PART 1:  MONTANA ACCESS Program

Executive Summary

The MONTANA ACCESS program is an electronic benefits transfer (EBT) program, based on debit card technology that manages the distribution of Food Stamp benefits and cash for the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program and Child Support payments.

MONTANA ACCESS interfaces with the commercial banking industry to provide electronic payments to retailers for goods and food purchases, and to financial institutions with automated teller machines (ATM) for cardholder cash withdrawal transactions.

Why is the MONTANA ACCESS program unique?  The State of Montana developed and built the MONTANA ACCESS system in partnership with Northrop Grumman Information Systems.  In addition to Montana owning it’s own EBT/EFT system which runs on state owned and maintained hardware, Montana also serves as a bank for MONTANA ACCESS cardholders who have accounts associated with cash such as TANF or Child Support payments.  This allows non-bankable Montana citizens who cannot or will not use bank services the opportunity to be mainstreamed into current debit card technology and affords payment security and conveniences that private financial institution customers enjoy. There’s more:  the MONTANA ACCESS project staff are co-located with their Northrop Grumman partners so daily operations such as card production and issuance from the state office can be managed efficiently and expeditiously.  Card production within the state cut mailing time in half and keeps jobs in Montana.

PART 2:  NASCIO Awards Nomination Justification

for the MONTANA ACCESS Program

The MONTANA ACCESS program was initially created to provide an electronic means for Food Stamp clients to receive benefits and use those benefits with dignity.  The Department of Agriculture – Food and Nutrition Services (FNS) mandated that all states implement a statewide EBT program as of October 2002.  The MONTANA ACCESS program was subsequently expanded to deliver TANF cash entitlements and Child Support payments through debit card technology.

Prior to EBT, Food Stamp benefits were delivered via paper coupons.  EBT was implemented to address problems with paper coupons.  One of the main issues the MONTANA ACCESS program focused on was the stigma of using the Food Stamp coupons.  State employees can recount many stories of how program participants, particularly the elderly, have refused to apply for and use Food Stamps simply because they were embarrassed about the social stigma that was associated with standing in a grocery checkout line and paying for groceries with Food Stamp coupons in full view of an oftentimes critical or disapproving public.  Other issues the program was designed to address were:

· Lack of benefit security, i.e., food stamp coupons were subject to loss, theft and sale.

· Problems with benefits not being received in a timely fashion, largely due to mailing delays in rural environments.

· Inability of the state to track Food Stamp usage.

· Problems for retailers not always receiving timely redemption.

· Time spent by retailers and financial institutions handling, sorting and accounting for the Food Stamp coupons.

By further expanding the MONTANA ACCESS program to include TANF cash benefits and Child Support payments, the program sought to address issues related to the issuance of paper warrants.

With the exception of one other state, the model for processing EBT services was for a state to contract with a vendor that offered a turnkey program.  More often than not these programs were rigid and not responsive to the needs of the states. 

The approach Montana chose was to work directly with the providers of the necessary services: Northrop Grumman, eFunds, VeriFone and Oberthur, in the design, development, implementation and operation of their EBT program.  Montana, in partnership with Northrop Grumman Information Technology (IT), designed, developed and implemented the MONTANA ACCESS program.  Also in partnership with Northrop Grumman IT, Montana operates MONTANA ACCESS.  The state of Montana is the only state to own and operate its own EBT program.    Each state was required by federal law to implement an EBT program by October 2002.

The operational model of MONTANA ACCESS is a true public-private enterprise.  The state of Montana provides:

· Necessary hardware for the software to operate

· Interactive voice response unit

· Telecommunication lines and equipment

· Payment to retailers drawn from the state bank account

· Draw-downs from federal accounts and money transfers

· Administrative functions

· Retailer and ATM contracts 

· In another partnership with the U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Services (FNS), the state shares retailer management responsibilities.  This innovative approach involves the federal and state governments working together to achieve a successful goal and program.  The state received a $200,000 grant from FNS to support this effort.

Northrop Grumman IT and its subcontractors provide:

· Transaction routing

· Point of sale devices

· Customers and retailer support 24 hours per day – 365 days per year

· Software enhancement and maintenance

· MONTANA ACCESS debit cards

· Voucher processing

· System support management

· Disaster recovery capabilities

The state of Montana and Northrop Grumman IT share responsibility for the authorization program, database and external interfaces.  This close cooperation between public and private entities has been one of the keys to the success of the MONTANA ACCESS program.

The MONTANA ACCESS program has been effective in reducing program stigma and producing a safer and more efficient distribution method of and recipient access to benefits/payments.  Also, it offers convenience to the economically disadvantaged citizens of the state and introduces these citizens into mainstream society.  The convenience comes not only in reduced stigma for those who rely on public assistance programs, but in addition, the MONTANA ACCESS program relieves retailers and banking institutions from having to handle, sort, bundle, mail and account for the food stamp coupons.  The MONTANA ACCESS program delivers program funds and benefits efficiently, accurately and expeditiously.  There is increased benefit security through the program and, with the elimination of paper coupons and warrants, there is no worry about benefits or funds arriving late or being lost or stolen.  Montana benefits through the program by being better able to track food stamp usage, not having to distribute the food stamp coupons, or create and mail costly benefit and payment warrants. 

Currently, after three years in production, the number of Food Stamp participants averages 37,000 per month, compared to an average of 26,600 for the year preceding implementation of the MONTANA ACCESS program (a 39% increase). Food Stamp payments average $7.4 million per month, compared to $4.6 million during the months preceding implementation (a 60.9% increase).  

