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January 28, 2011 

Dear RuFES Action Network, 

KEEP IT  

Refunds Going Plastic? 

"Paper or plastic?" 

This year, an increasing number of tax filers are being encouraged to answer 

"plastic". Working families in your area may be affected by two new initiatives 

that will make it easier for tax filers to receive their tax refunds via reloadable 

prepaid debit cards. The U.S. Treasury Department and the Internal Revenue 

Service (IRS) offer this Keep It option to help underbanked filers receive their 

refunds quickly, escape the lure of predatory Refund Anticipation Loans and 

avoid the need to visit expensive check cashing outlets to access their money.  

Why Should RuFES Action Network Members Care? 

If you are running a local free tax preparation site for low-income rural families—or 

know someone who is—it's important to know that some local families may ask 

about the opportunities. More importantly, tax site staff and volunteers should 

understand and be able to explain the pros and cons of choosing the debit card 

refund option. While it may be great for some families, it might not be so great for 

others, depending on their particular situations. Read on for what we know now. 

Pilot 1: The Treasury Department/MyAccountCard Visa Program 

This pilot program is geared to service 600,000 tax filers this tax season. 

Participating tax payers will be chosen at random from the pool of filers who 

requested a paper check refund last tax season. These filers will receive a letter 

from the Treasury Department offering them an opportunity to receive their tax 

refund through the MyAccountCard Visa Prepaid Debit Card. The card will be 

distributed by Green Dot, one of the largest distributors of debit cards in the 

United States. Participation is optional. Filers may decline this option and receive 

their refund by paper check or direct deposit (if they have an active bank account). 

The Treasury Department program will offer debit cards with slightly different 

features as they seek to see which features are most popular with filers.  

To find out more about MyAccountCardTreasury Department debit card program 

please visit MyAccountCard.gov.  



Pilot 2: TaxWise Program/MoneyWise Prepaid MasterCard 

This program offers all tax filers who have their returns completed at a Volunteer 

Income Tax Assistance (VITA) site the opportunity to receive their refund on a 

reloadable prepaid debit card. This program is a partnership with Western Union 

and Commerce Clearinghouse (provider of TaxWise software). Participation is 

optional. VITA site filers may choose to receive their tax refunds on the 

MoneyWise Prepaid Master Card or decline this option and receive their refund 

by paper check or direct deposit (if they have an active bank account).  

To find out more about the MoneyWise Prepaid MasterCard, please review the 

National Community Tax Coalition's PowerPoint presentation.  

Here are the prominent features of the cards in the two pilot programs: 

Federal tax refunds become available more quickly than with a paper check.  

Both MyAccountCard and MoneyWise Prepaid MasterCard are reloadable.  

Both MyAccountCard and MoneyWise Prepaid MasterCard can be used daily to 

deposit wages, get cash, make purchases, pay bills and more.  

Cardholders can check their account balance and use the card to pay bills free of 

charge online.  

No credit check or prior bank account is required to obtain either of these cards 

and collect one's refund.  

MyAccountCard offers free cash withdrawals at 15,000 participating ATMs ($2.50 

service fee applies for out-of-network ATM withdrawals).  

MoneyWise Prepaid MasterCard offers ATM transactions with a $1.95 fee per 

transaction.  

There are a few cautionary items associated with these programs to watch: 

Filers that use MyAccountCard or the MoneyWise Prepaid MasterCard cannot split 

their tax refund. All of the refund will go on the debit card.  

There is no savings component to the card. Some worry that filers may be more 

likely to spend their refund on non-essential items rather than save all or a 

significant part of it.  

Filers ought to examine the fees and features of both debit cards. Some debit 

cards offer a number of expensive hidden fees. For example, the MoneyWise 

Prepaid MasterCard has a $4.95 fee to load cash on the card. Visit the Asset 

Platform to see an analysis of the features of a number of debit cards.  

While most vendors and creditors do accept payments from debit cards, filers 

should confirm their ability to use these debit cards to pay bills and make 

essential purchases in their community before participating. This is particularly 

crucial in rural communities where access to a participating ATM may be more 

difficult.  

We hope these Action Alerts energize your RuFES deeds and aspirations. Help us 

spark more RuFES action! How? Simply contact us with any news, ideas or 

opportunities that can help your RuFES colleagues across the nation. 

 

Your RuFES Action Team, 

John Molinaro, Janet Topolsky, Kelly Malone, René Bryce-Laporte, Elsa Noterman 
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