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How to Use the Manual

This manual is intended to provide a Guide to Understanding how to assist isolated, remote,
rural and urban Indigenous communities to help people in their community file their income tax
returns and access tax credits and benefits they are entitled to.

It provides information and case studies shared from organizations currently providing
Community Volunteer Clinics. It will help you understand the benefits, barriers and steps
required to set up a clinic, from becoming aware of the resources available to do so, to a step-
by-step how to guide. (Amounts used in the examples are based on current thresholds, and
these tend to change from year to year.)

It also provides links to resources that can help ensure success.
What is the CVITP?

The Community Volunteer Income Tax Program (CVITP) is a free program where volunteers do
tax returns for eligible taxpayers who have modest incomes and simple tax situations.

Through the CVITP, community organizations host free tax preparation clinics and arrange for
volunteers to prepare income tax and benefit returns for eligible individuals. Canada Revenue
Agency (CRA) provides assistance, training, software, promotional materials and support to
volunteers. In some cases, it also provides computers.

Who is an “eligible individual”?

People with no more than $1,000 per year in investment income who earn $35,000 per year or
less are eligible for the volunteer tax filing through CVITP. Couples with income of no more than
$45,000 are eligible, and the income threshold goes up for families with children by $2,500 per
child.

Tax returns cannot be filed for rental or self-employed income.
How does the Community Volunteer Income Tax Program work?
The CVITP is a collaboration between community organizations and the CRA.

The community organization:

e hosts free tax preparation clinics

arranges for volunteers to complete tax returns for eligible individuals

manages resources and volunteers

keeps taxpayer information secure and confidential

ensures that volunteers get individual EFILE certification or a police records check

The CRA:
e guides the organization through the program
e arranges training for volunteers



e provides tax software
e provides promotional materials

How to Register
Contact CRA as soon as possible to access resources.

To contact the CVITP, fill out an online form or call:
http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/tx/ndvdls/vintr/nfrmtn-eng.html
Canada-Wide 1-800-959-8281

What if I am Tax Exempt?

Even if your employment income is tax exempt, you are still entitled to eligible benefits. By
reporting your tax exempt income, you will be able to receive the child and family benefits you
are eligible for.

Free Tax Evaluation Tool by MNP Canada
Tax Exemptions for Status First Nation employees and self-employed
http://digital.mnp.ca/mnp-tax-evaluation-tool-for-first-nations

Why Hold Tax Clinics?

Community Volunteer Income Tax Clinics assist people to file their income tax returns. Why
would someone with low or no taxable income want to file a tax return? Well, because they
can access money in the form of income tax refunds, tax credits and government benefits they
are entitled to. The numbers illustrated below are to give you an idea of just how helpful filing
an income tax return can be. These numbers are based on information available at time of
writing, and will of course change from year to year. There are various provincial benefits as
well, so the actual numbers will vary from province to province and year to year.

e People pay from $150 to $200 per year to file their taxes. A volunteer clinic in your
community can provide free tax filing for members who qualify, keeping those funds
available for your own financial well being. This can amount to substantial dollars kept
in the community.

e Often tax filing services are only available in larger centers and the cost for gas, time
and travel can make it very difficult and be even more expensive than the cost of
actually filing the taxes.

¢ Did you know you may be able to receive in the range of $135 every four months as a
GST rebate?

e And the Canada Workers Benefit can be up to $1,078 per year.

e Tax time is an important opportunity to boost income for low income Canadians. Filing
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a tax return allows access to a wide range of government benefits.
Tax refunds can be the single largest cash infusion for low income households.

You must file an income tax return annually to receive the Canada Child Benefit, and you
may be able to access benefits as far back as 10 years.

Canada Child Benefit for children under age 6 can be as much as $533 per month, and
for children from age 6 to 17, $450 per month. This can be affected by changes in your
annual income and changes in where (and with whom) the child lives.

The disability tax credit of $227.50 a month (for a family with one disabled child), is tax
free and often can be paid for as much as ten previous years, providing a large
influx of cash to families with a disabled child.

You may be eligible for other provincial or territorial benefits.

Families with income less than $45,000 can receive Canada Learning Bonds for children
born after 2004. Each child born after 2004 would receive $500 in the year of birth and
$100 a year thereafter to a total of $2,000 in Registered Education Savings Plans
(RESP). And, you don’t even have to contribute. You just have to file an income
tax return and open a RESP for your child at a financial institution. Tell them to expect
a payment from the Canada Learning Bond.

And if you do contribute to a RESP, your child can receive an additional 40% of the
amount you contribute.

And did you know, children who have education funds, regardless of the size of the
fund, are much more likely to further their education?

On average, low income individuals assisted to file income tax through CVITP receive
refunds and access to benefits in the range of $1,800 to $3,600 per year.

This means, on average $150 to $300 per month, a substantial increase in family cash
flow.

For example, in Manitoba a single woman with two children, earning $18,200 per year
increased her annual income to $35,906 through income tax filing and access to federal
and provincial benefits.

Her income doubled from $1,500 per month to $2,992 per month.

v' Tax clinics help people with low incomes improve their personal and financial
well being.

v Tax filing assists people to move from crisis toward stability and leads to
increased financial well being.



Overcoming Barriers to Tax Filing

Here are some barriers people face:

Don't know how.

Don’t know why.

I'm tax exempt, why should I file?

Will it cost money I don't have? I didn't know it was a free service.
I don't trust government. They may think I owe them money.

I don't have access to a computer to file my taxes.

I don't have a birth certificate, and it costs money to get one.

I don’t know my social number.

I don't have a social insurance number.

I don’t have my T4 slips.

I changed my address.

I have never filed a tax return.

I don't know where to start.

I don't know how it might benefit me.

I'm too busy with day-to-day survival issues to even think about it.

Overcoming Barriers to Tax Filing

Community Volunteer Income Tax Program (CVITP) assists in overcoming barriers to income
tax filing.

Increasing awareness of the benefits of tax filing is key to increasing financial stability for low
income earners.

We found people don't relate to the term CVITP. It is important to use terms and
communication material that is relevant. Many organizations have developed approaches to
connect with the people they serve. For example:

e In New Brunswick a service agency Overcoming Poverty Together focused their income
tax filing on “Get your Piece of the Money Pie”.
http://www2.gnb.ca/content/gnb/en/departments/esic/get_your_piece_ofthemoneypie.html

e CRA provides posters “It's Your Money”.
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/individuals/community-volunteerincome-
tax-program.htmi

e Community Financial Counselling Services in Winnipeg promotes “Taxes Key to Benefits”
and “Need a Hand to File your Taxes”
http://www.debthelpmanitoba.com/

e The University of Manitoba focuses on “Get Your Benefits” and “Better Income can lead
to Better Health”.
http://www.gov.mb.ca/health/primarycare/providers/povertytool.html
http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/benefits/index.html
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Anticipated Challenges and Strategies

You are considering hosting a CVITP and anticipate various challenges. You have considered
your resources and approach to hosting a tax clinic. We surveyed organizations considering
setting up a volunteer tax clinic and here’s what we learned:

Anticipated Challenges

e Your members could be concerned about confidentiality of their personal financial
information.

You are concerned about generating enough interest and awareness.

You are unaware of organizations you could partner with.

You don't know who could coordinate the clinic.

You are concerned about generating enough interest and awareness.

You are unaware of other communities who have hosted tax clinics.

Strategies

You believe you have adequate internal resources to host a clinic.

You will look into any grant programs to support hosting.

You will advertise via website, Facebook, word of mouth and newsletter.

You will use social media to target the younger demographic.

You will approach the mature audience with more personable methods.

To recruit volunteers, you will provide employees with time off.

You will look into partnering with a college/university to access students.

You will have a recognition program and appreciation dinner to honour your volunteers.

Experience of Other Communities Holding Tax Clinics

We spoke to organizations from Nova Scotia to Vancouver Island.
Case Study

Jennifer Martin grew up in the Membertou First Nation and during her high school years there
was very little economic development in her community. She didn’t see any opportunity for her
in the community and always thought she would have to leave to find a job. She attended
university and first learned of Community Volunteer Tax Clinics when she was a student at
university. She was hired by CRA on a part-time basis, while in full-time attendance at
university, to get the word out to First Nations communities. It was her role to ensure they
knew there was a free service available through CRA to help communities organize and set up
clinics to help people tax file. Jennifer is a natural — she loves to help people in a tangible way
and found it personally rewarding to see people access benefits and increase their financial well
being. She worked for CRA every summer while attending university.



Jennifer knew awareness of the benefits of tax filing needed to be increased. People didn't
realize they could access income and benefits by filing their tax returns. Many didn’t know they
could file a tax return and maintain their tax exempt status. She needed to make sure people
knew there was someone with a kind heart there to help them, and that the service was free.
She was able to get five clinics up and running and to assist many individuals through her
efforts. As a result, people came to know there was help available, that it didn't cost them to
tax file, the service was free, and as a result their income increased. The popularity of the
service increased year over year. Often people would be referred to the clinic from the Social
Services area contact, who would let the families know there was a free service they could use
that would help them increase their cash flow.

Jennifer’s studies in Business Administration and accounting provided a foundation upon which
she continues to contribute to her community. She was hired back into the community in 2003
as a Finance Clerk and for the past 10+ years in the role of Policy Coordinator. Her outward
reach and focus on continued contribution led to her receiving the First Nations Excellence in
Housing Award from the Atlantic First Nation Housing & Infrastructure Network and Canada
Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) in September 2014. More recently, CMHC has asked
to feature Jennifer as a First Nations housing role model, for the work she has done related to
her community’s housing programs. Jennifer continues to focus on the areas of housing and
financial management as a tangible contribution to her community, in addition to her full-time
role as Policy Coordinator.

Benefits of Tax Filing with Examples

Many people don't realize they can increase their personal income through filing a tax return.
There are tax credits and child and family benefits they will qualify for, based on their income.
The increase in personal and family income will help so much on a day to day basis and on the
road to improved financial well being.

Awareness is the key issue. We hope, with your help, to increase awareness and to
increase the benefits accessed and paid to low income Indigenous people.

To the Individuals
Here's how it can help:

Young Adult $1,600 per year

Single Mom with 2 children ----- $17,706 per year
Mid career couple -------=-------- $13,614 per year
Elder $17,304 per year

Young Adults

A young adult earning in the range of $12,000 a year, could receive a refund of all income tax
deducted from their pay cheques. They could also receive an estimated $500 a year from the
GST credit and $1,100 from the Working Income Tax Credit, for a total of $1,600 for the year
plus the refund of anything deducted from them.



An increase in cash flow of $130 per month can make a difference.

Single Mom with 2 children

In Manitoba, a single woman with two children, earning $18,200 per year increased her annual
income to $35,906 through income tax filing and access to federal and provincial benefits.

Her income doubled from $1,500 per month to $2,992 per month.

Note: Benefits from one province to another vary, depending on the Provincial and
Territorial Programs available.

Mid Career

A couple living in British Columbia, each earning $30,000 per year with three children could
expect to receive an estimated $13,614 per year in GST credit and Canada Child Benefit. This
would come in the form of quarterly GST payments of $288.50 four times a year, and monthly

Canada Child Benefits of $1,038.33 per month. In addition, they could set up RESPs for their
children, have $500 deposited from the Canada Learning Bond for each child (for a total of
$1,500) plus have $100 per year added to the RESP for each child. They just need to continue
to file their tax returns each year.

Elder

If you are over the age of 65, you are entitled to Old Age Security (OAS). OAS is not income
tested; however, you do need to apply. You also need a Social Insurance Number to apply. The
monthly payment for people who have lived in Canada for 40 years is $578.53 or $6,936 per
year.

If you have no other income than OAS, you are entitled to a Guaranteed Income Supplement of
$864 per month. This is income tested and is not taxable. You do however need to file income
tax returns in order to claim your GIS benefit.

If you apply for OAS at age 66 or later, the maximum retroactive benefit payment you can
receive is for 11 months and is $6,358.

It's nice to get the cheque in the mail and your OAS payments do not reduce the amount of
your GIS.

Your monthly cheques of $1,442 will continue, for combined annual income of $17,304.

For more information on OAS and GIS, here’s the link:
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/benefits/publicpensions/cpp/old-agesecurity/
payments.html

To the Families

A family with income lower than $45,000 per year could have a “free” $500 for children born in
2004 or later, plus $100 per year paid to a Registered Education Savings Plan for their child, for
a total of $2,000 toward the child’s education. In addition, if they were able to contribute some
of their own funds to a RESP, every dollar they contributed would result in another 40 cents



into the account.

For their children under age 6 they would receive a Canada Child Benefit (CCB) of $533 per
month and for children from age 6 to 17, they could receive up to $450 per month per child.

This is income tested, and amounts vary based on family income. Here is the link to the CCB
Calculator:
http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/benefits-calculator/

To the Communities

Although we don't have statistical data regarding how communities benefit from their members
and families having increased financial stability, we do know that life is easier all around with
some extra funds. Individuals, families, children and communities are all happier and healthier
when financial stresses are reduced.

We do know that on average, tax filers increase their annual income by $1,800 to $3,600 per
tax filer. We also know low income families can take advantage of a free Canada Learning Bond
for their children born after December 31, 2003. And statistics show that having funds set
aside for education means kids are more likely to complete high school and go onto further
studies. It is interesting to know that having “something set aside for education” is a huge
incentive to children dreaming about future possibilities. The amount of the fund is not as
important as the child knowing there is a fund.

We also know people over age 65 are eligible for Guaranteed Income Supplement. If there is
no other income, the combined OAS and GIS is $17,304 per year. And although $17,300 per
year may not seem like a huge amount to live on, it is far better than not having income.

Our conclusion is individuals, families and elders moving toward financial stability helps
communities.

And we know "“It's a Fact: Better Income Can Lead to Better Health.”
http.//www.edu.gov.mb.ca/benefits/index.htm/

How to Prepare

What to expect

With the support of your organization and community you will find that the number of
individuals you serve will continue to increase. People will begin to see their friends and family
members access benefits and improve their financial well being because they were able to file
their income tax return. Each year, you will find you are helping more and more people. You
will also find you will have people coming to you throughout the year, not just at “tax time” in
the spring. And each year, you will continue to streamline and improve your process to meet
the unique needs of your community.

Depending on the needs and size of your community, you may find one or two volunteers will
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be able to complete all the tax returns. Or, if you are in a larger center, you may need
additional volunteer resources. Ideally, it works best if you have someone who can help your
members with accessing required information such as their Social Insurance Numbers or
Birth Certificates if they do not already have them.

Prepare early

It is important to begin the preparation early, and is best to begin in September of the year if
you are planning a tax clinic commencing the following March. Although focused clinics often
take place at “tax time” in March and April, it is important to note that tax filing can happen at
any time of the year. You might commence your tax filing services in the summer for example.
In any event, you will want to contact CRA as soon as possible, as they will have
time commitments and scheduling requirements to work around.

Dedicated Resources

Sometimes tax clinics begin with a committed individual “working off the side of their desk” to
start a clinic, while continuing with their regular duties. Make sure you have a dedicated “Point
Person” who is responsible for setting up and managing the clinic. There may be limited human
resources, so you and your organization will find that having someone with focused time to
initiate the clinic will pay off in helping people and your community to gain increased financial
flexibility.

For smaller communities, perhaps this one person will be able to provide for all the filing
requirements, with some support assistance from one other volunteer. For larger clinics, you
may need more resources. The Point Person will be the “go to” person for support, supporting
the volunteers, the process, set up and client services and emotionally assisting everyone
involved. The dedicated Point Person has time to devote to the role and is a caring,
compassionate, non-judgmental person known to many in the community for dedication to
friends, family, community and overall well being.

Think about your message

We are here to help

Get your Piece of the Money Pie
Need a Hand?

Your Taxes, Your Benefits

Consider the Context and Spirit of your Service Delivery

In addition to the message you are communicating, in order to let people know how to access
benefits and credits, you will also want to consider the context within which you are delivering
services. For example, we spoke to an organization that focuses on “walking with and beside”
the people they are serving. People can feel shy or embarrassed when it comes to getting help
with finances, taxes and things they don't fully understand and aren't fully comfortable with. It
is important to speak to the intent and spirit with which you and your volunteers will engage
and support your clients, community members and each other.



Steps to Setting up a Tax Clinic

1. You are a committed person who wants to help people in your community.

Establish a “Point Person or Coordinator” to set up a clinic. This person will manage the overall
operation and provide support.

2. You should start working on setting up a clinic by at least September to be up and
running for tax time in March.

Begin early, no later than September for the March and April tax reporting. Begin any time for
reporting throughout the calendar year.

3. Talk to people and let them know how you can help.

You can set up a clinic and help people file their income tax.
They can access refunds and benefits and increase their cash flow.
It isn't hard to do.

4. Contact Canada Revenue Agency Outreach and ask for their help.

Contact CRA as soon as possible to access resources.
To contact the CVITP, fill out an online form or call:
http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/tx/ndvdls/vintr/nfrmtneng.html
Canada-Wide 1-800-959-8281

5. Identify a space you can use.

You will need desks, computers and phones.
Some tax clinics have been able to “borrow” a larger space from community organizations for
the busiest time in March and April, with a smaller location for the rest of the year.

6. Recruit volunteers.

You will need a greeter, intake person and tax preparers. Depending on the size of your
community, there could be an overlap of duties; for example, the greeter may also be able to
prepare the intake forms.

The greeter will set the tone for the clinic and will be someone who is well known in the
community. This trusted person knows most of the community members and their presence will
engage interest and help people feel comfortable asking questions. People will be curious to
understand the positive impact to themselves personally and to their family members.

Volunteers will be screened for e-filing services. Understanding the screening process can help
to avoid potential embarrassment and help you to assist potential volunteers in getting up to
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date on their tax filing. Volunteers can make arrangements with CRA for a payment schedule
for taxes owing. Once this is looked after, they will be eligible to volunteer.

CRA also screens for criminal records.
7. Have forms on hand for paper filing if need be.

Those forms would include Tax return forms, forms to apply for Birth Certificates and Social
Insurance Numbers, OAS and GIS application forms, Canada Learning Bond Applications.

8. Promote the Tax Clinic.

Promote to people in the community and potential volunteers. Tell them where the clinic will be,
when it will open and to come and see you.

Let volunteers know how CRA screens for tax filing and e-filing volunteers. Assist with
overcoming any identified obstacles, without any undue attention to the problems. For example,
catch up on late filing, make payment arrangements with CRA if the volunteer owes taxes, and
work with CRA to overcome any issues regarding criminal records.

Tell them that you will start helping them tax file as soon as you are open.

Tell them the service is free and they will most likely get some money back when they tax file;
even if they haven't paid taxes and are tax exempt, there are benefits they will be

able to access.

Your community social services representative will be an ally in making sure people and families
know they can increase their financial well being by accessing benefits available to them.

Network with others in your community who are service providers.

9. Sign up for training.

You and your volunteers will need to be trained. You will begin with online training with CRA.
10. Talk to other communities who have run tax clinics.

If you know anyone who has run a clinic before, speak with them and ask them for pointers.
CRA may be able to put you in touch with others who have experience.

Moral support from others who have experience can be a big help.

11. Once you are set up, begin offering service.

There will be people in your community who haven't tax filed for awhile. When getting started,

you may want to begin helping people “catch up” by filing last year’s tax return, and perhaps
the previous year.

11



This will help you and your volunteers to get the process started and to get some experience
under your belt before you get really busy in March and April.

It will also help to get the word out into your community when people start to have refunds and
receive benefit payments. Others will find they are more interested in how the tax filing clinic
can help them.

12. At the end of tax season, review how you did.

Once things slow down, after the tax filing deadline of April 30th, review the tax participant
surveys and the total tax refund and benefit amounts accessed.

CRA can provide information on the number of returns filed by clinic and you can see how this
changes from year to year.

Communicate to your volunteers and your community the total funds accessed through the
efforts of your volunteers, the tax clinic and community support for your work.

Note other successes, for example students who have “logged volunteer time” that contributes
to college accreditation.

13. Celebrate your Volunteers.
Certificates of award and recognition, a recognition dinner, celebration of accomplishments.
14. Continue to provide tax filing services throughout the year.

Often, clinics file more tax returns in the remainder of the year than in the ten-week “tax time”
period in March and April.

15. Review your process and think of how you might improve it for the next tax
season.

Continuous review and revision provide for streamlining services and continued improvement.
Connect with other CVITP clinics you know and compare notes.
16. Begin preparing for next tax season in September.

Access training from CRA, recruit more volunteers as necessary, continue tax filing throughout
the year and have new recruits “job shadow” experienced volunteers.

Have refresher training for experienced tax filing volunteers.

17. Celebrate your success.

12



You may want to provide “sample” success stories of clients you have helped. Of course, all
personal information will remain confidential — successes would only be shared on a sample, no
names basis.

You may also want to include testimonials from volunteers, in terms of their personal
experience assisting community members and helping them to improved financial wellbeing.

18. Consider hosting Financial Wellness workshops.
There are materials available for free to help you provide Financial Literacy Training.

Check with AFOA Canada to find out more about available training materials and how to access
them.

British Columbia Association of Aboriginal Friendship Centres (BCAAFC) has Holistic Retirement
Planning material in an Indigenous context available to share as well as Aboriginal Financial
Literacy Training material.

Experience indicates that it is important to include people of all ages in the workshops. This
provides an opportunity for youth and elders to interact and learn from one another. Feedback
indicates this is one of the most appreciated benefits of attending the workshops.

19. Develop an Annual Timeline for planning and ongoing service provision.

For example:
e September— Begin planning for next tax season.
e October-November — Recruit and train volunteers.
Confirm space and resources (computers, desks, telephones).
Market the services.
Review the process; continue providing tax filing services.
e December — Let the community know what you are doing.
January and February — All recruits trained and ready to go.
Consider providing Financial Literacy workshops.
March and April — Focused tax filing.
May — Review outcomes, celebrate volunteers, celebrate success.
June — Consider providing Financial Literacy workshops.
July and August — Take a well deserved and needed break.

Access Help Available

Contact the CRA outreach program for the Community Volunteer Income Tax Clinic (CVITP).

Register with the CVITP (Community Volunteer Income Tax Program)
This can be done online at: http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/tx/ndvdls/vintr/prtnr-eng.html

The CVITP provides guidance and support to community organizations operating tax clinics,
provides training and free income tax preparation software, and donates computers to eligible
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community organizations.

To contact the CVITP, fill out an online form or call:
http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/tx/ndvdls/vintr/nfrmtn-eng.html
Canada-Wide 1-800-959-8281

Canada Revenue Agency link:
Free tax clinics - Canada.ca

Prosper Canada
www.prospercanada.org

AFOA Canada
www.afoa.ca

Get a Sense of the Training Requirements

While CRA provides support and training to get you started, we have