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your
money

You’ll find simple steps you can take to prepare your finances for unexpected
immigration-related emergencies and practical tips for protecting your money.
Share this with a friend. Help your family and loved ones get prepared and
create an action plan.

Immigrants
are the
backbone of
our economy
and our
culture.
Getting financially prepared
Under the current administration, immigrants from all walks of life are under attack. Getting detained or
deported can have a huge impact on your finances. What happens to your car, your apartment, or the money
in your checking account? How do you pay rent if you’re detained? Save yourself stress, money, and heartache
by taking a few steps now to prepare yourself and your family. This guide will help you protect your assets
now and in the future.

Immigration emergencies are expensive

$10K

$3K-5K

Cost of bail to get out of
detention (national average)

Cost of legal representation
for a bond hearing

$2K-4K

$5K-25K

Attorney fees to transfer
guardianship for children

Attorney fees for deportation
defense
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Good News: it’s easier than you think to plan for financial emergencies

1

3

PROTECT YOUR MONEY
From getting a bank account to
setting up automatic bill pay, take a
few simple steps to keep your money
safe and accessible.

2

PROTECT YOUR BELONGINGS
Take stock of what you own, get
insurance when possible, and consider
what you’d do with each item if you had
to relocate.

PREPARE FOR AN EMERGENCY
Who can you trust to make financial
decisions on your behalf? Think about
this ahead of time so you know who to
call if an emergency comes up.

4

CREATE AN ACTION PLAN
For each section, fill out the Action Plan
so you’re prepared to manage your bills
and belongings.

IMPORTANT
This guide provides general information, not legal advice, professional financial planning, or tax advice.
Only licensed attorneys (not notarios!) can give legal advice in the United States. Also, it is important that
the attorney you find has experience in immigration or tax law. Be sure to consult with a trusted attorney
before taking any actions that could impact your immigration case. Visit immi.org or americanbar.org to find
a qualified attorney.
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Protect your money
Here are a few steps to take now to keep your money safe and accessible in the case of an emergency.

01

OPEN OR MAINTAIN A BANK ACCOUNT

The safest place to keep your money is in a checking or savings account with a trusted bank or credit
union. Avoid keeping cash at home where it could be stolen or hard to access.

MAKE SURE
IT’S THE RIGHT
FIT FOR YOU

»»
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»

WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A BANK OR CREDIT UNION
See if the bank or credit union accepts your proof of ID (Social Security Number or ITIN)
Find out if there is staff who speak the same language as you
Check if debit cards are included
Make sure there are ATMs near you
See if there are branches both in the U.S. and in your country of birth
Check if they offer a mobile app or mobile-friendly websites
Find out how to add a joint account user

COST & SERVICES
Find out what fees they will charge you
Find out if direct deposit of your paycheck will eliminate monthly fees
Know if there are fees to use an ATM
Know the “minimum balance requirement,” the amount you need in your account to
avoid or reduce fees
Know how many deposits and withdrawals you get for free each month
Ask for information about how to avoid overdraft fees
Check if the account includes international wire transfers		
Get info about costs of transferring money to external accounts or abroad
Ask about receiving low-balance notifications by email or text

»» You do NOT need a Social Security Number to open a bank account.
»» Requirements may vary, but many banks and credit unions will accept other
forms of identification. These include: an individual taxpayer identification
number (ITIN), a passport number, your consular ID, or the number from
another government-issued ID (U.S. or foreign).
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SET UP ONLINE ACCOUNTS

££
££
££
03
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Set up online IDs and passwords for each of your important accounts. Visit the website
of your service providers to set up an online account (typically, “Log in,” “Enroll” or
“Register”). If you’re unsure how, call the customer support line.
Make a list of each account, username, password, and monthly payment date. Consider
saving the list online on a secure website (such as LastPass, LogMeOnce, 1 U Password,
etc.).
Always SIGN OUT of your accounts after accessing them, especially if you use a shared
computer.

PROTECT YOURSELF FROM OVERDRAFT FEES

Overdraft fees happen when you don’t have enough money in your account for a transaction and the bank
pays it for you—and charges you a fee. At $25-35 for each failed transaction, these overdraft fees add up
quickly.

££
££
££
££

Ask your bank or credit union if you currently have overdraft protection enabled.
Remember: you can opt out at any time.
Sign up for low balance alerts so you know when you’re at risk of overdrawing.
Consider linking your checking and savings accounts so that your bank can take money
from your savings to cover a transaction. A transfer fee may apply, but it’s usually lower
than an overdraft fee due to insufficient funds.
See if you’re eligible for a line of credit or linked credit card to cover overdrafts. There
may be fees and interest, but the cost will probably be less than regular overdraft fees.
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SHARE YOUR ACCOUNTS WITH PEOPLE YOU TRUST

In an emergency, your family may need to access your accounts to pay bills and maintain the household.
There are a few ways to share accounts. Each bank’s procedures are different, so call your bank today to
ask for instructions.

»»

cards, a joint owner can make charges. You’re both equally responsible for
all debt on the card. A joint user on your bank account can remove funds
and close the account.

CHOOSE THE
RIGHT OPTION
FOR YOU

Joint owners have complete access and rights to the account. For credit

»»

Authorized signers have access to funds in a bank account: they can
sign checks, make withdrawals, and view account balances and activity.
Typically these rights are only in effect while the primary account owner is
alive.

»»

Authorized users users have access to a credit card or other account
and can make charges, but they are not legally responsible for paying the
bill. Making someone an authorized user could help them access funds if
they’re in an emergency. Added perk: they may get a credit score boost by
joining your account if your score is significantly higher!

»»

Beneficiary receive your assets from accounts like retirement, checking,
savings, or life insurance in the case of an untimely death.

»» Sharing an account with someone is a big deal—don’t take this lightly! Only
give people access to your money if you’re confident you can trust them.
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SET UP AUTOMATIC BILL PAY

Use automatic bill pay to avoid late fees, ensure your bills are paid on time, and prevent important services
like water and electricity from being cut off during an emergency. With automatic bill pay, the company
will automatically charge you for the bill when it’s due. You can set it up indefinitely or for a specific
amount of time.

££
££
££

Visit the websites of your service providers to set up automatic bill pay (for example, you
may want this for utilities like water or electricity that you wouldn’t want to get cut off.
Contact the company’s customer service department if you need assistance.
Visit your bank’s website or contact customer service to see if you can set up automatic
bill pay for your rent so that a physical check can be mailed automatically to your landlord
(often for free).
Fill out the Action Plan (included in this booklet) to keep track of all your payment dates
and amounts.

»» Automatic bill pay can be convenient, but it can also result in costly overdraft fees
if your balance gets too low and you end up overdrawing. Set up low balance
notifications on your bank account so you know when you’re at risk of getting
charged high fees.

My Emergency Financial Action Plan
My people

Emergency Contacts

Identify a group of friends and family who can help you in the event of an emergency.

Name 1:

Name 3:

Phone:

Phone:

Address:

Address:

Email:

Email:

Name 2:

Name 4:

Phone:

Phone:

Address:

Address:

Email:

Email:

My accounts
Identify your most important financial accounts and how you will protect them.

Bank Name:

My Bank Accounts

Account Type:
Account #:
Login Info:
Account Users:
Bank Name:
Account Type:
Account #:
Login Info:
Account Users:

Prepare it:

££
££
££
££
££

I know how to log in and manage my
account online
I will/will not designate a joint or
authorized user
I do/do not have overdraft protection
I have set up low balance alerts
I have added my children or family
members as beneficiaries

Important!

»» Keeping your account information safe is very important to protect your
money. After filling out this Action Plan, save it in a safe, encrypted location
online.

Company:

Utilities

Account #:
Monthly Payment Date:
Usual Payment Amount:
Login Info:

Prepare it:

££
££
££

I know how to log in and manage
my account online
I will/will not designate a joint or
authorized user
I have set up automatic bill pay for

Credit Cards

Account Users:

Company:

Prepare it:

Account #:

££

Monthly Payment Date:

££

Usual Payment Amount:

££

Login Info:

££

Account Users:

I know how to log in and manage my
account online
I will/will not designate a joint or
authorized user
I will/won’t give someone I trust a card
with their name on it
I have set up automatic bill pay for $____
on the ____ of each month

Cell Phones

Company:
Account #:

Prepare it:

Monthly Payment Date:

££

Usual Payment Amount:

££

Login Info:

££

Account Users:

I know how to log in and manage my
account online
I will/will not designate a joint or
authorized user
I have set up automatic bill pay for
$____ on the ____ of each month

Company:

Insurance

Account #:
Monthly Payment Date:
Usual Payment Amount:
Login Info:

Prepare it:

££
££
££
££
££

I know how to log in and manage my
account online
I will/will not designate a joint user
My insurance expires on: ______
I’ve saved copies of my proof of
insurance and insurance card online
I have set up automatic bill pay for
$____ on the ____ of each month

Account Users:

Loans

Company:

Prepare it:

Account #:

££

Monthly Payment Date:

££

Usual Payment Amount:

££

Login Info:

££

I know how to log in and manage my
account online
I will/will not designate a joint or
authorized user
I’ve saved copies of my loan information
online
I have set up automatic bill pay for $____
on the ____ of each month

Other Accounts

Account Users:

Company:
Account #:
Monthly Payment Date:
Usual Payment Amount:
Login Info:
Account Users:

Prepare it:

££
££
££

I know how to log in and manage my
account online
I will/will not designate a joint or
authorized user
I have set up automatic bill pay for
$____ on the ____ of each month
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Protect your belongings
Here are a few steps you can take now to make sure your money will be safe and accessible in the case of an
emergency.

01

KNOW WHAT YOU HAVE

Being organized goes a long way in an emergency. Make a list of all your valuable belongings, and assemble
the relevant documents. Keep this information somewhere safe and secure.

££
££

02

Take photos and make copies of all your important documents related to your bank
accounts, house, apartment, business, car, loans, and other accounts.
Organize them in a binder you keep in a safe, locked place—or even better, upload them
to a password-protected folder online (i.e. Dropbox, Box).

££

If it feels unsafe to keep them at home, send hard copies to someone you can trust.

££

Share access to the online folder with someone trustworthy.

INSURANCE

Consider purchasing insurance for your belongings, such as your car, apartment, or house. Having
insurance can help protect you from theft in an emergency if you have to relocate.

££
££

Consider purchasing renters insurance to protect the items in your home. It can help
cover replacement costs if your belongings are stolen or damaged.
If you have a car and car insurance, ask the insurance company if your car will be covered
if someone other than you drives it.

12
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KNOW WHO YOU TRUST

Take time now to think about who you can count on in your family or community. Who do you trust to
make financial decisions on your behalf?

££
££
££
04

Consider setting up a “power of attorney,” a legal document that gives someone the
ability to manage your accounts (e.g., close an account, sell a specific piece of property,
get your car out of an impound, etc.).
You may be able to view sample “power of attorney” forms on your state’s Bar Association
website or request one from your bank or attorney.
Always consult with a qualified attorney to prepare a “power of attorney”—it gives
someone a lot of power over your finances.

MAKE A PLAN FOR EACH BELONGING OR ASSET

Consider your options for each belonging or asset in the case of an emergency. Would you take it with you?
Sell or give it to someone else? Rent it? Lend it? Think through these options and start planning ahead.

££
££
££
££
££
££
££
££
££
££

APARTMENT OR HOUSE (renters and owners)
If you’re a renter, whose name is on the lease?
Can you add or substitute names on the lease to make things easier if you or a relative is
detained or deported?
Who will pay rent or mortgage payments in your absence?
Can you set up automatic bill payment for rent or mortgage?

CAR
Whose name is on the title?
Are you insured?
When does your car registration expire?
Can you set up automatic payments for insurance and car payments?

BUSINESS
What would you do with your business if you were detained or deported? Transfer it to
another owner? Sell it? Dissolve it?
Research your options by reviewing this guide from the Appleseed Foundation:
bit.ly/2assets

My belongings
Think about your most valuable belongings. These are things you’ll want to protect in the case of an emergency.

Name of landlord or mortgage company:

My Home

Account #: (if any)

Monthly Payment Date:

Usual Payment Amount:

Login Info: (if any)

Account Users: (if any)

Make/Model:

My Car

License plate:
VIN:
Approximate mileage:
Approximate value:

Prepare it:

££
££
££
££
££
££

I know how to log in and manage my
account online (if possible)
I will/will not designate a joint or
authorized user
I have pictures of important documents
(title, lease, etc.) saved online.
I will/will not add someone I trust to
my lease (if applicable)
My lease (if any) expires on _______
I do/don’t want to set up a power of
attorney related to my home

Prepare it:

££
££
££
££

I plan to keep/sell/rent/give away my car
I will ask ______ to handle this for me
I have pictures of important documents
like the title to the car saved online
I do/don’t want to set up a power of
attorney related to my car

Emergency contact:

My Business

Name:

Prepare it:

Address #:

££

Monthly lease or mortgage payment date:

££

Usual Payment Amount:

££

Login Info:
Account Users:

££

I plan to transfer/sell/dissolve my
business
I will ask __________ to handle this for
me
I have pictures of important documents
like the mortgage, lease, or state
licenses saved online
I do/don’t want to set up a power of
attorney related to my business
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Prepare for an emergency
The best ways to prepare for an emergency are to have a cushion to fall back on and to know where you’ll turn
for help. Here are a few steps to take now to help you get prepared.

01

TALK TO FAMILY AND FRIENDS

Who can lend you money when you need it? Loans from friends and family are often faster and more
affordable than borrowing from the bank. Payday loans might seem convenient, but their high interest
rates can lead to debt down the road.

CHOOSE THE

»»

RIGHT OPTION
FOR YOU

»»
»»

Cash transfers are possible through some bank accounts or you can use
services like (Venmo, Google Wallet, PayPal) so you can send and receive
money easily, quickly, and with small or no fees.
If a family member loaned money to you, what would the terms be? How
much could you reasonably borrow?
Giving or receiving large amounts of money to a friend or relative could
have tax implications. Be sure to consult an accountant or tax attorney.
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15

SAVING SMALL HELPS

What would you do if you lost your income for a week or even a month? Start saving now so you have that
cushion to fall back on when you need it.

££
££
££
££

03

Set a concrete, specific goal: for example, “I’ll save $300 to cover a month of groceries for
my family.”
Identify how much you need to set aside and for how long (e.g., $50 each month for six
months).
Keep your savings separate from the money you spend—you could put it in a separate
account or join a Lending Circle (visit LendingCircles.org).
If you have direct deposit for your paychecks, consider setting up a recurring automatic
transfer into savings (e.g., if you make $300/week, set aside 10% to go directly into
savings).

GETTING READY FOR A BIGGER $$$ EMERGENCY

What would you do if you had to come up with thousands of dollars for attorney fees? Start planning now
for those bigger, more expensive emergencies like the detention or deportation of a loved one.

££
££
££

Set a specific savings goal (for example, legal fees or the amount needed to maintain
your household for 6-12 months).
Identify how much you need to set aside and for how long (e.g., $500 each month for 12
months).
Keep your savings separate by transferring it to a separate account or by joining a
Lending Circle. Consider setting up a recurring automatic transfer of a percentage of
your paycheck directly to your savings account.
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04

PRACTICE SENDING A WIRE TRANSER OR REMITTANCE

A wire transfer is a way to send money electronically from one bank account to another. Domestic wire
transfers usually take a few hours to process, while international transfers take a few days. Practice
sending a wire transfer to someone so you know things will run smoothly when it matters most.

££
££
££

Set up your account in advance and research how to do wire transfers. Each bank or
company’s procedures will differ slightly.
Find out how much wire transfers will cost. It’s usually more affordable to transfer
money between bank accounts than through a company.
If you plan to transfer money with a check (usually free), make sure you know how you
could do that internationally.

If you’re sending an international wire transfer from the U.S., you have a right to
the following information:
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»

The exchange rate
Fees and taxes they are charging you
Fees charged by the companies abroad or by other institutions involved
The amount of money to be received abroad
A statement if there are any additional fees and foreign taxes
A receipt with proof of payment, date the money will arrive, and how you
can report a problem
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CONSIDER SHOPPING FOR LOANS

Don’t wait for disaster to strike. Start shopping around for loans with the lowest fees and interest rates.

CHOOSE THE
RIGHT OPTION
FOR YOU

»»
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»

WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A LOAN
Customer service that treats you with respect.
Loan documents and disclosures in your preferred language.
Lenders who require proof of income, records of your other loans, and
evidence of your ability to repay. Lenders who don’t request these things
often count on you getting into long-term debt.
Affordable interest rates and reasonable terms.
Interest rates that keep your monthly debt payments affordable (for
example, 15% of your income).
If you do own a home, you may be able to open a line of credit now and
lock in a low interest rate so that it’s available if you need it in the future.

»» Watch out for bail bond companies, payday and auto title lenders, and check
cashers who charge high interest rates for short-term loans.
»» Don’t sign anything without knowing exactly how much you’re borrowing, the
fees and interest that apply, and the length of the repayment period.
»» Large emergency expenses on your credit card can have a disastrous effect on
your credit score. If you’re unable to pay off the full amount, you can end up
facing high interest rates and unmanageable debt.
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USE CROWFUNDING SITES

Consider using fundraising websites like YouCaring.com and GoFundMe.com to share with your network
on Facebook or by email to raise funds for an emergency.

££
££
££
££
££

07

Be sure to check out the service fees they charge.
Identify someone who could quickly launch a fundraising campaign for you in an
emergency.
Set up an account now and draft a page so you’re prepared.
To avoid confusion, you may need to disclose to people who give to your campaign that
their donation is not tax deductible.
Remember to consult with a tax professional about how money raised will apply to your
taxes.

PREPARE OTHER ASPECTS OF YOUR LIFE

These resources will help you prepare for the other ways an immigration emergency could affect your
life.

££

Make a plan for your children: bit.ly/2-ILRC

££

Know your options and find legal help: immi.org

££

Protect yourself from notario fraud: stopnotariofraud.org

££

Know your rights with ICE agents: ilrc.org/red-cards
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PROTECT YOUR CREDIT HISTORY

A good credit score will get you better loans with lower interest rates. Take steps now to establish or
improve your credit to save yourself money down the road.

TAKE CONTROL
OF YOUR
CREDIT

»»
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»

KNOW YOUR FULL CREDIT HISTORY
You have the right to a free copy of your credit report from the three major
credit bureaus (Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion).
Access your report through AnnualCreditReport.com. You’ll need a Social
Security Number for this service.
If you have an ITIN, you’ll have to request your credit report in writing.
PROTECT YOUR SCORE
If possible, keep your credit card balances under 1/3 of your credit limit.
This will benefit your score! (For example, if your limit if $3,000, keep your
balance below $1,000).
Pay off your credit card balances, loans, and bills in full and on time to
avoid dings on your credit report.
NO SCORE? START BUILDING ONE TODAY
It takes 3-6 months of payment history on a loan to start a credit history.
Join a Lending Circle at LendingCircles.org or get a secured credit card
with your bank or credit union.
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Job 2:
Job 3:
Other:

$______________

$______________

$______________

$______________

$______________

$______________

$______________

$______________

$______________

$______________

$______________

Food:

Insurance:

Transportation:

Credit card:

Car payment:

Entertainment:

Childcare:

School:

Other:

Other:

My family needs
this much each
month:

$______________

$______________

$______________

$______________

$______________

££

££

££

I will start saving $___ every month!

I will set up automatic bill pay for my
expenses, when possible

I will start automatic transfers from
my checking to savings accounts

Prepare it:

I want to save enough to cover (#) ___ months of expenses for my family.
I will save: $_______by _________ (date)

My family makes this
much each month:

Job 1:

$______________

Income

Rent:

Expenses

Figure out how much you need for a month so you’ll know how much to save.

A typical month for my family looks like…

MAF is a nonprofit on a mission to build a fair financial
marketplace for all.
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