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Some refunds delayed as IRS battle against fraud intensifies
WASHINGTON (AP) — The Internal

Revenue Service’s battle against fraud
and identity theft is intensifying as the
tax filing season opens, and some of the
neediest taxpayers are getting caught in
the middle.

The agency is barred from issuing
refunds before Feb. 15 on any returns
claiming the Earned Income Tax Credit
or the Additional Child Tax Credit.
Congress mandated the delay to give the
IRS more time to review returns to try to
catch fraudulent ones before refunds are
paid out.

In reality, taxpayers taking these cred-
its will probably have to wait even longer
to get their refunds — until the week of
Feb. 27, the IRS says, because of week-
ends and the President’s Day holiday.

Dave DuVal, vice president of cus-
tomer advocacy at TaxAudit.com, says
the impact on these taxpayers could be
tremendous. “They live paycheck to pay-
check, and this is money they’re count-
ing on,” he said.

Still, the attempt to reduce fraud “is a
positive thing overall,” said Greg Rosica,
tax partner at Ernst & Young.

The IRS will begin accepting returns
on Jan. 23, and tax experts recommend
that Americans continue to file their
returns early, even with the refund
delays.

“For this tax season, it’s more impor-
tant than ever for taxpayers to plan
ahead,” IRS Commissioner John
Koskinen said in a statement.

This year’s filing deadline is Tuesday,
April 18, since the traditional April 15
date falls on a Saturday, and D.C.
Emancipation Day is observed on April
17.

Of course, taxpayers who need longer
can request an extension. “Getting a fil-
ing extension avoids the late filing penal-
ty, but it doesn’t avoid the late payment
penalty,” said Barbara Weltman, a con-
sultant and author of books on taxes,
law and finance.

So the advice from tax experts: To avoid
the late payment penalty, estimate the
amount due and pay it before the April 18
filing deadline. But even with that, you
won’t be able to avoid interest on pay-
ments made after the deadline.

Last year, the IRS processed more than
152 million returns. Electronic filing was
up 2.4 percent, continuing a long-term
trend. The average refund was $2,860,
up 2.3 percent or $63 from the previous

year, the agency said.
The IRS continues to see an increase in

taxpayers requesting direct deposit for
their refunds. That’s the fastest way to
get a refund, the agency advises.

—-
WHAT’S NEW THIS YEAR

“Because so many provisions have
been made permanent and we have such

AP Photo/Brennan Linsley

TAx ProfessionAL and tax preparation firm owner Alicia Utley reaches for hard copies

of tax forms while working to stay caught up on a Saturday at the start of the tax season rush,

in her offices at Infinite Tax Solutions, in Boulder, Colo. The IRS began accepting returns on

Jan. 23, and tax experts recommend that Americans continue to file their returns early. 

See BATTLE, Page 3
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modest  inflation, there are not dramatic
new things,” Weltman said.
The  personal  exemption  has  been

increased to $4,050. But that amount is
phased  out  for  taxpayers  at  higher
income levels. Similarly, those with high-
er  adjusted  gross  income  might  not  be
able to get the full value of their deduc-
tions.
The  alternative  minimum  tax  is  still

around, but the exemption has increased
to $53,900 for single taxpayers, $83,000
for  those  married  filing  jointly  and
$41,900 for married filing separately.
People who have been  issued an  indi-

vidual taxpayer identification number, or
ITIN, instead of a Social Security number
may  have  to  renew  it  before  filing  their
tax  returns. The  IRS says current  ITINs
will  no  longer  be  valid  if  they  weren’t
used at least once in the last three years
or if the number was issued before 2013.

—-
HEALTH INSURANCE

For  those  who  didn’t  have  health
insurance  in  2016,  the  penalty,  or
“shared  responsibility”  in  government
parlance,  is  $695  for  each  adult  and
$347.50 for children under 18, or a max-
imum  of  $2,085.  But  remember  there
are two ways to compute the penalty —
per person or as a percentage of house-
hold  income.  “You’ll  pay  whichever  is
higher,” the government says on its web-
site www.healthcare.gov .
About  6.5  million  taxpayers  paid

penalties in tax year 2015 because they
didn’t  have  health  insurance,  about  20
percent  lower  than  the  previous  year,
IRS  Commissioner  John  Koskinen  said
in  a  letter  to  Congress.  The  average
penalty was about $470.

But  there  are  exemptions  that  might
help  you  avoid  penalties  if  you  didn’t
have  health  insurance.  Among  them:
financial hardship, membership in a fed-
erally recognized tribe or religious group
with  objections  to  insurance,  or  living
overseas. Check the government’s health
care website for the full list.
The health insurance law also provides

assistance for people to pay their health
insurance premiums.
Last year, about 5.3 million taxpayers

claimed  that  premium  tax  credit  for
2015, Koskinen said. The average credit
was $3,620.

—-
PROTECTING AGAINST IDENTITY

THEFT AND FRAUD
Make  sure  you  have  last  year’s  tax

return  handy  when  you  prepare  to  file
your taxes this year.
“Taxpayers who are changing tax soft-

ware  products  this  filing  season  will
need  their  adjusted  gross  income  from
their  2015  tax  return  in  order  to  file
electronically,”  the  IRS  said.  “The  elec-
tronic filing PIN is no longer an option.”
That,  too,  is  part  of  the  agency’s

attempt  to battle  tax  fraud and  identity
theft.
“The IRS has gotten much, much bet-

ter  in  identifying  ID  theft  before  the
money goes out the door,” Olson said.
Another step  is pushing up the dead-

line  for  employers  to  submit wage  data
to the IRS, enabling the agency to build
a database sooner to crosscheck returns
with those W-2 forms.
Previously, wage forms had to be sent

to taxpayers by Jan. 31 and to the Social
Security Administration a month or two
later,  depending  on  whether  they  were
being  filed  by  paper  or  electronically.
“That meant  the  filing  season was  over
by the time the IRS got the most funda-
mental data,” Olson said.

Now,  the  deadline  is  the  same,  Jan.
31,  for  the  employer  to  get  the  form  to
both the employee and the government.
The IRS says that working with states

and the tax industry, ID thefts were cut
in half last year.

—-
EARNED INCOME TAX CREDIT

The IRS describes the credit as a “ben-
efit for working people with low to mod-
erate income.”
As such, eligibility is based on marital

status, income and the number of quali-
fying  children  in  the  household.  The
maximum  credit  for  the  2016  tax  year
ranges from $6,269 for those with three
or more children to $506 for those with
no children.
For  the 2015  tax year,  the  credit was

claimed  on  about  26  million  returns,
totaling about $65.6 billion, according to
the  IRS.  The  agency  said  the  average
credit was more than $2,482.
The IRS estimates that as many as 26

percent of EITC claims may be paid erro-
neously.  “Some  of  the  errors  are  unin-
tentional,  caused  by  the  complexity  of
the  law,  but  some  of  the  claims  are
intentional  disregard  of  the  law,”  the
agency said.
Or as Duval put it, “Any time you have

refundable  money,  it  brings  out  the
creeps, the criminals, the bad folks.”
Like  the  Additional  Child  Tax  Credit,

the  EITC  is  refundable,  meaning  that

even if you have no tax liability you can
get a refund.
“Note  that  the  Additional  Child  Tax

Credit is not a credit for additional chil-
dren. It is a credit in addition to the reg-
ular Child Tax Credit,” the IRS says.
So what’s the difference?
Since  the  regular  Child  Tax  Credit  is

not  refundable,  you may not be able  to
collect the full amount if it reduces your
tax liability below zero.
“Basically,  if  you  have  any  portion  of

your Child Tax Credit ‘left over,’ you may
be eligible to receive some or all of it as
a  payment  through  the  Additional  Tax
Credit,” the IRS explains.
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VITA volunteers offer tax help
VITA volunteers  from  the  IRS  will  be

offering  free  income  tax  preparation
beginning  Jan.  28  at  the  Cleveland
Bradley County Public Library.
The  VITA  volunteers  will  be  available

every Saturday, 10 a.m. to 2 p.m., dur-
ing the tax season.  They will be prepar-
ing tax returns in the Carmichael Room.
On the   second Saturday  in February

and the second Saturday  in March,  the
volunteers  will  be  offering  free  assis-
tance in the Hiwassee Room.
Rachael  Pickett,  site  coordinator,

reminds  individuals  to  bring  last  year’s
return  along  with  a  state  or  federal
photo  identification  —  Driver’s  license,
etc. A Social Security  card  for  everyone
claimed on the return will also be need-
ed.

Individuals  with  Market  Place  insur-
ance  coverage  must  bring  the  1095-A
form from the Market Place.
Refunds  that  include  earned  income

credit and/or additional child tax credit
will  be  delayed  until  at  least  Feb.  15.
Pickett  said  the  refund would  probably
arrive closer to the end of February.
Since  the  volunteers  do  not  work  by

appointment,  individuals  should  come
prepared to wait at times.
Anyone with questions about taxes at

this  location  may  call  Pickett  at  476-
8866. For  information on other  free  tax
locations,  contact  the  city  of  Cleveland
at 472-4551.
She  reminds  everyone  to  bring  all

needed forms — W2s, 1099-Misc., 1088-
R, etc.



For The Associated Press

Last summer, Cindy Hockenberry
decided she’d had it with threatening
phone calls claiming she was behind on
her taxes.

“One day — I’m not kidding you — I got
called three times,” she said.

Sometimes the calls were automated.
But once, when she got a call from a live
person, Hockenberry — who happens to
be the director of education and research
at the National Association of Tax
Professionals — decided to play along.

The caller told her she owed over
$5,000 in back taxes. 

“He was pretty convincing,”
Hockenberry recalls. “He was saying the
right things ... using the right tax lingo.”

“Then I said to him, ‘Do you realize that
it’s not lawful to impersonate an IRS
employee?’ ... He came back and said,
‘Well, do you realize it’s unlawful not to
pay your taxes?’ I said, ‘Yes, as a matter
of fact, I do — which is why I know for a
fact I have paid all my taxes.’”

There was a pause, she said. Then the
caller cursed at her and hung up.

Hockenberry’s story is just one exam-
ple of how brazen tax scammers can be.
In roughly the last three years, the
Treasury Inspector General for Tax
Administration, the body that oversees
the IRS, has received more than 1.8 mil-
lion reports of calls from people imper-
sonating IRS employees, and almost
10,000 victims have lost a total of nearly
$50 million. Tax-related email phishing
and malware incidents shot up 400 per-

cent in the 2016 tax season, according to
the IRS.

Recent schemes include calls threaten-
ing arrest for an overdue, fictitious “fed-
eral student tax,” emails with fake tax
bills attached and IRS impersonators
demanding payment via gift cards or pre-
paid cards.

Portland, Oregon-based CPA Joe Seifert
says even tax preparers receive emails
from scammers, asking for the user-
names and passwords that let them
access special IRS online tools.

Criminals pose as state tax officials to
make a buck, too. For example, the
Kansas Department of Revenue has
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As tax season 

nears, so do 

the scammers

AP Photo/Susan Walsh, File

ThiS MArch 22, 2013, file

photo shows the exterior of the

Internal Revenue Service build-

ing in Washington. Tax scam-

mers have invented increasingly

brazen ways to defraud con-

sumers and even tax preparers.

You can fight back by knowing

the signs of fraudulent communi-

cations, reporting any you

receive to the right authorities

and staying up to date on your

tax situation. 

See SCAMMERS, Page 6
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MAritzA Montejo, right, works with a client at Liberty Tax Service in Miami. Tax pre-

parers do a big chunk of America’s tax returns, more than 80 million a year, according to the

IRS. 

How to find a good 

tax preparer (and write 

off the bad ones)
For the Associated Press

Tax preparers do a big chunk of
America’s tax returns — more than 80
million a year, according to the IRS — but
if you’re nervous about handing confi-
dential information to someone in a
largely unregulated field, you’re not
alone.

Here are some tips to help you find a
good tax preparer and reduce the risk of
expensive errors and exposing your
finances.

First, decide if you really need a tax
preparer. Everyone’s tax situation is dif-
ferent, but many millions of them are
simple enough — some W-2s from work,
mortgage interest or a few other obvious
deductions — to handle in-house. If
that’s the case, it might be cheaper and
faster to buy software and do your taxes
yourself .

“Obviously the more you have going on,
the more I would say go see a preparer,”
says Trish Evenstad, president of the
Wisconsin Society of Enrolled Agents.

If you do need a preparer, be choosy. “I

wouldn’t just simply go through the
phone book and pick someone random-
ly,” says Melissa Labant, director of tax
policy and advocacy at the American
Institute of CPAs. Asking friends, family
or colleagues for recommendations can
quickly reveal a preparer who’s caused
headaches, she said.

Tax attorneys and enrolled agents spe-
cialize in or have passed exams on tax
rules, and many certified public account-
ants also specialize in tax preparation. At
a minimum, Labant says, a legitimate
preparer should have a Preparer Tax
Identification Number, or PTIN, from the
IRS.

Never assume that because someone
works at a big tax-prep company he or
she must be an enrolled agent or a certi-
fied public accountant, Evenstad warns.
And don’t assume a PTIN is valid, either
— a 2014 Government Accountability
Office study caught some unscrupulous
preparers using fake PTINs or ones that
didn’t belong to them. You can verify

See PREPARER, Page 6
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from page 5

PTINs and professional credentials on the
IRS website, and you can check account-
ing and law licenses on state-level CPA
and bar association websites. The
National Association of Enrolled Agents
also maintains a directory.

Know what to look for. The IRS
requires paid tax preparers to put their
name and PTIN on returns they prepare.
Not doing so, or asking you to sign a
blank return first, suggests a preparer is
up to no good, Evenstad said. Directing
your refund to a bank account that’s not
yours is another red flag. And make sure
your return doesn’t say “self-prepared.”

Good preparers will also ask for last
year’s return, Labant says. “If they don’t,
then you’ll know right away this person is
not exercising due diligence and they
could easily be missing several key items
that need to be reported on your tax
return.”

The preparer should provide a secure
portal for sending information, too.

“If someone called me and said, ‘Just
email me a copy of your driver’s license,’
that would make me a little nervous
about how well they’re protecting taxpay-
er identification information,” Labant
says.

Report bad apples. If, despite your
efforts, a preparer wrongs you, you have

a few options. You can complain to the
IRS by filling out Form 14157 and send-
ing along supporting documents. Alerting
the National Association of Enrolled
Agents, the National Association of Tax
Professionals and other professional
groups might also spark an internal
investigation if the preparer is a member,
Evenstad says.

Getting restitution, though, might be
harder. According to Council of Better
Business Bureaus data, just 66 percent
of customer complaints against tax pre-
parers in 2015 were resolved — well
below the national average of 79 percent
across all industries, according to BBB
spokesperson Katherine Hutt. By com-
parison, the cellular industry and banks
usually have 98 percent and 97 percent
resolution rates, she notes.

“Most of the time, when people are
unhappy with a service like that, it’s
because they didn’t check out the compa-
ny ahead of time. Their complaints are
usually the same thing that previous cus-
tomers have complained about,” Hutt
says.

If a preparer steals from you, call the
police and file a complaint with the IRS.

“If they’ve stolen your identity, you def-
initely want to turn them in to the (IRS)
Office of Professional Responsibility,”
Evenstad says. “Because if they’ve stolen
yours, they’ve probably stolen other peo-
ple’s.”

Good preparers who make honest mis-
takes usually will pay your penalties,
though any extra taxes will likely be on
you, Evenstad adds.

—-
This article was provided to The

Associated Press by the personal finance
website NerdWallet. Email staff writer
Tina Orem: torem@nerdwallet.com

—-
RELATED LINKS:

NerdWallet: How to prepare and file
your taxes online

https://nerd.me/2gVHaGM
IRS: Verify a tax preparer’s professional

credentials
https://irs.treasury.gov/rpo/rpo.jsf

SCAMMERS 

from page 4

received complaints about calls from
employee impersonators, according to a
department spokesperson. Scammers
are also issuing letters and emails under
the state’s name.

As tax season approaches, people will
likely see more scams, the Federal Trade
Commission warns. There’s little to pre-
vent a criminal from picking up the
phone or sending a bogus email, but
there are four things you can do when
these fishy communications arrive:

1. Know how the IRS initiates contact. 
“The IRS should never, ever be con-

tacting you by email, ever. They should
never ever be contacting you by phone.
They should only be contacting you via
letter,” Seifert says.

2. Report creepy messages.
You can forward shady tax-related

emails to phishing@irs.gov and report
suspicious phone calls to the Treasury
Inspector General for Tax
Administration and the Federal Trade
Commission. Collecting these reports
recently helped the Department of
Justice indict dozens of people in an

alleged international call-center fraud
scheme.

3. Verify issues with the IRS or your
state tax authority. 

Question out-of-the-blue communica-
tions about alleged tax balances. If you
owe back taxes , or think you might, call
your tax professional, the IRS or the
state tax department directly, Seifert
says. A new online tool at IRS.gov also
lets you look up unpaid taxes, penalties
and interest.

4. Never pay over the phone.
Even if you owe, the IRS never asks

for credit, debit, prepaid card or bank

information via phone, email, text or
social media.

If someone does, “Just hang up on
them,” Seifert says.

—-
This article was provided to The

Associated Press by the personal finance
website NerdWallet . Email staff writer
Tina Orem: torem@nerdwallet.com.

RELATED LINKS:
NerdWallet: What to Do If You’re Filing

Your Taxes Late
https://nerd.me/2ip0FrV

IRS: Find Out How Much You Owe:
https://www.irs.gov/payments/finding-
out-how-much-you-owe



WASHINGTON (AP) — Donald Trump’s
acknowledgement last fall that he had not
paid federal income tax in years left some
questioning why they should have to pay
taxes.

“I think you pay taxes because it’s the
right thing to do,” National Taxpayer
Advocate Nina Olson says.

But that doesn’t mean you don’t take tax
benefits to which you’re entitled.

“It’s easy to point to some of the provi-
sions that you may feel are in the law that
are written to let some people pay zero taxes
and ignore that you are getting significant
benefits delivered to you through the
Internal Revenue code to you, yourself,” she
said.

Among those:
“If you’re an employee, you might be ben-

efiting from employer-provided health
insurance or tax-deferred retirement sav-
ings,” she said. “If you own a home, you may
be benefiting from the deduction of mort-
gage interest, and those are significant.”

People tend to focus on special interests
during discussions of tax reform. But Olson
said, “the biggest special benefits go to the
middle class, or anybody who owns a home
or has a retirement account or gets employ-
er-provided health insurance.”

Tax experts say many people over-pay
their taxes because they are not taking
advantage of all the credits and deductions
to which they are entitled.

Greg Rosica, a tax partner at Ernst &
Young, says that could include things like
deducting mileage if you drive to volunteer
at a charity or drop off a donation of goods.

If you’re self-employed, add up your busi-
ness expenses. “There are many deductions,
items that are directly deductible against
wages,” Rosica said.

That can include things like the phone bill
or paper for the printer — or for the room in
your house where you conduct your busi-
ness. But if you want to take that deduction,
“you must regularly use part of your home
exclusively for conducting business,” the
IRS says.

There are two ways to compute home

office deductions — one a simplified method
of $5 per square foot for up to 300 square
feet, and the other based on the actual costs
of using the home office.

The “EY Tax Guide 2017” lists 50 of the
deductions that people are most likely to
overlook.

If you took out a new mortgage or refi-
nanced an existing one and paid points,
those may be deductible, but they have to
be amortized over the life of the loan. If you
suffered a major uninsured loss, that may
qualify as well.

Contact lenses, eyeglasses and hearing
aids qualify as medical deductions. So do
breast pumps and lactation supplies and
contraceptives, if bought with a prescrip-
tion. The cost of travel to get medical care
also may be deductible. But you can only
deduct medical expenses that exceed 10
percent of your adjusted gross income — or
7.5 percent if you are 65 or older.

However, the guide cautions, “the IRS has
ruled that the cost of marijuana or any
other federally controlled substance, even if
recommended by a physician in a state
whose laws permit such purchase and use,
is not deductible.”

Trump has not released his tax returns.
But The New York Times reported last year
that he claimed more than $900 million in
losses in 1995, enabling him to pay nothing
in taxes for as many as 18 years.

Asked during a presidential debate in
October whether he used the loss to avoid
paying taxes, he said, “Of course I do.”

The Tax Policy Center estimates that
about 44.5 percent of taxpayers will pay no
income taxes for 2016.

“Just because people don’t pay federal
income tax doesn’t mean they don’t pay any
tax,” center fellow Roberton C. Williams
wrote on its website. “In fact, nearly every-
one pays something. Three-fifths of those
who don’t owe income tax work, and thus
pay Social Security and Medicare payroll
taxes. And almost everyone pays state and

local sales taxes, excise taxes or some other
levy.”

Penalties for non-payment of taxes can
add up.There are penalties for failing to file
your tax return and failing to pay your
taxes.

The IRS advises people to file their tax
returns even if they can’t afford to pay
what’s due. The agency will work with tax-
payers to set up installment plans if they are
unable to afford the tax bill all at once.

“In most cases,” the IRS says, “the failure
to-to-file penalty is 10 times more than the
failure-to-pay penalty.”
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