Use these creative and innovative ideas to reach out to your members and the community with REAL Solutions, including:

• Health Savings Accounts (HSAs). More than ## credit unions around the state are offering HSAs, which are portable savings accounts that can be used to pay for qualified medical expenses tax-free for individuals and families who carry high-deductible health insurance policies. Qualified medical expenses include deductibles, co-pays, prescription and over-the-counter medications. Unused HSA money rolls over every year and can ultimately be used to pay for Medicare premiums once the account-holder reaches age 65.

• Payday loan alternatives. You can offer more affordable alternatives to high-cost payday loans so that people in need of short-term loans can avoid the “debt trap.” Question pricing strategies behind payday loans and come up with a great alternative so your members and others in the community have a way to secure their financial futures, without creating more debt.

• The brass|STUDENT PROGRAM. Consider building a relationship with local teachers by working to provide this program at area public high schools. The brass|STUDENT PROGRAM promotes responsible personal financial management and teachers can use it to help students achieve the state's Model Academic Standards for Personal Financial Literacy. The program's website offers shared lesson plans for teachers that can help students achieve state standards for personal financial literacy and a student section with information about credit union scholarships.

• Home Loan Payment Relief (HLPR). Through the HLPR program, you can offer three-year adjustable-rate mortgages priced at a rate one percent below the national average (#.## percent recently) to first-time, low income buyers. These aspects of the program all work to minimize payment shocks to the borrower, increasing the likelihood that they can prevent payments from going up and house foreclosures - an all too common scenario with many of today's sub prime loans.

• Free Tax Preparation Assistance. You can help tax filers by opening deposit accounts into which fast, free refunds can be deposited. This provides a no-cost alternative to costly “refund anticipation loans” that, according to the state’s Department of Revenue, picked $## million from taxpayers’ pockets in 200#. Steer citizens away from predatory financial providers, improve their financial knowledge and set them on a healthier financial path by encouraging saving and wealth-building.

• Money Smart Week. Money Smart Week is a joint effort by organizations across the state to hold events, workshops and presentations that promote financial education. Events can target any age group and should focus on helping consumers learn to better manage their personal finances - they should not be used to promote services, provide rates or open new accounts.

• The ‘Get Checking’ program. Allow members to acquire checking account privileges when they would otherwise be unable to obtain an account. The innovative 'Get Checking' program teaches basic checking account skills to people who are new to checking or have been denied due to problems with prior accounts.The program teaches account management skills and helps users determine the right account for them, helping them to become a successful checking account user.

• Financial education. Think of ways to provide financial education to your members and surrounding community. For example, in STATE, credit unions have more than ## branches in schools to encourage saving and teach responsible use of financial products. Credit unions also offer free financial workshops and seminars, deliver presentations on personal finance and provide financial tools online. They also sponsor teachers to attend an annual workshop that helps them improve personal finance lessons, and provide the free “High School Financial Planning Program” curriculum to schools and local agencies.

• Outreach to other cultures and new Americans. Create and tailor services to address our state’s expanding diversity. Help Native Americans, the Hmong community and STATE’s growing Latino population. This unique outreach is especially helpful to new Americans, many of whom don’t trust or understand our financial system. For example, credit unions are opening “safe accounts,” as well as facilitating documentation that can help recent immigrants. They’re also facilitating lower-cost wire services and translating information about loans.

• Creative Partnerships. By partnering with local businesses, non-profits, government agencies and others, you can solve problems locally. For example, credit unions and STATE counties have partnered to help single parents get loans for affordable used cars so they can access or maintain employment. Many credit unions have partnered with local teachers and schools to utilize in-school branches to help teach financial education. Another credit union has partnered with Goodwill Industries to offer an in-store alternative to high-cost payday loans and other transactions.

• Financial intervention. You can refer members to state-regulated offices of Consumer Credit Counseling Services for assistance with debt and money management. Some offices may also co-teach a course called “Get Checking” to help members establish or re-acquire checking account privileges. Any financial workshops or other counseling you can provide your members will help them in acquiring money management skills for the future.
