billing period.
*Adjusted Balance — The creditor computes the balance by subtracting the
payments received during the billing period from the balance at the beginning
of the billing cycle. New purchases are not included.

Take Note: Many credit card companies offer credit insurance or a payment protection plan. The
insurance covers the cardholder's balance if there is death, disability or unemployment, and is
promoted as a way for cardholders to protect their credit ratings. However, such insurance may be
abadidea. Coverage is usually limited and expensive. Because the cost is automatically deducted
from your account, you can lose track of it. Further, the insurance tends to pay less on each claim
than other types of insurance. In addition, consumers who enroll usually pay interest on the cost of
their insurance because the cost of the coverage is included in the total amount owed. While
insurance is optional, some offers make enrollment seem mandatory. The card and the insurance
agreements are often placed next to each other on the application. Read carefully, and make sure
that you don't accidentally sign for unwanted insurance.

Which Card Should You Choose?

Now that you are familiar with the terminology, you can choose the card that makes the most
financial sense for you. In general, you should look for a card with a long grace period, low
APR, limited late payment fees and no annual fee. Do not accept a credit card offer simply
because the issuer sends you a solicitation. Compare offers to get a sense of the range of fees and
rates being charged. Additionally, make sure that you understand where the card is accepted — some
cards are accepted by more businesses than others. Finally, ask yourself the following questions:

> Do you expect to make your payments in full at the end of each month? If so, pay more
attention to the annual fees and charges and less attention to the APR.

> Do you expect to make large purchases which you will pay off over a period of time?
If so, pay attention to how your card computes balances and look for a low APR.

> Do you expect to make cash advances? If so, look for a card with a lower APR and fees
for these particular transactions.

> Do you expect to make large purchases? If so, pay attention to the credit limit.
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Types of Credit Cards:

There are a variety of cards from which to choose, depending upon your spending habits, credit

history and needs.

> Regular (Unsecured) Credit Card — This, the most common type of card, allows you to
borrow money from a creditor if you enter an agreement to pay a minimum amount each
month and pay interest on any unpaid balance. You do not have to put down any money as
collateral, but there may be a limit on how much you can borrow.

> Secured Credit Card — For this type of card, you are required to put down money as
collateral from which the company will draw in case you fail to make payments. Since a
secured credit card looks and acts in every other way like a regular credit card, your account
will be reported to credit reporting agencies or credit bureaus, allowing you to build a credit
history. This type of card is easier to get than an unsecured one, and so may be a good
option if you are working on establishing or improving your credit. Morever, your security
deposit (or collateral) may grow interest, as it would in a bank account. However, you
should look out for high annual fees or interest rates, an application fee, a limit on the
number of transactions as well as other fees for cash advances, late payments, etc.

> Stored-Value Card — This is a type of pre-paid card that may be refilled or discarded when
the balance is used; a gift card is a good example of a stored-value card. You can obtain a
multipurpose pre-paid card online, over the phone, or at check-cashing outlets and money
transfer companies. There are two primary types of stored-value cards: single purpose, which
may only be used at one retailer (like most gift cards), or multipurpose, which may be used
at many retailers as well as at an ATM. Credit card companies sometimes offer stored-value
cards. Since you are only spending what you have paid for, this type of card does not put
you into debt, and hence no finance charges or APR rates apply. On the downside, however,
your personal information is not written on the card, so you are out of luck if it is lost or
stolen. Moreover, a stored-value card won't help you build a credit history or repair
damaged credit, and there may be a variety of extra fees that you should look out for,
including activation, ATM transaction or point-of-sale transaction fees.

> Store Charge Card — This is a credit card issued by a particular store for use there.

> Charge or Travel & Entertainment Card — Unlike a regular credit card, you must pay off
your charges in full each month for this type of card. They usually have no limit, charge
high fees and offer discounts.

> Affinity Card — This is an all-purpose card that usually has special features and is offered
in connection with a sponsoring organization. The issuer often donates a portion of the
annual fees or charges to the sponsoring group.

Key Cardholder Protections:

v Prompt Credit — An issuer must credit your account the day payment is received
(unless you will not be subject to charges as a result of the delay).

v Billing Error — The Fair Credit Billing Act protects you from the negative
consequences of errors on your credit card bill. Errors may include unauthorized
charges, payments not credited to your account and/or computation mistakes. You
can dispute the charge and withhold payment on that amount while the charge is
investigated. However, you must pay any part of the bill not in question.

*If you find an error, notify the creditor and contest it immediately.
Write to your credit card company (return receipt requested) within 60 days,
providing your name and account number, and the date and dollar amount in
question. Write to the address for "billing inquiries"” (often found on the back
of your monthly statements), not the address for sending your payments.
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Send copies of any documents that support your claim.
*The creditor must acknowledge your complaint in writing within 30 days
after receiving it, unless the problem has been rectified. They must resolve
the dispute within 90 days and may not take any legal or other action to
collect the disputed amount during the investigation (though the disputed
amount may be applied against your credit limit). While the creditor may
not threaten your credit rating or report you as delinquent while your bill is
under review, the credit card company may report that you are challenging
your bill.
*If the error is confirmed, your account must be corrected with all late fees
and penalties related to the error deleted. If you were mistaken, however,
you will receive an explanation in the mail along with a statement of what
you owe. You are responsible for the full payment along with any finance
charges that accumulated while you disputed the bill. For this reason, itis in
your interest to report the error as soon as you notice it. If you disagree with
the results of the investigation, you may write to the creditor, but you must
act within 10 days after receiving the explanation.
Lost or Stolen Cards — If your card is lost or stolen, call your credit card issuer
immediately to report the loss and request cancellation. Once your card has been
cancelled, no one will be able to use it to access your credit line. Additionally, the
federal Truth In Lending Act protects you from liability for any unauthorized charges
over $50. Keep a document with your credit card account numbers and credit
companies phone numbers in a secure place (apart from your credit cards) so that
you will be prepared if one of your cards ever goes missing.
Unsatisfactory Goods — The federal Fair Credit Billing Act allows you to withhold
payment for purchases over $50 in your own state or within 100 miles of your
address (unless the seller is the card issuer, or there is a special relationship between
the seller and the credit card issuer). You should notify the seller of your
dissatisfaction with the product in writing.

How Many Credit Cards Should You Have?

After obtaining a credit card, you might be hungry for others. Not so fast. Having too much credit
can result in debt problems. Some suggest that you should have only a maximum of one or two
bank credit cards and a department store and gasoline credit card. While creditors look at how you
manage more than one credit account at a time, they frown on too much open credit. Thus, having
several cards may result in you being turned down for credit that you really need, such as a loan.
And if your credit applications are denied, your credit report will contain these negative inquiries.

Tips on Keeping Credit Under Control:

v

Use your credit card for necessary expenses and essential emergency purchases. Do
not use your credit card to live beyond your means. Do not max out or exceed the
credit card limit; doing so will harm your rating.

Refrain from cash advances to avoid fees.

Pay all or most of the balance each month — if you make only minimum payments
each month you will be stuck paying off the debt for years to come, and you will pay
above cost for each purchase due to the interest charged.

Keep records — save receipts to review monthly charges. Contact your creditor
immediately if there are discrepancies or you are unsure about a charge.

Draw a line through blank spaces on charge slips so the amount isn't changed.
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v Safeguard your card and security numbers. :
v Carry only the credit cards you actually need or anticipate using; you will have one§

fewer thing to worry about if your wallet is lost or stolen.
v Call (888)-5-OPTOUT (567-8688) to opt-out from receiving new credit solicitations.

Overwhelmed by Debt?
Paying off significant debt is challenging but critical to your future security and independence.

Don't go it alone — seek help and advice from trusted professionals.

> Contact creditors to seek a reduction in fees and/or APR as well as a modified payment plan.
Keep a detailed record of conversations and correspondence.).
> Consult with a not-for-profit credit counseling service licensed by the New York State

Department of Banking. Free or low-cost services on budgeting and debt resolution can be
obtained from the Consumer Credit Counseling Service. (See Resources Section.)

> Consult an attorney. However, filing for personal bankruptcy, which remains on your credit
report for 10 years, should be your last resort.
> Beware of entities that advertise quick debt relief — they are usually offering bankruptcy.

Debt Collection Practices
While debt that has gone to collection can be problematic, you have certain protections against

abusive, deceptive and unfair tactics by these callers. Misrepresenting the nature and status of a
debt; making constant abusive phone calls; contacting a debtor's relatives, neighbors and employers;
failing to investigate claims by consumers that the debt was paid or was fraudulent; and threatening
to sue without any legal basis are common tactics by debt collectors. Report any problems you have
with a debt collector to the Office of the NYS Attorney General and the Federal Trade Commission.
You also may want to consult an attorney; consumers have the right to sue a collector and recover
damages and court costs in some cases. A debt collection agency may not:

> Contact you before 8 a.m. or after 9 p.m., unless you agree.

> Telephone repeatedly or continuously with the intent to annoy or harass.

> Use or threaten violence or criminal means to harm you.

> State that you have committed a crime or threaten to arrest you or represent that they will
seize, garnish or sell any property or wages unless such action is lawful.

> Use obscene or profane language.

> Collect an amount greater than what you owe.

> Threaten to take possession of your property without court approval. _

> Threaten to communicate false credit information with any other person or credit bureau.

> Give you legal documents misrepresenting the debt amount; or send you something
resembling an official document from a governmental agency when it is not.

> Contact you if, within 30 days after you receive written notice, you send the agency
a letter disputing the debt. However, a collector can renew activities if you are sent
proof.

Beware of Credit Repair

Turning to a business that promises to assist you in solving your credit problems may be tempting.
Exercise caution. Before you do business with any company, check it out with your local consumer
protection agency or the Better Business Bureau in the location of the business. Don't fall for credit
repair companies claiming that for a fee (usually $300-$400) they can clean up your credit report
0 you can get a car or loan, a credit card, or even a job. The truth is, they can't deliver.
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If you decide to respond to a credit repair offer, beware of companies that:

> Want you to pay for credit repair before any services are provided.

> Do not inform you of your legal rights and what you can do for yourself for free.
> Recommend that you not contact a credit bureau directly.

> Advise you to dispute all information in your credit report.

> Recommend that you invent a "new" credit report by applying for an Employer

identification Number to use instead of your Social Security number. If you follow illegal
advice and commit fraud, you may be subject to criminal prosecution. By law, credit repair
businesses must give you a copy of the "Consumer Credit File Rights Under State and
Federal Law" before you engage in their services. They also must present you with a
written contract that spells out your rights and obligations and the services to be performed,
including the time it will take to achieve results. Read these documents carefully, and
remember, a credit repair company cannot:

> Make false claims about their services or the amount or type of credit you can expect to gain.
> Misrepresent the time within which services will be performed.
> Charge you before the promised services are completed or perform any services before you

have signed a contract and completed a three-day waiting period. (During this time, you can
cancel the contract without paying any fees.) Your contract must specify the company's
name and business address, payment terms, services to be performed, how long it will take
to achieve results and any guarantees.

Resources:
Consumer Credit Counseling Service (800) 388-2227; www.nfcc.org
Federal Trade Commission (877) 382-4357;, www.ftc.gov

New York State Banking Department (800) 522-3330; www.banking.state.ny.us
Office of the NYS Attorney General

Consumer Frauds Bureau (800) 771-7755; www.oag. state.ny.us

NYS Consumer Protection Board (800) 697-1220; www.consumer.state.ny.us
Office of the Comptroller of the Currency (National Banks)

Compliance Management (800) 613-6743; www.occ.treas. gov/mdex htm
Federal Reserve Board (202) 452-3693; www.federalreserve.gov/
Office of Thrift Supervision (800) 842-6929; www.ots.treas.gov

Credit Bureaus:

Experian (888) 397-3742; www.experian.com/

Equifax (800) 685-1111; www.equifax.com/

800) 909-8872; www.transunion.com/

TransUnion
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PROTECTING YOUR PERSONAL DATA: OAG IDENTITY THEFT
REFERENCE GUIDE

Introduction of Topic: 1dentity theft is a serious problem in New York and throughout the
country. A survey conducted by the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) in 2003 showed that in the
12 months preceding the study, 3.23 million persons discovered that an identity thief had opened
one or more new credit accounts in their names. An additional 6.6 million consumers learned of the
misuse of an existing account by an identity thief. Overall nearly 10 million consumers, including
663,300 New York State residents, discovered that they were victims of some form of identity theft.
The FTC calculated that these numbers translate to nearly $5 billion in losses to individual
consumers, nearly $48 billion in losses to businesses, and almost 300 million hours spent by victims
trying to resolve their problems relating to denial of credit, insurance, employment and other
services. This guide explains how identity theft occurs, provides tips to protect your identity and

details the steBs zou should take if zou become a victim.

What is Identity Theft?
Identity theft is the practice of stealing someone's personal information (e g., name, date of birth,

SSn) with the intent to fraudulently obtain goods, property, credit, services, employment or
government documents. Sometimes thieves will even use someone's personal data when stopped
by police. Credit card fraud is the most common form of identity theft, followed by utility and bank
fraud. Victims of identity theft may lose job opportunities, loans, housing or cars, or get arrested for
crimes they didn't commit.

How Does an Identity Thief Gain Access to Your Personal Information?

> Stealing wallets, purses or mail.

> Rummaging through trash.

> Fraudulently reporting lost credit cards and ordering new cards in your name.

> "Shoulder Surfing" by watching you enter checking or credit card data at an ATM, or by

listening in on phone conversations.

Purchasing information from "inside sources" or data brokers.

"Skimming" or swiping a credit card to capture the encoded data on the magnetic strip.
Pretending to be a legitimate business or government employee to secure information.
Conducting Internet scams asking for personal or financial information.

Using a camera in a cellular phone to photograph a credit or ATM card.

Tampering with ATMs.

Hacking into websites and databases.

Keylogging or using spyware to access your computer input.

vV vV vV VvV VvV Vv v

Be Alert .
Most identity theft is committed by family members, intimate partners and friends. Be especially

wary of perpetrators of domestic violence or stalking, as they may be motivated to steal your identity
to harass and exercise power. A domestic abuser may also use identity theft to destroy your credit
and promote financial dependency. Thus, it is particularly important for you to guard your personal
information, open new accounts when separating from the abuser, monitor account transactions,
check credit reports regularly and follow the other preventive strategies in this guide.
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Tips on Preventing Identity Theft:

v Examine your credit reports on a regular basis. (You can obtain a free copy of]
your credit report once every year by calling (877) 322-8228, or writing to Annual
Credit Report Request Service, P.O. Box 105281, Atlanta, GA 30348-5281.)

- Shred financial and billing statements and credit card offers.
Keep your important documents in a secure, burglar-proof, fire-resistant safety box.
Reduce the number of identification and credit cards you carry and keep a list of]
all the numbers in a safe place. Do not carry your Social Security card.
Monitor activity on your bank and credit card statements each month.
Use direct deposit whenever possible and pick up new checks from the bank.
Mail bill payments at the post office and use a locked mail slot at home or a P.O.
box.
Only use secure Internet sites when conducting financial transactions.
Be careful releasing your personal information, especially on the phone or Internet.

Commit all passwords to memory. Do not use easy-to-guess passwords, such as
the last four digits of your SSn, DOB, middle name, or mother's maiden name.
Opt-out of information sharing to nonaffiliated companies by your financial
institutions.

If you receive notice of an information security breach from a company or State
agency, contact all three credit reporting bureaus and place a fraud alert for 90 days.
Consider placing a security freeze on your credit report restricting access to your
credit information.

Review your medical explanation of benefits statement regularly as thieves may use
your identity to obtain medical services.

Install a firewall and virus detection software on your computer.

Destroy the hard drive when disposing of your computer.

AN NN Y N N
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How Can You Tell If Your Identity Has Been Stolen?

Because identity thieves primarily steal information rather than tangible goods, you may not realize
right away that your identity has been stolen. However, the sooner you detect the theft, the fewer
headaches you'll have reclaiming your identity and finances. Be on the lookout for these warning

signs:

> Unexplained account activity

> Failing to receive account statements or expected credit cards
> Receiving statements on unfamiliar accounts

> Calls by debt collectors

> Receiving credit denials for no apparent reason

Strategies When You Suspect that Your Identity has been Stolen:

If you suspect that your identity has been stolen, act quickly — time is of the essence! Your first step
should be to contact the credit reporting agencies, your creditor and bank, and the police. Next, call
any other business or organization that may have received fraudulent data. These first calls should
stop the continuing misuse of your identity. However, if damage has already been done — for
example, if your money has been stolen or your identity has been used falsely in the commission
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of a crime — you will need to gather and review any records pertaining to the fraud to ensure that you
are not held liable for the actions of the thief. To do so:

N N SN KAlNS

Obtain free copies of your credit report from the credit reporting agencies.
Request in writing free copies of relevant business transaction records from creditors.
Place a security freeze on your credit report.

Block reporting of fraudulent data in your credit record by submitting a police report.
Use certified mail, with return receipt requested, and never mail original documents.
Maintain detailed records of the letters and phone conversations you have with
creditors, credit agencies and other affected organizations.

Use anotarized FTC ID Theft Affidavit to prove that any new accounts were opened
by an imposter when corresponding with creditors.

Prepare a comprehensive victim impact statement for a possible restitution award.

v/

4

v

v/

v

As a Victim of ldentity Theft, What Should You Do Immediately?

Other Contacts to Call:

Contact the three major credit reporting agencies to place a 90-day fraud alert on
your account and get copies of your report. Call: Equifax (800) 685-1111 or

(800) 525-6285; Experian (888) 397-3742; and TransUnion (800) 916-8800 or
(800) 680-7289.

Contact your bank and your creditors' fraud department; close any compromised
accounts and open new ones with new passwords.

Call police and obtain a copy of their report.

If bogus checks have been issued in your name: Chex Systems (800) 428-9623;
Scan (800) 262-7771. (Check approval agencies)

If your SSn was stolen: Social Security Administration Fraud Hotline
(800) 269-0271. (Note that some driver's licenses show the driver's SSn.)
If you suspect that the thief used the mail: U.S. Postal Inspection Service
(888) 877-7644.

If you believe your identification was used in violation of tax laws:

IRS (800) 829-0433.

If your license was compromised: New York State Department of Motor
Vehicles (800) 342-5368.

If relevant: Utilities, employer, school, heath club, etc.

If you want more information or to obtain the affidavit: Federal Trade Commission
877) IDTHEFT (438-4338) or http://www.consumer.gov/idtheft/

Additional Resources:
OAG Consumer Helpline (800) 771-7755; www.oag.state.ny.us
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PAYDAY LOANS: OAG SHORT-TERM LOAN REFERENCE GUIDE

Introduction of Topic: When times are tough you may be tempted by payday loans, which allow
you to spend your paycheck before you receive it. While these loans may seem to offer a good
solution when costs arise between paychecks, they are typically very expensive and often hurt your
finances more than they help. This guide explains how payday loans work and suggests lower-cost

alternatives.

What is a Payday Loan?

Payday loans are small dollar ($100-500), short-term loans with extremely high interest rates that
the borrower promises to repay out of his or her next paycheck. They are obtained from a variety
of sources including loan companies, check cashers and pawn shops, as well as via the Internet. The
average interest rate for a payday loan on an annualized basis is generally 500 percent, well over the
16-25 percent that can be charged on a normal loan or forbearance under New York State laws. And
the annualized interest rate for a payday loan can be even higher if the consumer is unable to pay
off the loan on its original due date and chooses to "rollover" the loan.

In a typical scenario, you provide the lender with a check or debit authorization for the amount of]
the loan plus a fee (the fee is actually interest on the amount of the loan). The lender agrees to delay
cashing the check or accessing the debit authorization until your next payday or income payment,
usually two weeks later. Payday loans are often granted without any assessment of your ability to
pay the loan. If you cannot repay the loan at the end of the two-week period, the lender often offers
to extend the loan for an additional fee, called a rollover, which results in an even higher rate of]
interest. The average payday loan borrower rolls over the loan several times, so that the loan is
outstanding for many months and the borrower typically pays many times the face value of the
original loan in interest.

Under the federal Truth in Lending Act, the cost of payday loans — like other types of credit — must
be disclosed, and you must receive the finance charge (a dollar amount) and the annual percentage
rate or APR in writing. If you decide to use a payday loan even after considering the high costs,
borrow only as much as you can afford to pay with your next paycheck.

Alternatives to Payday Borrowing
Payday loans are very expensive, and often snowball into greater debt. Before signing on, consider
some of these tips:

v/ Seek a loan from a licensed lender that makes small unsecured loans. These loans

usually are less expensive and are available to those with poor credit.

v Take small loans from credit unions or a cash advance on a credit card.

4 Make a pawn loan using a nonessential item as collateral.

v/ Work out a better payment plan with your creditors.

v Seek overdraft protection in your checking account.

v Contact a State licensed, not-for-profit credit counseling service for help.

OAG Consumer Helpline (800) 771-7755;, www.oag.state.ny.us

New York State Banking Department " (800) 522-3330; www.banking.state.ny.us
National Foundation for Credit Counselin 800) 388-2227; www.nfcc.org/bankruptc
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OAG GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS

Financial Literacy: Banking and Credit

-A-
Account—Money deposited with a financial institution for investment and/or safekeeping purposes.

Affinity Card — A credit card with special features sponsored by a not-for-profit organization or
educational institution that receives a portion of the card user's fees.

Annual Percentage Rate (APR) — The cost of credit as a yearly rate, taking into account interest,
transaction fees and other service charges. It is expressed as a simple percentage.

Appreciate — To grow in value. Usually used in relation to investments — stocks, collectibles,
real-estate, etc. — that are now worth more than what you paid for them.

Assets — Items of monetary value (e.g., house, land, car), owned by an individual or a company.

ATM - Acronym for automated teller machine.

-B-

Balance — An outstanding amount of money. In banking, balance refers to the amount of money
in a particular account. In credit, balance refers to the amount owed.

Basic Banking (also known as "Lifeline Account") — Low cost banking services providing for the
following: opening minimum deposit of as little as $25; minimum monthly balance of one penny;
monthly maintenance fee of no more than $3; and eight withdrawals or third-party checks cashed
per month at no additional cost.

Bank — An establishment for lending, issuing, borrowing, exchanging and safeguarding money.

Blocking — When a merchant such as a hotel or car rental company places a hold on your card for
an estimated total of the price you will later pay. Used to ensure you do not exceed your credit line.

Bond - A certificate of debt issued by corporations or government agencies that promise payment
of interest on specific dates, with payment of the original investment amount at maturity.

Bounced Check — A check that a bank has refused to cash or pay because you have insufficient
funds to cover it in your account.

Broker — A licensed professional who advises people about investments and helps people buy and
sell stocks, bonds, mutual funds, etc. The broker earns a fee for this guidance, called a commission,

usually a percentage of the transaction.

Budget — A plan you create for controlling spending and encouraging saving.
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-C-

Canceled Check — A "used" check that has been paid and subtracted from the check-writer's
account. Canceled checks have extra data on them from the bank. They may be mailed to the writer
each month with the statement, although many banks keep them on record and available upon
request. Canceled checks are excellent receipts that should be kept for reference and tax purposes.

Capital — A stock of accumulated wealth used or available for producing more wealth.

Cash — Money in the form of paper and coins (e.g., U.S. dollars and cents). In banking, this term
is used to describe the act of paying a check.

Cash Advance — An instant loan given to a credit card holder by the credit card issuer that accrues
interest from the date of withdrawal.

Cashier's Check — A check issued by a bank, drawn on its own funds rather than on one of its
depositor's funds. The bank assumes the obligation of payment.

Certificate of Deposit — A savings account in which an individual promises to deposit an amount
of money for a set period of time with a specific rate of interest. A bank usually pays a higher
interest rate on this type of savings instrument than on a regular savings account.

Charge Card — A plastic card that gives access to a line of credit. The line of credit is theoretically
limitless, but users are expected to repay their balance in full every month.

Check — A written document instructing a bank to pay money from the writer's or customer's

account.
Check Card — See Debit Card.

Check 21 - A federal law allowing banks to process checks electronically without having to provide
the actual paper check.

Checking Account — An account from which the holder can write checks. Checking accounts pay
less interest than savings accounts, and sometimes pay no interest.

Check Register (also known as a “check ledger”) — This booklet is usually kept in your checkbook
for you to keep track of all the deposits, withdrawals and checks you write.

Clear - A check "clears" when its amount is debited (subtracted) from the payer's or writer's account
and credited (added) to the payee's account.

Collateral — Anything that a bank accepts as security against the debtor's loan. If the debtor fails
to repay the loan, the bank is allowed to keep the collateral. Collateral is most commonly in the

form of real estate (e.g., a home).

Commercial Bank (also known as "Full Service Banks") — A financial institution providing a wide
range of services such as checking and savings accounts for consumers and businesses, selling and
redeeming U.S. savings bonds, credit and loan arrangements for consumers and business
establishments and safety deposit box rentals.
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Compound Interest — Interest calculated not only on the original principal, but also on the interest
already accrued.

Cosigner — To further secure their interests, banks may request the signature of an additional person
who is not the borrower but who assumes equal responsibility for a loan.

Credit — Buying or borrowing on the promise to repay at a later date. In any credit arrangement,
there is a creditor (a person, bank, store, or company to whom money is owed) and a debtor (the
person who owes money).

Credit Bureau (also known as "Credit Reporting Agencies") — A private agency that collects and
sells information about a consumer's credit and transaction history. The bureau uses this information
to assign a credit score to indicate the creditworthiness of a consumer. The agency does not
determine whether credit should be extended to the consumer. When a prospective creditor inquires
about a particular person, the credit reporting agency sells the creditor a credit report containing all
the information relevant to the person and the credit score calculated by the agency.

Credit Card — A plastic card giving a consumer authorization to purchase goods and services on
a line of credit. The credit limit is set by the creditor and is generally based on the information
reported to and by the credit agencies. Consumers are not required to pay the full amount each
month. Instead, the unpaid balance (also known as "revolve") accrues interest on a monthly basis
with only a minimum payment due. Credit cards may be issued by a specific business, such as a
retail establishment or oil company, or a financial institution.

Credit Limit —The maximum amount of credit that a financial institution, lender or credit card
issuer will extend to a customer.

Credit History — A record of your borrowing and paying habits. Credit reporting agencies track
your history and supply this information to credit card companies, banks and other lenders.

Credit Rating — A published ranking by a credit bureau or another institution of whether a person
is suitable to receive credit. Credit ratings are based on a detailed analysis of one's financial history,
ability to meet debt obligations, character and capital. Lenders use this information to decide

whether to approve a loan or mortgage.

Credit Union — A not-for-profit financial institution owned and operated by its members. Members
usually have a common affiliation such as employment or labor union. Credit unions often offer
lower fees and provide consumer credit.

Currency — Anything used as a common medium of exchange. In practice, currency means cash,
particularly paper money. Bankers often use the phrase "coin and currency” to refer to cents and

dollars.
-D-

Debit — A bookkeeping term for a sum of money owed by an individual or institution; a charge
deducted from an account.
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Debit Card — A banking card that allows a consumer to access funds immediately and electronically
and offers POS (point-of-sale) features that can be used to purchase goods and services
electronically. The card replaces cash or checks. Transactions are deducted from the cardholder's

checking account either immediately or within three days. Depending upon the type of card, a debit
card may require the user to sign their name or enter a PIN (personal identification number) into

special equipment.
Demand Deposit — A checking account.

Deposit Slip — An itemized slip showing the exact amount of paper money, coin and checks being
deposited to a particular account.

Depositor — An individual or company that puts money into a bank account.
Discount — To reduce from an original price or an item's full worth.

Diversify — To spread out the money you invest into different types of investments: bonds, stocks,
CDs, mutual funds, etc. The idea is to avoid putting all your eggs in one basket. Different kinds of
investments do well in different economic climates. Therefore, if one of your investments drops in
value, the other kinds of investments should hold or increase their value.

Dividend — A payment made by a company to a stockholder to share in the company's profits.

-E-
Earned Income — Wages paid in exchange for work.

Endorse — To sign, as the payee, the back of a check before cashing, depositing or giving it to
someone else. The first endorsement must be made by the payee to authorize the transaction. Later
endorsements may be made by whomever receives the check.

Expenses — Things you pay money for, such as goods and services.

-F-

Federal Child Tax Credit and Child Dependent Care Credit — An IRS tax deduction where you
may be able to reduce your taxes if you paid someone to care for a child or a dependent in order for

you to be able to work or look for work.

Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) — Established as part of the Banking Act of 1933,
the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) protects bank customers from possible losses by
insuring various kinds of savings and checking accounts up to $100,000 per bank total.

Federal Earned Income Tax Credit — An income tax credit refund available for low-income
working individuals and families.

Federal Extension — By filling out IRS Form 4868, " Application for Automatic Extension of Time
To File U.S. Income Tax Return," you may be given additional time to complete your taxes.
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Federal Fair Credit Billing Act— A federal act that protects consumers from unauthorized charges
on their credit cards.

Federal Innocent Spouse Relief — After satisfying certain requirements, it relieves a spouse from
joint or individual liability due to a spouse or ex-spouse failing to report income or failing to claim
improper deductions or credits on their taxes.

Federal Payment Installments — If you are unable to pay the full amount you owe on your tax
return, you can enter into an agreement to pay on a monthly basis. However, you will incur

additional fees such as interest.

Federal Reserve System — A governmental agency established by Congress to organize and
regulate banking throughout the United States. The twelve reserve banks keep paper and currency
reserves for affiliated banks.

Federal Trade Commission (FTC) — The federal agency that oversees and enforces a variety of
federal antitrust and consumer protection laws. The FTC also works to enhance the marketplace by
eliminating acts or practices that are deemed unfair or deceptive.

Federal Truth in Lending Act — This law requires lenders to disclose all terms and costs
concerning a lending agreement to a borrower.

Finance Charge — A charge for credit. Usually, the fee a consumer pays when she or he does not
pay off the entire credit card debt within a single payment period, usually about 25-28 days.

Fixed Interest — Interest rates that do not change during the time of the investment or loan.

Fixed Expenses — Expenses that stay basically the same from month-to-month, such as housing and
transportation.

-G-

Grace Period — The period of time a lender allows a borrower to make a payment on the debt
without penalty or finance charges, usually about 20-25 days. Failing to pay within the grace period
may result in being assessed finance charges.

-H-

Holiday Club Account — An account in which you save money for the holiday season. Generally,
the account begins and ends in October, but you can open a holiday account any time of the year.

I-

Income — Money received as a result of working, providing services, the sale of goods or property,
and/or from investments.

Income Tax — Money that wage earners pay the government. The amount of taxes paid is based
on your earnings.
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Individual Development Accounts (IDAs) — A type of savings account forfow-income families
to use for the purchase of a first home, education, job training and developing of a small business.
Generally, deposits are matched using both private and public sources.

Individual Retirement Accounts (IRA) — A type of retirement savings account that provides tax
benefits.

Insufficient Funds — Not having enough money to cover an expense. Usually checks that bounce
are returned stamped with the phrase "insufficient funds."

Insured Savings — Accounts that are insured up to $100,000 by the Federal Deposit Insurance
Corporation (FDIC).

Interest — The fee paid for the use and/or loan of money. Interest may be paid, for example, by an
individual to a bank for credit card use, or by a bank to an individual for holding a savings account.
Interest is expressed in terms of annual percentage rate (APR).

Interest Bearing Accounts — An account where your funds are available for withdrawal while
continuing to earn interest.

Interest Rate — The price paid to use someone else's money expressed as an annual percentage rate.

Invest—To put your money in CDs, money market accounts, mutual funds, savings accounts, bonds
or stocks with the goal of earning more money.

Investment Banks — Financial institutions that assist public and private corporations in raising
funds by advising them on the use of the capital market.

-J-

Joint Account — A savings or checking account established in the names of more than one person
(e.g., parent/child, wife/husband).

-L-
Liability — Money owed to individuals, businesses or institutions.

Lien — A right given to a lender over a borrower's property or money when the borrower cannot pay
the debt.

Lifeline — See Basic Banking.
Line of Credit — An authorized amount of credit given to an individual, business or institution.

Liquidity — How quickly an asset (any item of value that you own) can be turned into cash. In other
words, whether you have to wait until a certain date or pay a penalty to withdraw your money from
an account or an investment instrument.

Loan — Money or an object that is borrowed usually with the understanding that the loan will be
paid back with interest.
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-M-
Minimum Payment — The smallest amount you are required to pay a lender each month on a debt.
Money — Anything generally recognized as a medium of exchange.

Money Market Account — A savings account offered by a bank (or a mutual fund). The account
typically requires: 1) a minimum deposit and 2) that you maintain a minimum balance. The account
invests in certificates of deposit and Treasury bills and pays a rate of interest that rises and falls with

the economy.

Mortgage — A long-term loan obtained by individuals to buy a home that legally transfers
ownership from the debtor to the creditor until the debt is paid.

Mutual Fund - A savings fund that uses cash from a pool of savers to buy a wide range of
securities, like stocks, bonds and real estate. This is a way to diversify your investments because
you own small units of each of the fund's investments. The fund is professionally managed to meet

various investment objectives.

-N-

National Credit Union Administration — An independent federal agency responsible for regulating
the federal credit unions and many of the state-chartered credit unions.

Net Worth — The value of all your possessions minus any debt and/or other financial obligations.

New York City Earned Income Credit (EIC) — A New York City refundable tax credit for people
who worked full or part-time and earned below a certain amount.

New York State ATM Safety Act — A law that requires banks to provide security measures
including adequate lighting at an ATM location.

New York State Banking Department — The agency responsible for regulating New York State
licensed and chartered financial institutions.

New York State Child and Dependent Care Credit — A tax credit that reduces the amount of
income tax you owe on your tax return because you have incurred child or dependent care expenses.

New York State Earned Income Credit — You may qualify for a income tax refund if you claimed
the federal earned income credit and if you have filed a New York State income tax return.

New York State Extension — Additional time to file your New York State income tax return. You
can request up to a six-month extension of your State income tax return by filing Form IT-370,

available at www.tax.state.ny.us.

New York State Innocent Spouse Relief— If certain conditions are met, this law allows an innocent
spouse to be relieved from income tax liability.
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New York State Installment Payment Agreements — If you cannot pay the full amount owed on
your income tax return, you may request to pay it off in monthly installments. You may be charged

additional fees and interest charges.

-O-

Overdraft — A check written for more money than is currently in the account. If the bank refuses
to cash the check, it is said to have "bounced."

Overdraft Protection — Prevents a check from bouncing by automatically transferring funds from
a separate line of credit linked to your personal account to cover for insufficient funds. Some banks

may charge a fee this service.

-P-

Passbook — A booklet given by the bank to the depositor to record deposits, withdrawals, and
interest earned on a savings account.

Payee — An individual or company to whom a check is written; one who receives money as
payment.

Payer — An individual or company who writes a check; one who gives money as payment.

Penny Stock — A nickname for extremely low-priced stock, usually only a few dollars a share.
These stocks are considered highly speculative, which is another way of saying highly risky. They
are priced low because they have not yet proven themselves in the market.

Percentage — A way of measuring. The number 100 (which stands for the whole amount) is usually
divided into 100 smaller, but equal, parts, each called a percent. So a percentage usually refers to
a certain number of parts within the whole. Therefore, 6 percent is 6 units out of 100 percent (the
whole). If you have invested $100, and you earn 8 percent interest on the money, you will earn 8
parts of the whole, or $8. A percentage explains a number in relation to the whole.

Principal — The original amount of money borrowed, deposited or invested before interest accrues.
Profit — The money you've earned after all your expenses and debts have been paid.

Proprietary Credit Card — A private labeled credit card typically issued by a department store or
petroleum company that can only be used at those specific outlets.

R

Rate of Compounding — When an account compounds interest (figuring interest on interest already
earned) it does so regularly. Compounding can take place annually, semi-annually, quarterly,
monthly or daily. The more often interest is compounded the faster your money will grow.

Real Estate — Property in the form of land or buildings.

Rebate — Generally, an offer where after purchasing an item and returning the original receipt and
coupon the customer receives a check for a certain amount.
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Refinance — To revise a loan agreement to make the terms of payment more suitable to a borrower's
present income and ability to repay. Refinancing usually provides a lower interest rate and lower
monthly payments over a longer period of time.

Revolving Credit Card — A plastic card that gives access to a line of credit. Users are limited in
how much they can charge, but they are not required to repay the full amount each month. Instead,
the balance (or "revolve") accrues interest with only a minimum payment due.

-S-

Salary — Financial compensation an employee receives for performing a job, and part of your
compensation package. It can be determined on an hourly, daily, weekly, monthly or yearly basis.
A salary can include overtime pay, bonuses and commissions.

Save — Hanging onto your money for a future use instead of spending it. Saving is the opposite of
spending.

Savings Account — A bank account that pays you interest for keeping your sévings init. Banks use
your money to make loans, so they pay you interest for the use of your money. Your money is
insured up to $100,000 by the FDIC, so you don't have to worry about borrowers taking your money

and not paying it back.

Savings and Loan Association — Financial institutions created to accept savings from private
investors and to provide home mortgage services to the public.

Secured Credit Card — A type of credit card linked to a bank account or something of value as
collateral. The issuer of the card can claim the funds in the account or seize the collateral in the

event the cardholder fails to make a necessary payment. This type of arrangement allows credit
card issuers to take on riskier customers.

Service Charge — A monthly fee a bank charges for handling a checking account.
Share — A unit of ownership in an investment or a company.
Shareholder — Someone who owns stock in a company.

Stop Payment — A request made to a bank to not pay a specific check. If requested soon enough,
the check will not be debited from the payer's account. Usually, there is a charge for this service.

Stop Payment — A request made to a bank to not pay a specific check. If requested soon enough,
the check will not be debited from the payer's account. Usually, there is a charge for this service.

Stored -Value Card — A card with a pre-paid amount of money or benefits. The value of the card
decreases according to purchases made or benefits used.

Store Charge Card — A card issued by a retail store which can only be used to make purchases at
that particular store. :
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Stock — A certificate representing a share of ownership in a company.

Stock Market — An organized way for 1) people to buy and sell stocks and 2) corporations to raise
money. There are three known exchanges: The New York Stock Exchange, the American Stock
Exchange and the National Association of Securities Dealers Automated Quotation System (

NASDAQ).
-T-

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) — Federally funded and state-administered
welfare programs providing assistance and work opportunities to needy families. These programs
have specific income eligibility requirement.

Terms — The period of time and the interest rate arranged between creditor and debtor to repay a
loan.

-U-

Unearned Income — Money you make that is not the result of your labor, such as interest from a
savings account or other kind of investment.

U.S. Savings Bond - A kind of investment in which you lend money to the government for a certain
amount of time and at a certain interest rate. You are paid interest according to the terms of your
bond. At the end of the term, the borrower (the government) returns to you the amount you

originally lent.

Unsecured (Regular) Credit Card — Opposite of a secured credit card. The card is not backed by
the collateral of the cardholder or borrower. A credit card issued by a financial institution where
a consumer borrows a certain amount of money and is allowed to pay a minimum amount of the
balance on a monthly basis. Interest is charged on any unpaid balance.

-V-

Vacation Club Account —Money set aside for a vacation. A vacation club usually begins and ends
in June.

Variable Expenses — Kinds of spending that can be controlled and typically change from month-
to-month. For example, groceries can be a variable expense. You can choose to buy expensive food,

(e.g., steak, lobster, lamb chops, or shrimp) or inexpensive food (e.g., chicken legs, turkey,
hamburger). With variable expenses, you have choices.

-W-

Withdrawal — An amount of money taken out of an account.
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Sources:

Federal Trade Commission www.ftc.gov

Federal Reserve Bank www.federalreserve.gov
Internal Revenue Service WWW.II'S. g0V

Office of Attorney General Consumer Smarts Guide = www.oag.state.ny.us

New York City Department of Finance WWW.NYC.gov
New York State Department of Banking www.banking state.ny.us

Notes:
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PROTECTING YOURSELF: OAG INSURANCE REFERENCE GUIDE

Introduction of Topic: Insurance is a tool to protect yourself and your family against things that
might go wrong, and is an important component in your financial plan. Various types of insurance
offer financial protection against the cost of accidents, illness, disability, death and even lawsuits.
No one-size-fits-all policy exists; the insurance decisions you make should be based on your age,
family, health, comfort with risk and economic situation. This guide provides an overview of the
different types of insurance available and the information you should consider when choosing
coverage, as well as more detailed information on the three most important types of coverage:
health, homeowner/tenant and automobile insurance.

What are the Common Types of Insurance?
> Health Insurance helps pay for your medical bills, which might otherwise cost you
several thousands of dollars. However, it usually does not cover all the costs of your care,
and prescription drugs might not be covered at all. You may receive health insurance as an
employee benefit, in which your employer pays all or part of the cost (called "the premium")
for you, your spouse and your children. If you do not receive health insurance through an
employer, you may obtain it directly from a private health insurer (called "direct-pay health
insurance") or through a government insurance program, like Medicaid or Child or Family
Health Plus. In New York State, you can obtain direct pay, most employer-provided and all
government-sponsored health insurance even if you already have health problems or a
"pre-existing" condition.
Disability Insurance protects you against lost income if illness or injury makes you
unable to work for a long period of time. Before purchasing, make sure that you do not
already receive similar coverage from an employer-provided policy or workers'
compensation.
Automobile Insurance protects you from damage to your car and/or from liability for
damage or injury caused by you or someone else driving your vehicle. It can also help cover
€xpenses you or anyone in your car may incur because of an accident with an uninsured
motorist. The State requires a minimum level of bodily injury and property damage liability
coverage. It is important to have enough coverage to cover any costs. If you do not have
adequate insurance, an injured party may attempt to collect from your assets including any
savings or property. Collision, fire and theft coverage is also recommended for an
automobile having more than minimal value. You can reduce costs, however, by choosing
a higher deductible — the amount of loss that must be exceeded before you are compensated.
The cost of auto insurance varies greatly, depending on the company and agent offering it,
your choice of coverage and deductible, where you live, the type of vehicle, your driving
record, the purpose for which the automobile is used and the ages of drivers in the family.
You may be subject to a premium surcharge due to accidents and convictions for vehicular
offenses. Discounts are often available for safe drivers, those who have taken a defensive
driving class and/or drive limited mileage and for those who own a car with anti-theft and
safety devices. Beyond those required by law, most insurance companies offer other
optional insurance lines at additional cost, including towing and mechanical breakdown,
rental reimbursement and accidental death/dismemberment coverage.
> Homeowner Insurance protects your housing investment. To secure a mortgage, you
will likely need two forms of homeowner insurance: property and liability insurance.
Property coverage reimburses you for damage to or loss of your house and personal
possessions, and usually covers fire and theft. Some areas also require flood insurance,
which you can obtain through federal insurance programs. Liability insurance protects you

from people who might sue for injuries or damage sustained on your property.

v

v
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> Renter's Insurance is similar to homeowner's insurance and will cover losses for damages
to your personal property in the event of a fire, theft or water incident in your apartment.
> Life Insurance provides money to your beneficiary, whom you designate, in the event of

your death. Make sure you clearly identify the beneficiary of your plan, and remember that
you can change the beneficiary later. There are two types of plans: term and permanent.
Term provides protection for deaths that occur within a specified period of time. The longer
the guarantee, the higher the initial premium, and the older you are, the higher your rate.
Term insurance is the least expensive plan, but various options including renewable and
convertible term plans may increase your costs. Permanent insurance (whole-life or ordinary
life) is designed to provide coverage for your entire lifetime. Whole-life policies stretch the
cost over a longer period of time, and sometimes provide a tax-deferred savings program too.
> Credit Life Insurance repays the lender for the balance of a loan if the borrower dies or
becomes disabled. This coverage will add to the total cost of the loan and make payments
higher. The New York State Insurance Department must approve any health, automobile,
homeowner's or life insurance policy before a company can issue it to consumers.

Shopping and Applying for Insurance
When considering insurance, review the coverage terms and compare the costs of different plans,

including the amount of the monthly premium and any out-of-pocket expenses such as deductibles,
coinsurance and co-payments. Don't hesitate to ask your broker or agent any questions you may
have. After you have chosen and applied for an insurance plan, the insurer will review your
application as well as various databases and credit information to assess your past and present
claims' history. In deciding whether to offer coverage and what the rate should be, the insurer may
request your CLUE report, which details any losses you have sustained over the previous five years.
You may obtain one free copy of your CLUE report each year by contacting CLUE at the
ChoicePoint Consumer Center: (800) 456-6004 or www.choicetrust.com. If you are denied
insurance, your premium is raised, your coverage limited, or your policy cancelled, you are entitled
to an additional free copy of your report. You have the right to challenge any incomplete or
inaccurate information on the CLUE report. Under New York law, insurers using credit information

must:

> Send notice disclosing this fact, including the name of the credit reporting agency.
> Give notice if your premium is higher than it would be if you had a "better" credit score.
> Review your credit information at least once every three years, upon request. If your

credit has improved, you may be eligible for a lower premium and the company must

make any necessary adjustments.
> Not terminate your policy or increase a renewal premium based on credit information.

Take Note: Under federal law, a consumer reporting agency is prohibited from furnishing a
consumer report containing medical information in connection with an insurance transaction, unless
the consumer consents. Alternatively, the information may be reported if it is stated in code so as
not to identify the nature of the medical service.
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Check It Out! When you receive your
insurance policy, it's a good idea to check that
the information used to determine your
premium is correct. You should also verify
that your mailing address is correct and that all
discounts to which you are entitled have been
applied. When insuring an automobile, make
sure that the dates of any chargeable accidents

Discrimination: An insurer cannot refuse to
issue or renew, deny or cancel your insurance
policy; demand or require a greater premium or
payment; or designate domestic violence as a
pre-existing condition, solely because you are
a victim of domestic violence. The insurer
must inform you of its specific reasons which
must be based on criteria related to anticipated
or actual loss.

and convictions are correct.

Health Insurance

What Types of Health Insurance Plans are Available?

Whether you receive health insurance through employment, buy it directly from a private health

insurer or obtain it through a government program, you may have to choose from different types of

plans. Below is a description of the different types of plans, along with some of the advantages and

disadvantages of each:

> Health Maintenance Organizations (HMOs) — HMOs maintain "networks" of hospitals
and physicians from which you can access care. These entities usually require you to have
pre-authorization for certain services and to see specialists, and generally do not pay for
services received from an "out-of-network" or "nonparticipating" provider. However, they
usually cost less than other plans because they have lower premiums and you only pay a
limited amount of money ($10-$25) as a "copayment" when seeking care.

> HMO-Point of Service (HMO-POS) Plans — An HMO-POS is a more flexible version
of the HMO in that it provides some coverage for care received out-of-network. However,
you will pay more of the bill — usually a coinsurance of 20 percent, rather than a limited co-
payment.

> Preferred Provider Organizations (PPOs) — PPOs have networks of doctors, hospitals
and other providers, but you usually have more flexibility to choose doctors and are not
limited to doctors in one particular group. Additionally, they offer some coverage for
out-of-network doctors and generally do not require that you have a referral to see a
specialist. These plans usually have higher premiums than HMOs. Additionally, you will
be charged a copayment for in-network care and coinsurance for out-of-network care.

> Fee-for-Service — Under this plan, you choose which doctors and hospitals to use, and
your insurance plan pays a percentage of the fee for each service provided. This type of
health plan is not generally available now, except for some people with Medicaid and
Medicare (those who are over 65 or permanently disabled).

Shopping for Health Insurance
When choosing health insurance, begin by finding out about all the options you might have. If
insurance is available through your employer, talk to your boss or someone in human resources
about the types of plans that are offered. You will also need to contact the employer if you lose your
job or are divorced from your spouse and you wish to keep your coverage. (See below about
"COBRA" coverage.) 1f you cannot get insurance through your job, you will have to buy it directly
from an insurance company ("direct pay") or apply for a government program. Because private
insurance can be expensive, check first to see if you qualify for one of the following government
programs: '
> Healthy NY — This is a program for working individuals whose employers do not
provide coverage. Only individuals who meet certain income guidelines are eligible.
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Benefits include: physician and hospital care, maternity care, adult and child preventive care,
laboratory services and other services. Monthly premiums will vary. Call (866) 432-5849
or visit www.HealthyNY.com.

> Child Health Plus — This is a plan for children under the age of 19 who are residents of
the State. Depending on your family's income, your child may be eligible to join Plan A or
Plan B. Benefits include: well-child care, hospital treatment, lab tests, prescription drugs,
dental and vision care and other services. Premiums depend upon gross family income. Call
(800) 698-4543 or visit www.health.state.ny.us.

> Family Health Plus — This is a plan for lower-income adults who are ineligible for
Medicaid and have no access to insurance through employers. Benefits include: physician
and hospital care, prescription drugs, lab tests and vision, speech and hearing services.
There are no co-payments or deductibles. Call (877) 934-7587 or visit www.health.state.ny.us.

> Prenatal Care Assistance Program (PCAP) — This is a comprehensive prenatal care
program offering pregnancy care and other health services to women and teens whose
income does not exceed 200 percent of the federal poverty level. Benefits include: routine
pregnancy check-ups, hospital care during pregnancy and delivery, and health care for the
woman until at least two months after delivery and for the baby up to one year of age. Call

(800) 522-5006 or visit www.health.state.ny.us.

If you don't qualify for a government program, you may want to buy a direct-pay policy. In New
York State, most insurance companies are required to sell an HMO and HMO-POS plan to any
person and their family, even those who already have health problems. While these policies can
offer good coverage for health costs, they can be expensive. To find out more about these plans and
what they cost in your area, call the New York State Department of Insurance. (See Resources
Section.) Another way you may find coverage is through a group, club or an association to which
you belong. While such plans may not offer as many benefits, they are less expensive than

direct-pay policies.

Tips on Finding a Good Health Insurance Plan: ;
v If you are offered insurance through your job, talk to the employer about the types
of plans available and differences in cost.
Before buying insurance, first check to see if you qualify for a cheaper government
program. ;
Call the NYS Department of Insurance to check that the health plan you want to join
is licensed to do business in New York State.
Contact the NYS Department of Insurance if an insurer asks you questions about;
your health before selling you a policy or denies coverage due to a pre-existing;
condition. '
Most health plans in New York State are not allowed to ask such questions.
If you are going to buy HMO or PPO coverage, ask if the doctors and hospitals
you already use are in the network so that your costs will be as low as possible.
Check whether your plan will cover the prescription drug(s) you are taking. 3
Make sure you know the costs of deductibles, copayments or coinsurance you
will pay when you get care. $
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What Happens If You Lose Health Insurance Provided by an Employer?
COBRA is a federal law that allows "qualified beneficiaries" (the covered employee, spouse of the
covered employee, and dependent children of the covered employee) to continue receiving
employer-sponsored group health insurance when they would otherwise lose their coverage as a
result of a "qualifying event."
A "qualifying event" is one of the following situations:

1) Death of the covered employee

2) Loss of employment for any reason other than gross misconduct

3) Reduction in hours worked by the covered employee

4) Divorce or legal separation from the covered employee

5) Covered employee becoming eligible for Medicare

6) Loss of dependent child status under the plan rules

COBRA covers most employers with 20 or more employees, and New York State law requires
employers with fewer than 20 employees to provide equivalent coverage. Under COBRA:

v Each qualifying beneficiary can get the same coverage that is being offered to
current employees — no more, no less.

v The beneficiary who continues the health insurance is responsible for paying up
to 102 percent of the cost of the insurance coverage.

4 The beneficiary must notify the plan administrator of a divorce, legal separation

or change in the status of a dependent child within 60 days from the later of: 1) the
date she or he would lose coverage due to a qualifying event, or 2) the date that she
or he is sent notice of the right to elect COBRA continuation of coverage.

v If the qualifying event was loss of employment or reduction of hours, COBRA
coverage can last for 18 months; if the qualified beneficiary is determined to be
totally disabled within 60 days of a qualifying event, COBRA coverage can last 29
months; and for all other qualifying events (including divorce) the COBRA coverage
can last a maximum of 36 months.

v You have 60 days to decide whether to elect COBRA coverage, and 45 additional
days to pay the premium.

Abuse and Privacy
Generally, under the federal Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act, an insurer or

medical entity may only disclose information about a survivor of abuse to a government authority
if the survivor consents or where required by law (e.g., gunshot or knife wound or burn injury).
Disclosure is only authorized when the entity believes it is necessary to prevent serious harm. Ifthe
victim is unable to consent because of incapacity (for example, if unconscious), disclosure to law
enforcement agents is only permissible where not intended to be used against the victim and when
waiting for consent would hurt an investigation. The entity must inform the survivor of the
disclosure, unless there is concern for future harm, so that the victim can take appropriate safety

precautions.

Under New York State law, if a victim of domestic violence presents an order of protection against
another person covered under the same insurance policy, the insurer may not disclose the victim's
address and telephone number or that of any person or entity that treated them for the duration of

the order.
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Exerasmg Your Health Insurance Rights:

v

v/

v

If you are denied care:

4

You have the right to a written policy. Read it carefully so that you know the
extent of your coverage. i
Under State law, most health insurance policies must cover mammograms,
newborn coverage, chiropractic care (subject to limitations), diabetes supplies,
maternity care, infertility treatment, pap-smears and well-child care. :
New York State law requires health insurers to pay undisputed claims within 45
days or face penalties. Call the New York State Insurance Department Prompt
Payment Hotline (800) 358-9260. i
Insurers can impose a waiting period for coverage of pre-existing conditions. A
condition is pre-existing if, during the six months before you enrolled, you were
given or recommended to have treatment. Genetic information cannot be a
pre-existing condition in the absence of a diagnosis. :
Insurers cannot authorize HIV or genetic testing without your consent.

Have your doctor write a letter to your health care provider explaining why you
need the care. If possible, ask your doctor to call the health plan's medical director
for you.

Appeal the decision. Few people who receive denials appeal, but most who do
win more coverage. Appeal any denial of coverage for care that you and your doctor
think is necessary — the odds are in your favor.

Get assistance with your appeal. Call the Attorney General's Health Care Bureau
at (800) 771-7755, option 3.

Request a clear explanation in writing from your health plan of the reason your
care was denied. You have a right to this explanation and it will help you appeal.
Seek an external review of the decision. Most consumers (unless self-insured,
under Medicare or with Workers' Compensation claims) have the right to an
independent external review of an insurer's decision to deny coverage on the grounds
that the service is not medically necessary, or is investigational or experimental. To
be eligible, you must have first pursued an internal appeal with your health insurer
and received a denial notice, unless you and your insurer agree to waive the internal
process. You must submit a request for an external review to the New York State
Insurance Department within 45 days of receiving the denial notice or written
confirmation that the internal process was waived. The fee for an external review
is no more than $50 and is refunded if the decision is in your favor. (No fee is
charged for participants in Medicaid, Child Health Plus or Family Health Plus.) A
decision will be made within 30 days of receiving the request, and an expedited, :
three-day review can be requested if your doctor determines that a delay in treatment
poses a health threat.

File a grievance. An HMO/Managed Care Plan is required to have a grievance
procedure to review determinations that are not appealed under the external
review process. A policyholder may file a grievance if he or she is denied a referral ;
or coverage. Consumers have the right to have any grievance decided within 48
hours when a delay would increase the risk to their health. =
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Homeowner and Tenant Insurance
Key Homeowner and Tenant Insurance Provisions:

>

Basic Insurance Packages — Listed as HO-1 through HO-3, basic insurance packages for

your house or apartment offer protection against financial loss due to fire, smoke damage,

windstorm, hail, tornadoes, vandalism and other physical damage to your premises or

belongings; theft of personal property; and someone getting injured on your property. More

comprehensive packages (HO-5 and HO-8), which are more expensive, are also sold in New

York State. Under the HO-5 policy, your personal possessions would be covered for most

risks of physical loss. Under HO-8, you would receive actual cash value coverage rather

than replacement cost coverage for a building.

Tenants, Coops and Condos — Policies for tenants, cooperative owners (HO-4) and

condo owners (HO-6) insure against damage to the contents of the unit and personal liability
if people are injured or suffer property damage in the unit. It is not necessary for a tenant

to insure the building in which she or he lives; that is the owner's responsibility.

Living Expenses — Homeowner and tenant policies will also reimburse you for increases
in living expenses you incur if your home becomes uninhabitable because of damage caused
by one of the perils covered under your policy. Only the difference between your normal

living expenses and additional expenses will be reimbursed.

Fire Insurance —New York State Property Insurance Underwriting Association (NYPIUA;
(212) 208-9700) offers fire insurance to consumers unable to purchase this type of insurance
from companies in the voluntary market.

Flood Insurance — Homeowners, tenants, cooperative apartment and condo owners and
associations can purchase protection against losses from flooding at subsidized rates through
the National Flood Insurance Program ((888) 356-6329) if they reside in a community
identified as a special flood hazard area. New York State homeowners located near shore
or waterfront areas having difficulty obtaining or keeping insurance may be eligible for the
Coastal Market Assistance Program (C-MAP; (212) 208-9898), a voluntary network of
insurers that assists homeowners in finding coverage.

Tips for Finding A Good Homeowner/Tenant Insurance Deal:

v Comparison shop; premiums for insurance will vary from company to company.

v/ Consider package policies, which tend to be less costly than separate policies.

v Determine how much insurance you need by considering the value of your home
and personal property. Calculate how much it will cost to replace your home if?
destroyed. Take inventory of your household items including furniture. To ensure
full coverage in the case of loss, it is a good idea to update your inventory annually
and supplement it with receipts and photos of major items. Store this record in a safe
place away from home (e.g., a safe deposit box).

v Decide whether to purchase coverage on an actual cash value or replacement cost
basis. Under replacement cost basis, the insurer will determine the amount paid to
you by taking the current replacement cost of the contents and subtracting an amount
for wear and tear and depreciation. If you purchase coverage on a replacement basis
and insure your home for at least 80 percent of its replacement cost, your insurer
would pay you the amount it would cost to replace or repair your home without
depreciation. It is more expensive than actual cash value coverage. Coverage for
contents is usually issued on an actual cash basis.

<
<
<

The cost of insurance depends on many factors including location, type of building, $
deductibles, fire protection, application of discounts and amount of coverage

selected. Check with the New York State Insurance Department.




Office of the NYS Attorney General ~ Summer 2006

Ch.8Pg.8

v/ Advise insurer about fire and safety devices in the home that may result in a
discount.
v Review insurance coverage periodically to determine whether you are carrying

enough insurance given inflation, home improvements, etc.

Tips on What you Should Do After a Loss:

Notify your insurance company or agent immediately. Follow up with a letter.
Protect your property from further damage, but don't make permanent repairs
until your company has inspected the condition of your damaged property.

Permit an adjuster from your insurer to examine your property for a loss estimate.
Ask your agent or broker to assist you in completing the claim form and
substantiating your loss.

Ask an attorney or a licensed public adjuster to act on your behalf if you suffered
a major loss or are not in a position to deal directly with your insurer. Public
adjusters are licensed by the State Insurance Department and cannot charge a fee of
more than 12.5 percent of the recovery amount.

v Designate an appraiser when agreement cannot be reached with your insurer.
Every policy issued in the State contains a provision whereby the policyholder and
the company each select a competent appraiser. The two, in turn, choose an umpire
who settles any disagreements.

ANEERNANE N

Automobile Insurance
Key Automobile Insurance Provisions:

>

Mandatory Liability Insurance — New York State requires motorists to have liability
insurance before their vehicles can be registered. Insurance coverage must be a minimum
of $25,000 for bodily injury for one person/$50,000 for bodily injury sustained by two or
more persons in any one accident, $50,000 for death sustained by one person/$100,000 for
death sustained by two or more persons in any one accident, and $10,000 for property
damage caused by any one accident. These minimum liability limits in New York State are
sometimes referred to as "$25,000/$50,000/$10,000" or "25/50/10." The law also requires
all auto insurance policies to provide uninsured motorists coverage (for bodily injury),
subject to the same minimums. The liability coverage must remain in effect while the
registration is valid, even if the vehicle is not used (except motorcycles).

Mandatory Personal Injury Protection (PIP) — Since New York State has a "No Fault"
insurance law, insurance coverage must also include Personal Injury Protection (PIP). This
coverage is designed to pay promptly regardless of who might have been at fault for actual
economic losses resulting from personal injuries. PIP covers up to $50,000 for drivers,
passengers and/or pedestrians injured by your car. Basic No-fault coverage includes:
necessary medical and rehabilitation; 80 percent of lost earnings from work with a maximum
of $2,000 a month for three years; up to $25 a day for other reasonable expenses incurred
due to the automobile accident, to last no more than one year from the date of the accident;
and a $2,000 death benefit. (Victims can still sue you for "pain and suffering," wrongful
death and expenses exceeding the $50,000 basic benefits level.)

New York State Automobile Insurance Plan (NYAIP) — NYAIP provides insurance to
consumers involuntarily placed in an "assigned-risk" pool because they cannot find insurers
due to poor driving records or frequent claims. The rates are generally higher for these
drivers, since the loss experience for these motorists, as a group, is worse than the losses of
those in the voluntary market. If you are assigned to the NYAIP, you will have coverage for
three years; however, you may continue to seek insurance from the voluntary market.
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> NYS Insurance Identification Card — You should receive an insurance identification
card to demonstrate that you maintain automobile insurance. You must present this card
when applying for vehicle registration and when asked by a police officer for proof of
insurance. The insurance company must also file an electronic notice of insurance coverage
with the Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV).

Tips on What You Should Do or Expect After an Accident or Loss:

v/ Promptly report the accident to your insurer, as well as to the local police. If the
damage is over $1,000, or if anyone is injured, you must file a report with the DM V.
This form, MV-104, is usually sent with the claim forms from your insurer.

v If your car is damaged or stolen and you have auto collision or comprehensive
msurance coverage, you have the right to a prompt and fair settlement from your
insurer, either for the amount of the damages or the actual cash value of the car,
whichever is lower. If your car is stolen and subsequently recovered, your insurer
must pay for the damage done to the car while it was missing, the cost of towing, any
reasonable storage charges and substitute transportation expenses.

e If your car is damaged but repairable, once notified, your insurer generally has six
business days to inspect it at a place and time convenient to you. Upon your request,
the insurer must identify a conveniently located auto repair shop that will fix your
car at the insurance company's estimated repair cost and give you a written guarantee
of the work performed; however, you retain the right to choose your own repair shop.

v If your car is stolen or damaged beyond repair, your insurer must pay its actual
cash value (retail value plus sales tax), which is subject to depreciation and
applicable deductions, or replace it with a substantially similar car. If the insurer
grants you the cash value of your car but you are unable to find a comparable vehicle
for the amount of the offer, you have 35 days from the date of mailing of a settlement
check to send a letter to the insurer stating this. The company or you must find a
substantially similar motor vehicle (e.g., same year, make, model) and either pay the
difference or purchase the vehicle with your permission.

Consumer Protections: Policy Termination

After a policy has been in effect for 60 days, an auto or home insurer (property/casualty insurance)
cannot cancel the coverage during the policy term except for limited reasons such as nonpayment
of premium, suspension or revocation of a driver's license, or discovery of fraud. Additionally, the
insurer cannot cancel a policy for nonpayment of premiums unless it sends a notice to the
policyholder informing her or him that the policy will be canceled if payment is not received within
15 days. An insurer is prohibited from nonrenewing a policy unless it mails a notice to the
policyholder stating the reasons for nonrenewal. This notice must be mailed within 45-60 days
before expiration. Nonrenewal may not be based on race, age, marital status, national origin, color,
gender, creed or sex.

Consumer Protections: Redlining
Automobile and fire insurers are prohibited from discriminating based on the geographic location
of the individual seeking coverage. Complaints can be directed to the Consumer Services Bureau
of the NYS Insurance Department at: 25 Beaver Street, New York, NY 10004; or Agency Building
One, Empire State Plaza, Albany, NY 12257.
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Resources:

New York State Department of Insurance Consumer Services Bureau
(212) 480-6400, (518) 474-6600

(7 1 6) 847-7619 or (5 1 6) 248-5886; www,ins.state,nl!_us/

U.S. Dept. of Labor
(COBRA and Self-insured plans)
(866) 444-3272, (212) 399-5191; www.dol.gov

National Insurance Information Institute
(212) 346-5500; wWWwWw.iil.org/

Office of the NYS Attorney General (OAG) wWWwWw.oag.state.ny.us
OAG Consumer Helpline (800) 771-7755
OAG Health Care Bureau (518) 474-8376
OAG Labor Bureau 212) 416-8700

Notes:
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GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS

Financial Literacy: Insurance

-A-

Agent — An individual licensed by the New York State Insurance Department to sell, negotiate and
write insurance policies. A consumer can check if an agent is licensed or file a complaint for agent
misconduct by calling the NYS Insurance Department at (800) 342-3736.

Assigned Risk — A risk that is not acceptable to independent insurers and that is, therefore, assigned
to insurers participating in a pool or plan. Each participating company agrees to accept its share of
these high risks.

Automobile/Car Insurance — This type of coverage often protects the owner and/or passengers of
a car against loss due to theft, vandalism or traffic accidents. New York State requires motorists to
have liability car insurance for bodily injury before the automobile can be registered.

-B-

Beneficiary — A person designated by a policy holder who is eligible to receive benefits under an
insurance policy.

Broker — A person, licensed by the NYS Insurance Department, who represents an insured or
consumer in the negotiation and procurement of insurance policies. The broker may also be an
agent of the insurer for certain purposes such as delivery of the policy or collection of the premium.
A consumer can check if a broker is licensed or file a complaint for broker misconduct by calling
the NYS Insurance Department at (800)342-3736.

-C-

Claim — A policy holder's or third party's request for compensation because of a loss, damage or
out-of-pocket expense covered under the terms of an insurance contract.

Claimant — The person filing the claim for compensation asserting the right of recovery.

Child Health Plus — This NY State insurance program is available to minors who are uninsured or
have limited insurance and meet family income eligibility requirements.

Coastal Market Assistance Program (C-MAP) — A participating network of insurers who assist
coastal homeowners in gaining coverage.

Comprehensive Loss Underwriting Exchange (CLUE) — This database tracks insurance claims
history of people and properties. Insurers use these reports to determine your risk —-how often you
will file a claim against your policy. Under the Fair Credit Reporting Act, consumers can receive
one free copy a year of their report and a free copy when coverage is denied or adversely changed.
Additionally, you have the right to dispute and challenge inaccurate or incomplete information.
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Credit Life Insurance — This type of policy assures that the creditor/lender is paid the balance of
a debt due in cases where the borrower is unable to pay because of death or disability.

Commission — The monetary payment given to the agent or broker as compensation for the
distribution, selling and processing of insurance policies.

Covered Loss — Illness, injury, property loss or any other situation or loss for which an insurance
company will pay benefits under a policy.

-D-

Deductible — The monetary contribution the insured is responsible to pay prior to filing a claim and
receiving the benefits from the insurance company.

Disability Insurance — This coverage provides for an individual to receive an income if unable to
work due to disability or sickness.

-E-

Employee Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA) - A federal law establishing minimum rights
and protections for plan participants of most voluntarily established health and pension group plans
in the private sector. Rights and protections include consumer notification of plan features, funding,
assets, fiduciary duties and responsibilities for those managing and controlling the plan and a
grievance and appeals process.

-F-

Family Health Plus — This NY State insurance program is available to adults who have limited or
no insurance through their employers and are ineligible for Medicaid.

Fee-for-Service — In this type of health insurance policy, the consumer and the insurance company
share the costs of the medical bills. Generally, this type of insurance does not provide a network

of health care providers.

-H-

Health Insurance - This coverage assists person(s) in paying for medical, hospital bills, treatments
and/or prescriptions.

Healthy NY - This NY State insurance program is available to working individuals whose
employers do not provide medical coverage and small businesses of 50 or less employees.

Health Maintenance Organization (HMO) — In this type of managed health care insurance policy,
a network of health care providers is created who have agreed to provide services at a discount in
exchange for patient/member referral.

Health Maintenance Organization Point of Service (HMO-POS) — This type of insurance policy
gives the members the option of being referred to a doctor or specialist who is not part of the

network.
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Home Owner's Insurance — This coverage combines liability insurance protecting the owner
against personal liability and hazard insurance protecting the property and/or dwelling against

damage or loss.

-L-

Liability — A legal responsibility to do or refrain from doing something that may injure or cause loss
to someone else.

Life Insurance — This insurance coverage pays a certain sum of money to the named beneficiary
upon the death of the policy holder.

-N-

National Flood Insurance Program — This insurance protects homeowners and tenants from
property loss as a result of flooding.

New York Automobile Insurance Plan — This type of assigned risk insurance provides coverage
to motorists who are unable to obtain coverage from an insurance company directly due to a poor
driving record or the filing of numerous claims.

-P-

Personal Injury Protection — This type of mandatory insurance pays for personal injuries to a
driver, passenger and/or pedestrian including lost wages and medical expenses, regardless of fault.

Policyholder (the insured) — The person in possession of an insurance policy.

Preferred Provider Plan (PPO) — This type of health insurance policy provides the holder with the
option of seeing practitioners in the network as well as out of the network with the consumer and

the insurance company sharing the costs of the bills.

Prenatal Care Assistance Program (PCAP) — This NY State insurance program covers prenatal
care to women whose income does not exceed 200 percent of the federal poverty level.

-Q-

Quote — An estimate of the cost for insurance based on the information provided by the applicant
to the insurance company.

-R-

Redlining — The refusal of financial institutions to extend services, such as loans, credit and
insurance, and the practice of setting illegal high fees to a specific geographical area, usually a
predominantly minority urban area.

Renter's Insurance — This type of policy protects a tenant in a residential unit from personal
liability and from damage, theft or loss of property.
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-S-

Settlement — An agreement reached by the parties involved to address a policy holder's or third
party's claim.

-U-

Underwriting — The review conducted by an insurance company to determine the risk of loss so that
rates may be assigned. :

Sources:

U.S. Department of Labor www.bls.gov
New York State Insurance Department www.ins.state.ny.us

Notes:
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FINDING YOUR PLACE IN THE WORKFORCE:
OAG JOB SEARCH & EMPLOYMENT RETENTION

REFERENCE GUIDE
]

Introduction of the Topic: Being employed brings a measure of financial independence and
often contributes to a sense of accomplishment and well-being. Even the search for work, while at
times stressful and discouraging, can provide a valuable opportunity to reflect on strengths, skills
and accomplishments. It may also provide an opportunity to consider educational pursuits or
professional training programs for a career change.

However, domestic violence and the threat of domestic violence can interfere with careers and
professional goals. It can spill over from the house into the workplace. Domestic violence becomes
a workplace issue when an employee is harassed by an abusive partner in person or by telephone
while on the job. It includes behavior that interferes with an individual's capability to safely and
productively perform their duties. This behavior ranges from harassing or repeated telephone calls
or faxes to threatening appearances at work. It can go beyond the victim, compromising the safety
and affecting the morale of colleagues, business owners and consumers. This behavior can also
result in increased absenteeism, lost productivity and employee turnover. The National Crime
Victim Survey data shows that between 1987 and 1992, workplace victimizations resulted in half
a million employees missing more than a million days of work. The results were over $55 million
in lost wages and productivity. Further, evidence suggests that victims of domestic violence fear
negative employment actions such as demotion, loss of pay or benefits or termination when
requesting protective measures or accommodations.

As an employee, you should be free from harassment in the workplace and from anyone threatening
your livelihood. More and more companies are addressing workplace violence issues with policies
and procedures to create supportive and safe work environments. This guide provides information
and resources to help you find temporary and long-term employment. Additionally, it offers an

extensive list of zour riﬁhts and Brotections asan emBlozee to helB Brevent workBlace mistreatment.

What Do You Need to Begin Your Job Search?
> Résumé - A résumé is a short description of your experiences and accomplishments.
You should have a résumé ready to hand out as opportunities present themselves. Many
employers keep résumés on file so that when a job opens up, they can review pending
résumés and select people to interview for the job right away. A résumé should only be one
or two pages, and should not be difficult to prepare. However, you should make sure that
it highlights your skills and accomplishments and is free of mistakes and typos. Consider
having someone you trust and respect look over your résumé. Because your résumé is the
first thing that most potential employers will see, it is worth the effort to make it perfect.
You can find sample résumés on the Internet and at local libraries. Community
organizations may also offer résumé workshops. In preparing a résumé, you may need to
consider the following issues:
*Employment Gaps — Employers generally want to know why any gaps in your
employment exist. Some prefer to see an explanation of employment gaps in a cover
letter, while others suggest you incorporate a two or three sentence explanation in the
body of the résumé. Women's employment gaps are often viewed with less suspicion
because they are assumed to be for child care purposes.
*Unemployed While Caring for Your Children — Employers do not expect you
to give them an accounting of those years when you were unemployed while raising
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a family. However, take the opportunity to identify types of activities you were
involved in and the skills you acquired. Focus on how you can contribute to the
organization.
*If You Have Been Unemployed a Long Time or Have Little Full Time Work—
Try to emphasize part-time and volunteer work, as well as courses or educational
programs you attended.
*Listing Temporary Jobs on your Résumé — Rather than listing each "temping"
assignment separately, you should treat the period that you were employed through
a temp agency as working for one company — the temp agency. Consider bullet
points to illustrate the skills you used and gained while being contracted out to
various corporations and organizations, especially if the jobs assigned enabled you
to learn and practice skills applicable to the jobs to which you are applying.
*Résumé Inflation — Do NOT inflate, mislead or exaggerate your experience and
credentials on your résumé. Not only is lying on a résumé sufficient cause to be
fired, but it also provides the employer with a defense against any claim you may
have for wrongful termination or discrimination. In addition, it may trigger
long-term consequences that can haunt you for years to come.
Cover Letter — A cover letter allows you to elaborate on the information in your résumé
and to provide additional information about yourself to a possible employer. It should
highlight how your particular experiences, skills and characteristics would benefit the
prospective employer, and should not just repeat the information given in your résumé. If
you have large gaps in your employment history, or are reentering the job market or
changing the focus of your career, a cover letter gives you the opportunity to explain these
circumstances in a positive way. Again, samples of cover letters can be found on the
Internet or at your library.’

Where Should You Begin to Search for a Job?

If you have been out of the job market for some time, you may feel like you don't know where to
start in your search for a job. Self-reflection — thinking about the types of work and activities that
you enjoy, the skills you have, the careers you would like to try, and so on — is important in the
beginning, and throughout your career. However, it's also important that you reach out and seek
advice and information from those around you. Below are some resources to get you started:

>

Talk to People — Networking is one of the most effective tools for finding a job. Don't
be shy — reach out to friends, relatives, neighbors, employment counselors and other
appropriate persons to let them know you are looking for a job and ask whether they have
heard of any openings. Many jobs are not advertised but are filled simply through word of
mouth; the more people who know you are looking for a job, the better your chances.
Expand your network by requesting that your friends and family spread the word to their
friends and neighbors. Inform them of the types of jobs for which you are most suitable and
that interest you. Offer to e-mail or send them a copy of your résumé to keep on file.

Not-for-Profit Organizations, Community-Based Organizations — Many organizations
have services or programs to assist you in searching for jobs, creating a résumé, writing a
cover letter and preparing for an interview. These services are often available at no charge.
Universities and Colleges — Local colleges and universities may have job postings or
job-search facilities available to the general public. Sometimes these institutions will also
conduct workshops on effective job searches and interviewing tips. You may also want to
request a course catalog and look into classes available through continuing education
departments. If you attended college, career services or alumni networks might help as well.
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Key Services New York State Provides for Job Seekers
> New York State Department of Labor — The New York State Department of Labor
promotes job creation and economic growth. The Department assists in job searches and
administers various training programs for both employees and employers. It also provides
unemployment insurance benefits when employment is interrupted. The Department has the
following units to assist you in your job search and obtaining the necessary skills to succeed
in your career:
* Division of Employment Services — This unit works with the public and private
sectors to create job opportunities, offer job fairs, help workers find a position and
assist businesses in identifying skilled workers. It also administers the NY Talent
Bank, providing training.
*Workforce Development and Training — This unit works with the public and
business sectors offering testing and counseling services to adults, including
Displaced Homemaker Centers, which focus on providing job readiness, individual
counseling and placement services to individuals who have been displaced from their
careers due to their status as unpaid homemakers. This unit also administers
programs under the Workforce Investment Act by providing technical advisories at
one stop locations around the State.
* Unemployment Insurance Division — This unit provides information to help
claimants file a claim, certify for weekly benefits and deal with hearings and appeals.
Additionally, it offers the Shared Work Program for businesses that seek to keep
their employees working at reduced hours rather than downsizing. The unit enforces
the Unemployment Insurance Law and Regulations.
*Worker Protection Standards and Licensing — This unit protects people in the
workplace through asbestos programs, safety and health programs and wage and
hour laws. It also oversees child labor, as well as farm labor. It issues licenses,
permits, certifications, registrations and notices relating to working conditions.
*Research and Statistics Division — This unit is the primary source of labor market
information in New York State. The research encompasses workforce and industry
data, wages, jobs in demand, employment and unemployment statistics and training.
> Employee Assistance Program (EAP) — This is a peer-assistance program providing
confidential information, assessment and referral services to NYS employees, their family
members and retirees. There are federal regulations that require confidentiality of alcohol
and drug abuse records, and provide penalties for unlawful or unauthorized release of
information. Those same regulations prohibit the implicit or negative disclosure of
information and, as such, agency EAP's may not release any information without a signed
consent, no matter what is the nature of the problem.

Safeguarding Your Privacy While Searching for a Job on the Internet
Commercial job search websites and résumé databases vary widely in privacy practices and controls.
Look for quality sites with good privacy practices, and beware of fraudulent solicitations for your
résumé or personal data. There are people and businesses seeking to make a profit from the
information you provide instead of assisting you in your employment search. Additionally, victims
of domestic violence may need to protect their privacy with extra vigor to keep it out of the hands
of abusers. Consider the precautions below when posting your résumé or other personal data online:
v/ Read the Privacy Policy — Do not use a job-search site or service, a résumé-writing
service or a résumé-distribution service that fails to post a privacy or cancellation
policy on its website. Pay particular attention to how long a site will keep or store
your résumé. Preferably, job and résumé sites should indicate that they will keep
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your résumé for a limited, specific amount of time, such as two months, after which
the site will delete your résumé. Without specific, written statements about how long
your résumé may be kept, your résumé can be archived for years legally. This
practice may place survivors of abuse in potential danger as their information may
be exposed to their abusers who wish them ill.
*Some websites subscribe to the Better Business Bureau Web Seal Program
indicating that the site adheres to privacy principles and participates in a
consumer dispute resolution program. You can check whether the seal is
current by clicking on it. If it is, you should immediately see the BBB
website link pop up. To verify a company's status with BBB, go on the BBB
site www.bbbonline.org/consumer’/.

v Get Everything in Writing — If you plan on using a résumé writing service, get a
written agreement prohibiting the service from selling or sharing your résumé or
personal data with any third parties, affiliates or partners without your permission.
Also, ask for its privacy policy and inquire as to how the service handles and stores
your résumé. This applies to traditional (in-person) as well as online résumé writing
Services. :

v Do Not Post Your Résumé on Too Many Websites — Be selective; post your
résumé on quality sites. Choose a couple of sites that have strong privacy policies
and have been recommended to you by friends, counselors or people working in your
chosen profession.

v Make Sure You Can Delete Your Résumé — Before you post a résumé, check to
see that you can delete it after posting. If you don't find deletion instructions, call
and ask. You must be able to delete your résumé when you want. After all, your
résumé belongs to you.

v Use a Secondary E-mail Address — If you decide to post your résumé to a site
that does not allow you to "mask" your identity, protect yourself by using an
alternative e-mail. Do not give out your full name, phone number or home address.
An alternative e-mail helps you to protect your privacy and provides you the
flexibility to cancel your account without disrupting your other communications
should a problem arise.

v Use Anonymizing Services — Many sites allow you to look at job ads using
anonymizing services. Anonymizing services are free and will protect you from
cookies and other privacy threats. (Cookies are information gathering tools
embedded in some websites that note a user's data including online name, visited
websites and other preferences. A credit card or bank site might use your profile to
store your password, so that it has a way to recognize you and display your
information.) Visit www.anonymizer.com and www.junkbuster.com for more
information.

v Consider Safe Résumé Posting Options — Job seekers have several options in
circulating arésumé. One option is to reply to job ads directly without going through
a third party. Look for a company related e-mail address to which to send your
résumé. Another option is to post a résumé directly on the website of the company
for which you wish to work. Many job sites and résumé databases let you "mask"

your contact information or e-mail address when you post a résumé. This résumé
posting option allows you to control who contacts you.
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v Keep a Record of the Sites Where You Have Posted Your Résumé — A record
allows you to go back and delete your résumé from the sites where you have posted
it after you have finished your job search.

v Protect Your Personal Property — If you believe your résumé is not being
handled appropriately, you have the right to complain and prohibit further use of
your résumé. Any action you request should be in writing. If you send an e-mail,
retain a copy of the message sent for your files.

v Avoid Vague Offers — General e-mail "job offers" tend to be questionable.
Beware of vague wording such as "we have thousands of jobs" or "we work with
major companies." Avoid sending your résumé in response to general e-mail
solicitations.

v/ Omit References on Your Résumé — When you post a résumé online with your
references' names and phone numbers on it you are disclosing their information
without consent in what is a public forum. Instead use the phrase, "References are
available upon request."

Employment Agencies

What is an Employment Agency? Employment agencies secure or attempt to secure employment
for persons seeking jobs, for a fee. NYS law requires all employment agencies to be licensed by the
NYS Department of Labor, or if the employment agency is located in New York City, by the New
York City Department of Consumer Affairs. Agencies are required by law to prominently display

their license.

What Fees May an Employment Agency Charge? Generally, employment agencies, including
career guidance or counseling services, may not charge an applicant a registration fee or any other
fee in advance of services. After the employment agency has placed the applicant in commercial,
clerical, executive, administrative or professional employment, the employment agency is entitled
to the following percentages of the first full month's salary or wages:

First Month's Salary or Wages Percentage
* Less than $750 25%
* From $750 to $949 35%
* From $959 to $1,149 40%
* From $1,150 to $1,349 45%
* From $1,350 to $1,499 50%
* From $1,500 to $1,649 55%
* Over $1,650 60%

The applicant's placement fee is usually paid in equal installments based on her or his pay period.
If the applicant's salary is based on commission, the agency may base the fee on the employer's

estimate of wages for the year.

Employment agencies may charge a fee in advance in the case of domestic workers, household
employees and unskilled or untrained manual workers and laborers. For placements in these

positions the total fee, including any deposit charged, may not exceed the following:
* 10% of the first full month's salary or wages
* 12% of the first full month's salary or wages if one meal a day is provided
* 14% of the first full month's salary or wages if two meals a day are provided
* 18% of the first full month's salary or wages if lodging and three meals a day are
provided
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Ifan applicant does not obtain employment through the agency, then any deposit or advance fee paid
by the job seeker must be returned immediately upon demand. Domestic workers employed on a
day-to-day basis who are transported to and from work by an employment agency are not required

to pay any fee.

Where an applicant is placed and reports to work and the job is terminated through no fault of her
or his own, the fee charged to the applicant and employer each cannot exceed 10 percent of the
salary or wages received. If the applicant is terminated under any other circumstances, the fee
charged to the employee and employer cannot exceed 50 percent of the salary or wages received.
If the applicant fails to report to the job, then the fee cannot exceed 25 percent.

What Must Employment Agencies Disclose?

Licensed employment agencies are required to provide applicants with:

> A copy of the contract which includes information on the fees charged or deposits paid.

> A receipt stating the name of the applicant, the name and address of the employment
agency and the date and amount of the fee or deposit. The receipt must also be signed by
the person who received the fee or deposit.

> The name and address of the person to whom an applicant is to apply for employment, the
anticipated rate of wages, the agency's fee, the name and address of the person authorizing
the hiring and whether such employment is temporary or permanent.

lllegal Practices:

> It is illegal for an employment agency to knowingly refer an applicant to a job that pays
less than the minimum wage or does not pay overtime. In January 2006, the minimum wage
in New York State was raised to $6.75.

> Since the Human Rights Law is applicable to employment agencies, it would be a
violation of the law for an employment agency to inquire about an applicant's nationality,
age, number of children or marital status, or to make referrals based on these categories.

What Protections do You have Against the Employment Agency?
If an employment agency violates any of the requirements listed above or engages in other illegal
actions, you may make a complaint to the Office of the NYS Attorney General by calling
(212)416-8700. You cannot be fired, penalized or retaliated against because you make a complaint
to a government agency. Complaints about retaliation or other actions that may involve
misrepresentation, fraud or deceit may be brought to the New York State Department of Labor
and/or the NYC Department of Consumer Affairs. (See Resources Section.)

How Can You Prepare for Interviews?

Interviews can seem intimidating. However, a job interview is always an opportunity — it gives you
the chance to prove to the employer that you are the right person for the job. And remember, an
employer wants to hire someone as much as a potential employee wants to get a job. Interviewing
becomes easier with preparation and practice; consider following these tips before the big day:

v Research the Company or Organization — Do some background research about
the field and company at your local library or on the Internet. Check out the
company's annual reports, which often contain key information as well as the
mission and goals of the company. Additionally, ask friends who work for the
employer for firsthand information. Make a list of appropriate questions to ask the
interviewer.
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v Self-Assess — Take some time to evaluate your strengths, weaknesses, goals and
skills. Review your résumé and decide what aspects of your employment,
experience and skills you think would benefit the employer. Ask yourself whether
you will be a good fit for the company.

v Set up an Informational Interview — An informational interview with a person
who has knowledge of the company or field for which you will be interviewing gives
you a chance to practice interviewing in a low-pressure situation while learning more
about your chosen field and/or company. Use friends, family, associates or a career
counselor to find someone who is a member of your particular profession or career
and is similar to you. For example, if you have children, try to find a contact who
is also a parent and can tell you about how they have dealt with any challenges. If
you are unable to find someone through your network, consider asking the human
resources department of a similar company to recommend someone who wouldn't
mind talking to you about her/his career.

v Dress in business attire and arrive early for the interview — If you do not have
appropriate clothing, ask career development and employment retention programs
whether they have a program that provides interview clothing to people trying to
enter or re-enter the workforce.

v Be relaxed and believe in your abilities.

lllegal Questions During an Interview

Federal and New York State laws prohibit interviewers from asking for your age, race, sex, marital
status, religion or creed, color, national origin and/or disability unless there is an exception that
proves the questioning is job-related and not discriminatory. Women in particular may not be asked
questions pertaining to marital status, sexual preference, pregnancy, future childbearing plans,
unwed motherhood, childcare and the number and ages of children. Moreover, it is a violation of
Title VII and NYS Human Rights Law § 296 for employers to require information about child

care arrangements from female applicants only.

Employers are generally only allowed to ask questions pertaining to an employee's skills, job
experience, ambition and outside interests. Additionally, it is unlawful for an employer to ask
specific questions about an applicant's health or health history during a pre-employment interview.
If health questions are addressed in the pre-employment interview, and then the job is not offered,
an applicant may have grounds to file a complaint of unlawful discrimination. The law applies to
private and public agencies, employment agencies, labor organizations and training programs.

If you feel you have been discriminated against, you may file a complaint with the EEOC and/or
with the NYS Division of Human Rights. (See Resources Section.) When charges of discrimination
are filed, the employer will usually have the burden of proving that all pre-employment questions
are job-related and not discriminatory. If discrimination is found, you may be awarded damages.

How Should You Handle an lllegal Question?
Handling illegal or inappropriate questions at an interview is tricky. Before getting upset, consider
that many illegal questions are asked by inexperienced interviewers who are unfamiliar with the law.
You may want to simply answer the question by focusing on your skills and attributes. For example,
if the interviewer asks: "Are you planning a family in the near future?" you may answer by
emphasizing your commitment and responding: "Presently, I am focused on my career and although
having a family is always a possibility, it is not a priority at the moment." However, if you are
afraid that your answer may be used against you illegally and are not sure whether you should
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answer the question, ask the interviewer to explain the relevance to the job. This may make the
interviewer realize the question is inappropriate and perhaps rephrase or return to focusing on your
qualifications. If you decide not to answer, explain politely that you do not feel comfortable
answering the question because you do not see the relevance to the job and steer the interview back

to your qualifications.

Background Checks

If your application and interview go well, the employer may be prepared to offer you a job right
away. However, some employers will only offer you a position if a subsequent background check
is satisfactory. These checks may range from a verification of your Social Security number to a
detailed accounting of your history, including driving, credit and criminal records. The investigation
may also include interviews with neighbors and associates. The Society for Human Resource
Management reported in 2003 that 80 percent of private employers now conduct criminal

background checks.

The federal Fair Credit Reporting Act (FCRA) sets national standards for employment screening
which applies to investigations performed by an outside company, called a consumer reporting
agency. (The law does not apply to situations where the employer conducts an in-house
investigation.) Under the FCRA, the employer must obtain your written authorization before a
background check is conducted. Consumer credit reporting agencies may provide a modified
version of your credit report to a perspective employer. This can include information about your
credit-payment history and other credit habits from which a potential employer might draw
conclusions about you and gauge your level of responsibility.

A background check that includes interviews with neighbors and associates about your character and
reputation or mode of living is called an investigative consumer report. Under New York State law,
whenever an investigative consumer report is prepared, no adverse information, other than
information which is a matter of public record, may be included in the report unless the information
is verified. Further, when information about you is drawn from interviews, you are entitled to be
told the nature and scope of the investigative report upon request.

If the employer uses information from the consumer or employment report to deny you a job or
promotion, it must provide you with an explanation of your rights as well as the name, address and
phone number of the employment screening company. Additionally, you may receive a free annual
file disclosure from the nationwide specialty company that performed the background check.
Companies that provide employment background check reports must maintain toll-free numbers that
provide instructions on how to get the information in your file. You are entitled to see your file
whether or not the employer takes an adverse action against you.

There are continuing questions about the accuracy of information reported by commercial screening
firms that collect and report criminal history and personal background information on millions of
individuals for private employers. Under the FCRA, you may file a dispute with the consumer
reporting agency that compiled and furnished the report to the employer if the data is erroneous or
incomplete. However, while the dispute is being investigated, the employer may hire someone else.
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Tips for Avoiding Background Check Problems

By taking the following steps, you can reduce the chances that you will encounter bad surprises
$during a background check: ‘
Order a copy of your credit report and dispute any incorrect information.
Check other governmental records including court and DMV records.

Ask to see your personnel file from your old job.

Read the fine print on any application and the consent for a background check
(which must be a separate document) carefully.

Inform neighbors and associates that they may be asked for information about
you. Ifyou have evidence that your former employer is saying false and derogatory
things about you, you might wish to consult an attorney about suing for defamation.

D S NI NI N N

Criminal Background Checks

For certain professions and licenses (e.g., teachers, physicians, mental health employees and child
care workers), applicants must submit their fingerprints for a background check with the New York
State Division of Criminal Justice Services. Criminal history record checks are also required for the
following positions in New York State nursing facilities and home care service agencies: personal
care aides, home health aides, housekeepers, certified nurse aides, unlicensed staff providing direct
service to patients or residents, unlicensed social service staff, therapeutic recreation staff,
hairdresser and beauty parlor staff, dietary personnel, ward clerks and transporters.

Should You Consider Temporary Work while Searching for a Job?

Temporary work or "temping" can be a great way to get your foot in the door, test out companies
and pay bills while looking for more permanent employment. A "temp" is an employee of a
temporary staffing services agency. As a temp, you may be assigned to work for the same client for
a few days or up to several months.

Where Can a Temp Work?

In the past, temping meant covering for secretaries and receptionists who were on vacation or sick
leave. However, today workers find temp jobs in various fields including law and accounting.

Who Pays a Temp's Salary?
Temp agencies collect fees from the businesses you are sent to work for and pay your salary from

a percentage of these fees. Agencies often pay for benefits for those who work a particular length
of time. There may be some opportunity to negotiate; for example, you may be able to refuse
assignments that pay less than your desired minimum.

FPIanning for Insurance Coverage Between Jobs

If you are currently covered by health insurance and are switching jobs or seeking new employment,
you should make sure that you are covered by health insurance until you receive coverage from a
new job. Under certain circumstances, your employer is required to extend your health insurance
for up to 18 months, pursuant to the federal COBRA law. Note that you will be required to pay for
the coverage as your previous employer will no longer cover your portion of the premiums. If you
wish to take advantage of COBRA coverage, you must activate it soon after your last day of work.
(For more specific information on COBRA, see the OAG Insurance Reference Guide.)
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Your Rights and Protections as an Employee

Who is an Employee?

An employee is defined as any person hired by an employer in New York State. Every employee
in the State is protected by the State's labor laws. However, independent contractors are not
protected by the labor law and are not entitled to state enforcement of their claims for payment.

/

What Rights Do You Have as an Employee?

Minimum Wage — The New York State minimum wage is $6.75/hour as of June
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