State News

California

Tax-Aide served nearly 192,000 Californians last year

Free Bilingual Tax Preparation Service

hen he was hired by the
Oakland Public Library
in 1996, Pete Villase-

fior discovered that free tax prep-
aration was offered at some of its
branches through AARP Founda-
tion Tax-Aide.

What particularly interested Villa-
sefor, now manager of the César E.
Chavez Branch, was that help was
offered in Spanish and English.

For many years Villaseiior, 45,
prepared his own tax returns—of-
ten ending up with discrepancies.
That changed five years ago when
he decided to try Tax-Aide.

“Ttis so much easier to go to Tax-
Aide. I would definitely recom-
mend it,” he said. “Our Spanish-
speaking patrons are especially
grateful for the help in their first
language.”

Begun in 1968, Tax-Aide now has
more than 35,000 volunteers help-
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ing roughly 2.6 million taxpayers at
some 6,000 sites nationwide.

Last year, about 3,100 Tax-Aide
volunteers served nearly 192,000
California taxpayers, who received
$92.7 million in federal refunds and
$25 million in state refunds.

This year, Tax-Aide runs from
Feb. 1to April 15.

The program targets low- to mid-
dle-income taxpayers with a focus
on older people, said Helen Cris-
man, of San Carlos, the Tax-Aide
Pacific regional coordinator.

“But we will take [almost] anyone
who walks through the door,” Cris-
man said, noting that volunteers do
not prepare complicated returns.

What to bring to a center
All of the volunteer preparers
receive about a week of training.
They also must pass an IRS certi-
fication test annually.
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Street People

Homeless population in emergency
and transitional shelters in each
state, D.C. and Puerto Rico in 2010.
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Clients are asked to bring last
year’s tax returns; forms related
to income from employment, pen-
sions, annuities, Social Security,
dividends or other sources; and
canceled checks or other paper-
work showing payment of state or
federal taxes. If filing jointly, your
spouse should also attend.

Duane Anderson, 90, has been us-
ing the program for four years at the
senior citizen center in his home-
town of San Carlos.

The professionalism and pleas-
ant demeanor of the volunteers has
kept him going back.

“They put you at ease. And I've
never had a problem with the IRS,”
Anderson said.

Before taking advantage of Tax-
Aide, Anderson would have his tax
returns done professionally.

“I save $300 a year by going to
Tax-Aide,” he said.

S.D. 329
Tenn. 3,509
Texas 10,841
Utah 374
- Vt. 506
Va. 3,747
Okla. Wash. 6,425
Ore. W.Va. 819
Pa. Wis. 2,448
Wyo. 344
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The program makes a difference
for people on a limited income,
Crisman said. “It breaks my heart,”
to see people who can’t afford it
paying $100 to $200 to get their
taxes prepared when they could
come to Tax-Aide and get the same
service for free.

Reaching out to Latinos

Even with nearly 500 Tax-Aide sites
around the state, Crisman said, they
are looking to expand. “Because of
the economy, we are seeing more
people who cannot afford to pay”
professional tax preparers, she said.

The all-volunteer program relies
on people like Orinda resident Mike
Cunningham.

Two years into his retirement,
Cunningham, 68, spotted a newspa-
per blurb that Tax-Aide was seeking
individuals who could volunteer to
prepare income tax returns.

It was a perfect fit for Cunning-
ham, who had prepared his own tax
returns and those of family members.

Crisman, who began as a Tax-Aide
volunteer 18 years ago, understands
the need to reach the ever-growing
Latino community because many
Spanish-speaking taxpayers do not
know about the program.

Villasefior can attest to this.

“Every year I come across people
who live in the neighborhood and
are coming in to Tax-Aide for the
first time because they didn’t know
about it,” he said.

—BYy Vicki Adame

To find a Tax-Aide site near you,
or to set up an appointment, enter
your ZIP code at aarp.org/
findtaxhelp or call AARP Califor-
nia at 866-448-3614 toll-free.
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