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Introduction and Overview
Good morning. I am Joel Berg, Executive Director of the New York City Coalition Against Hunger (NYCCAH), which represents the more than 1,200 food pantries and soup kitchens in New York City, and the more than one million low-income New Yorkers forced to obtain food from these charities. This testimony is submitted on their behalf. 

First we want to thank the General Welfare Committee and Chairman Bill de Blasio for your continued leadership in fighting poverty. We also thank Council Speaker Christine Quinn for making hunger reduction such a central part of the whole Council’s agenda. 
Because local welfare reform policies and trends are so thoroughly intertwined with federal and state welfare reform policies and trends, this testimony will focus on the realities at all three levels of government. Unless otherwise stated, when I cite a nationwide trend or fact, it is safe to assume that the situation in New York City is very similar.
During the original debate over the 1996 bill, liberals warned that welfare reform would throw millions of children into poverty. Conservatives claimed it would end a so-called "culture of dependency" that was supposedly the root cause of poverty in America. They were both wrong. 

But ten years after the enactment of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (better known as the 1996 Welfare Reform Bill), both sides are still generally so busy defending their position of a decade ago that neither is willing to seriously address what went right, what went wrong, and -- much more importantly -- what still needs to be done to ensure that welfare reform actually does fulfill its promise. 

For many of New Yorkers political, economic, and media elites, it seems to be simply a given that welfare reform was a smashing, unqualified victory. They generally judge welfare reform based on one outcome and one outcome only -- the dramatic reduction in the rolls. Yet judging the success of welfare reform solely by how many people leave welfare is a bit like judging the success of a hospital by how many people leave it -- without differentiating between how many people leave it cured, ill, or dead. 
For those who believe welfare reform worked without a hitch, this issue has become the social policy equivalent of "mission accomplished" -- another case of not knowing the difference between declaring victory and achieving victory. They blithely ignore evidence that, for every welfare recipient who moved into a long-term living wage job, many more were either: moved into short-term jobs that paid too little to support their families; sanctioned off the rolls without having any employment; or were continuing to struggle on paltry welfare payments. They also ignore mounting evidence that the city’s soaring poverty, stagnant wages, increasing hunger and food insecurity, and increasing homelessness over the last five years may all be caused, at least in part, by fundamental failures in welfare reform. 

But if the proponents of welfare reform have yet to fully accept reality, neither have the original opponents, who had predicted that the law would immediately cause massive increases in poverty and/or widespread starvation. Some even predicted large-scale rioting. None of those things occurred. In fact, poverty and child poverty nationwide and in New York actually sharply decreased in the first three years of welfare reform, although as I'll argue later, that may have occurred despite welfare reform rather than because of it. Poverty rose again over the subsequent five years, and the number of people in deep poverty -- earning less than $8,000 a year for a family of three -- has reached a modern high. Still, given that the overall national poverty rate is now lower than when the bill was signed, the predictions of large, immediate poverty increases were off the mark. 

In the late 1990’s, there were sharp declines in the rates of what the federal government terms "food insecurity," in which families do not have a consistent supply of all the food they need for a healthy diet, followed by steady increases in the rates since 2000.  In the year 2004, 11.9% of all American households were food insecure; these households included 39 million people, of whom 14 million were children. The number of families experiencing the more severe sub-set of food insecurity termed by the federal government to be "hunger" also decreased in the late 1990's but increased since 2000. In 2004, 3.9% of American families suffered from hunger one or more times during the year; these households included seven million people overall. Fully 545,000 children suffered directly from hunger. Similar trends occurred in New York City.
That means that tens of millions of Americans don't have a secure supply of food and that millions of Americans, at least periodically, suffer from serious malnutrition. Of course, as an anti-hunger advocate, I hope all Americans agree that such a lack of food in the wealthiest nation in the history of the earth is absolutely unacceptable. That being said, the most apocalyptic food-related predictions of welfare reform opponents did not come to pass. The nation's poor did not suffer from wide-spread, long-term starvation, and as disturbing as the nation's high rates of food insecurity continue to be, they are not appreciably worse than before welfare reform.
Nor, obviously, has there been wide-spread rioting in the streets. Both overall crime and violent crime decreased in the first years following welfare reform, although many crime-related statistics have also started to worsen over the past few years nationwide. 
Additionally, there is ample evidence that welfare reform has produced a number of positive results, not the least of which are the increased pride held by people who left welfare for work and the decreased tendency of  voters to blame the recipients of social services for the bulk of our nation's ills. Because opponents of the 1996 law tended to overlook just how broken the pre-1996 system was – and because they often claimed that any desire to change it was motivated by racism, conservatism, political opportunism, or all three – today they often refuse to acknowledge that  welfare reform resulted in any societal benefits at all. They even fail to question why current and former welfare recipients have a far more nuanced and mixed view of the successes and failures of welfare reform than do liberal advocates and academics. 

As with international trade agreements, the right exaggerates the benefits of welfare reform, while the left exaggerates the negative impacts. Given that many of the people counted as "working" post-welfare reform were indeed working (frequently off the books) pre-welfare reform, the actual changes in people's lives were not as revolutionary as either side claimed. In truth, welfare reform mostly left in place a failing status quo -- a social and political equilibrium in which America neither allowed large numbers of its residents to starve nor enabled large numbers to climb out of poverty. 
So, low-income Americans themselves – with their customary but conflicting mixes of idealism, fatalism, and realism -- understood that some parts of their lives had improved, other parts worsened, but that, primarily, they continued to get the short end of society's stick. Given how numb they are to their long-term situation, no wonder they neither rioted against -- nor rallied for -- the changes wrought by welfare reform. 

Moreover, I think it is a huge mistake to continue to discuss welfare reform in a vacuum, divorced from the larger problem of poverty. For our society to make good on the still​ unfulfilled promise of enabling large numbers of welfare recipients to move into living wage jobs, it must simultaneously make good on two other basic promises: 1) to "make work pay" and 2) to provide all Americans with the equal opportunity to earn and save their way out of poverty. We can achieve all three of those goals at once by replacing our political, economic, and policy status quo with a new system that builds on the aspirations of average families rather than plays upon their fears -- and builds upon mainstream values such as hard work, family, faith, community, and ambition to enable low-income families to climb into the middle class. 
The Centrality of Work 

Where I think both the left and right most missed the boat, so to speak, in the 1996 debate was over the reality that low-income Americans did indeed want to work. 

The underlying assumption of many conservatives was that low-income Americans were intrinsically bad people to start with, and that welfare had made recipients much lazier and more dependent than ever before and that a whole culture evolved simply to enable them to avoid work. In contrast, many liberals assumed that low-income Americans were intrinsically noble, made all the more so by their long-term suffering because of racism and oppression. They believed that poor people were so handicapped by these forces that requiring them to work would be yet another insurmountable injustice forced upon their ever-fragile lives. To put it another way, while the right demonized and scapegoated poor people, the left glorified and patronized them. 

I think both sets of beliefs were built upon equally false assumptions regarding race, although both sides would be loathe to admit it publicly -- and might even have trouble admitting it to themselves. In the debate over welfare, as in so many issues in American life, racial stereotypes remained central to the thought processes underlying the debate and at the same time were nearly entirely unspoken in public. 

I do think it is clear that -- whether consciously or unconsciously -- conservatives played upon the general, but false, public perception that virtually all welfare recipients were non-white. Conversely, liberals could not quite allow themselves to grapple with the implications of the reality that, while a bare majority of welfare recipients nationwide were indeed white, the overall percentage of African Americans and Latinos receiving welfare was far higher than the percentage of white people receiving it. 
These underlying assumptions further fueled the beliefs that welfare recipients were either unwilling or incapable of working. 

It was the genius of Bill Clinton that saw through the flawed thinking of both sides. He knew that most low-income Americans wanted to work and would work, if only they were given the tools and opportunities to do so.  
I'll certainly admit my bias since I worked for the Clinton Administration (and I’ll bet Chairperson de Blasio also shares this bias), but I do think history will show that he truly understood the key issues at stake in welfare reform -- both at a policy and a gut level -- better than any of our nation's leaders.  Not only had he assiduously studied welfare issues as a policy maker, he had a lifetime of experience interacting on a one-on-one basis with low-income Americans, many of whom were African-Americans. It was this personal experience, which so many experts on both the left and the right lacked, that led him to understand that low-income Americans would embrace -- not recoil from -- a social policy focused on a fair shot at real work. 
Especially since I started this testimony that we should focus on the future and not the past, I don't think it is especially productive to spend a great deal of time and energy debating whether Clinton was right to have signed the bill. Still, whether I like it or not, much of the future debate will indeed focus on whether Clinton should have signed the bill (although not, curiously, on whether Congress should have passed the bill he signed or the two previous, far inferior, versions), this section of my paper is as good a place as any to take a stand on the great "should he have signed?" or "should have vetoed?" debate. 

I must go on record that I believe, on balance, Clinton did the right thing in signing the bill. On a moral basis, I would argue that the previous system was failing both recipients and taxpayers alike, and we needed to do something new, even if the new system was still very far from perfect. 
As a practical matter, it is vital to recall that Clinton did veto two previous, far inferior, versions of the bill. Had he also vetoed the third version, not only might his veto have been overridden by Congress and the law implemented anyway, he may have lost the 1996 election, thus placing implementation of the bill into hands far less sympathetic to low-income Americans. 

I can't stress enough the importance of the various potential ways of implementing the bill.  Because the bill was left intentionally vague in many ways, it was a tool that could be used for widely divergent purposes, depending upon how different Presidents, Governors, Mayors, and County Executives used that tool during implementation. While Clinton was in office, he used the device -- as well as a strong economy that he bolstered and other anti-poverty measures that he created -- to reduce the welfare rolls and reduce poverty at the same time. 
Many elected officials at other levels of government followed his lead, and generally positive results occurred. It is sad for me to say, but I think New York City was generally the exception to that rule and that Mayor Giuliani spent more time punishing welfare recipients for being poor than helping them achieve true self-sufficiency.
In my admittedly biased view, it was after Clinton left office that welfare reform strayed most from his original vision and faltered. Throughout the country, welfare reform generally became more punitive. As a higher priority was placed on boosting corporate profits and slashing government social service spending, welfare reform lost focus on empowering recipients to obtain and keep living wage jobs. 
Most people equate the question of whether Clinton should have signed the bill with the broader question -- and the key question of this panel -- of whether welfare reform worked.  As I will argue further throughout this paper, I think that since 1996, welfare reform has always been a mixed bag of successes and failures. When Clinton was President, the successes outweighed the failures; in the last five years, because President Bush and most Governors have failed to properly use the mechanisms given to them under the original bill to help people achieve self-sufficiency, the failures now outnumber the successes. 

You can certainly argue that Clinton should not have signed any law that created a set of options that could be so egregiously be misused by a successor, but, in fairness, had his successor been more progressive, these same tools would now be used in a more progressive manner. Consequently, he was not mistaken in pushing or welfare reform. His mistake, easier to see in hindsight, was not pushing earlier and more forcefully for his own progressive vision of welfare reform while his party still had a majority in Congress. 
Also, I think a greater share of the blame should be assigned to those members of his party in Congress who refused to lead on the issue when they had a chance to do so. Fearing that any discussion of welfare reform would result in negative outcomes, they, in effect, conceded the issue entirely to conservatives, resulting in outcomes far more detrimental than they could have originally imagined. 

So now that I've defended my old boss Bill Clinton, I can take a look at the broader lessons that welfare reform has taught us about the nature of work in America. It is now clear that all the key players in the debate over the original bill underestimated one essential truth about pre-welfare reform America: not only did most low-income adults want to work, most actually did work. 
As Jason DeParle chronicled in his excellent book, American Dream, most of the welfare recipients whose lives he followed in Milwaukee and elsewhere had long, albeit spotty, work histories. They worked both full- and part-time. They worked both on and off the books. They worked before, during, and after the times they were receiving welfare payments. In short, many welfare recipients worked even before welfare reform. 

DeParle also demolished the conservative claim that welfare recipients believed they were "entitled" to government help, reporting that people who were at the lowest end of just about every social indicator believed, based on hard life experience, that they were actually "entitled" to very little in America. 
Such reporting also laid bare the left wing claim that the oppressed poor cannot work. They certainly can, although, many barriers do in fact make it difficult for them to do so. 

The Role of Personal and Community Behavior 

Another left/right debate -- over whether it is economics and racism or irresponsibility and culture that are responsible for poverty -- also misses the point.  It is clear that all these factors 

play a role. 
I would issue the following challenge to both conservatives and liberals: Conservatives, admit that the overriding factor at stake is economics. Admit that we can lecture low-income people all we want about personal responsibility, but if they can't earn enough to support their families with full-time work, something is fundamentally wrong with our country. If conservatives accept that basic truism, I'd challenge liberals to stop dismissing the importance of personal and community responsibility. 
To prove the importance of this challenge, let's imagine a year in the life of 100 families living in poverty. Simply making up numbers to illustrate to point, let's say that 60 of those families ended the year equally poor, 30 of those families ended the year poorer, and 10 ended up having moved out of poverty. What's the difference between the 60, the 30, and the 10? Surely, much of it is luck and life circumstances entirely or mostly beyond their control (including sickness, death, lay-offs, and divorce).  But is also likely that the 10% who left poverty, on average, engaged in more productive behavior than the 30% who got poorer. 

Don't get me wrong -- I think all people, including rich, middle class, and low-income people --
 can be their own worst enemies. In fact, there are some days I'd be my own worst enemy -- if there wasn't so much competition for the title. I believe that all human beings have competing strands within their personalities that are deeply responsible and self-sacrificing -- and deeply irresponsible and selfish. 
But, to vastly oversimplify, when wealthy people are irresponsible, they are more likely to shaft people they don't know, many of whom are poor. When poor people are irresponsible, they tend to shaft themselves and other poor people. 
Low-income Americans are usually stuck in a vicious cycle in which their neighborhoods suffer from conditions mostly beyond their control, such as higher levels of food insecurity, unemployment, homelessness, and environmental degradation -- coupled with lower wages, worse schools, and more threats to public health.  In turn, these conditions breed the anger and despair that lead to social conditions that are mostly under the control of communities and individuals, including pathologies such as violent crime, teenage pregnancy, substance abuse, school truancy, and domestic violence. This is true about low-income communities throughout history and across the globe. Thus, the left/right debate on economics versus behavior often ignores how these factors interact. 
Another flaw in the debate is that both the right and the left base their policies on extreme exceptions that reinforce their pre-conceived ideological notions. The right fixates on the handful of people who are somehow so talented, so hard-working, and so lucky that they are able to climb out of poverty with relatively little obvious help from the government. These rare cases are used to justify a wholesale abandonment of government social service programs. 

In contrast, the left focuses on people with so many barriers, so many problems, and such bad luck that they can't possible become economically independent no matter how much help they or their families receive. These rare exceptions are used to justify the need for families to permanently have the ability to utilize welfare.
Yet the truth is that most low-income families (just like most Americans overall) are in the middle of both extremes, unable to make it solely on their own but able to advance if they receive some help and support to do so. We would all be better off if our policies focused more on these families who need and can use help, rather than the extremely rare people who either don't need or really can't benefit from programs that boost upward mobility. 

Unfortunately, the nation's welfare and poverty policies are designed more to advance political ideologies and ease bureaucratic convenience than to address the real-world struggle of low-income Americans.  Despite the fact that welfare reform was supposed to eliminate disincentives to work, many still exist. 

Under current federal and state policies, social service benefits for welfare recipients are generally pegged to resources so minute and incomes so meager that many families lose food, medical, and other benefits when they leave welfare, enter the workforce, and increase their earnings. In many cases, the total value of the benefits lost exceeds the increase in their income. That's worse than living on a treadmill -- that's a treadmill in reverse -- the faster you run, the further behind you get. 

It should be no surprise then, that such perverse incentives play a very significant role in hampering the effectiveness of welfare reform. Why in the world would any sane person want to work more just to have less ability to support his or her family? 
In the greatest irony of all, it would actually be irresponsible for parents to leave welfare for work if that move left them with less ability to feed, clothe, and house their children. 
Here's a very specific example of how government policies discourage families from taking the steps necessary to move towards self-sufficiency. Under current federal law, if you are legally disabled or above the age of 60, you can only have $3,000 in countable resources and still receive food stamps benefits. For all other food stamp recipients, including large families, the resource limit is a paltry $2,000. 
If you have $2001 in a bank, you lose every penny of your food stamp benefits. There is not even a ramp downwards in which your benefits would be reduced as your resources increase; there is simply a complete cut off.  What does that mean to actual families? Let's say family "A" and family "B" are both low-income working families who receive food stamp benefits. Let's also say both families scrimp and save so well that they miraculously manage to end the year with $2,500 saved. Family "A" spends that $2,500 on a new high-definition, flat-screen TV. Family "B" puts the money in the bank to save for their children's college educations. Family "A" keeps every penny of their food stamps allotment. Family "B" loses every penny.  

Now I don't begrudge Family "A" for buying that flat-screen TV. If they live in a low-income neighborhood, chances are that there isn't a movie theater in their neighborhood anymore. There might not even be a public park that's safe to use. Unlike many American families, they can't afford fun vacations to Europe or to the Caribbean, and probably can't even afford to take their family to Disney World.  So I don't begrudge any family, no matter how poor, for spending their meager savings on entertainment. 

That being said, given the fact that government resources are, at some point, finite, shouldn't the family who makes an even greater sacrifice in order to enable their children to obtain the education necessary to enter the middle-class be rewarded, or at least not punished, for their sacrifice? 
It is true that our nation could spend much more on fighting poverty if we spent much less on tax cuts for the rich, pork barrel spending to re-elect incumbents, counter-productive wars, and corporate welfare. But the fact remains that that balanced federal budgets, in the long run, help low-income Americans just as much as they do wealthy Americans, and that our leaders must make very tough choices in order to balance the federal budget. If we must make such tough choices on spending, shouldn't we give higher priority to policies that promote, rather than hinder, behavior that boosts upward mobility? Today, we do exactly the opposite. 

For instance, another irony is that the only Americans who have a constitutional right to three square meals a day are prisoners. Talk about perverse incentives. Of course, I am not suggesting that we cut off food for prisoners.  Rather, I am suggesting that we, as a society, guarantee the availability of a nutritious diet for all Americans, not just those who commit crimes. 

The Double Standards of Poverty 

That's a good segue to talk about the double standards we have in America regarding poverty and welfare. 

We say people on welfare are "dependent," as if all the rest of us are somehow entirely independent of government and of each other. That's hogwash. 

Because low-income people themselves often buy into that myth, it is often difficult to convince eligible such families to accept any government help at all, even benefits such as food stamps that are vital for their family's nutrition. I face this problem every day, meeting many hungry New Yorkers who are embarrassed to obtain food stamps, believe they don't deserve the help, and/or believe that, if they accept such help, people even more needy than they will be deprived of the benefits. No wonder that in New York City, more than 60% of people eligible for food stamp benefits, equaling more than 500,000 people, don't currently obtain such benefits. Nationally, participation rates are equally low. 

To try to help folks potentially eligible for food stamps to overcome their biases against receiving government help, I often walk them through what I imagine to be a typical day in  that day of a typical New York City billionaire, even such quintessential symbols of self-sufficiency and independence actually depend on government help many times a day. 
Even before the billionaire wakes up in the morning, government-funded trash collectors whisk garbage away from his home in New York City and then take it to a landfill a long distance away. By paying extra dollars to move garbage so far out of the city, all taxpayers, including the billionaire, protect both the health and scenic beauty of their neighborhoods. 

When he wakes up and uses his toilet, his waste water is washed away by a government sewer system. When he turns on his tap and brushes his teeth, he uses water from a municipal water system subsidized by our tax dollars. That water is free from cholera and other diseases due to the effectiveness of government water filtration systems. If he owns a mortgage on the apartment or house in which he is waking, he is likely benefiting from a taxpayer-subsidized mortgage interest deduction on that apartment or house. 
He then rides his limo to work over government-paved roads and is protected against accidents by government traffic lights. At work, he turns on his computer to use the Internet, a system which, while not entirely invented by Al Gore, was indeed invented by the government ​with the support of Al Gore and others.  
If the billionaire owns large buildings, he looks out his window to see property protected by taxpayer-funded police and fire departments, and he likely sees some properties of his that receive immense tax credits to locate in (or simply fail to move from) certain neighborhoods. 

When he rides his helicopter to his vacation home, he takes off from a government-owned heliport and is protected from mid-air collisions by government air traffic controllers.  And if his vacation home has a mortgage, he can claim all or part of his mortgage on this vacation home for his second mortgage interest deduction, paid for -- you guessed it -- with our tax dollars. 
I do not single out this typical billionaire – on any wealthy New Yorkers -- to begrudge them their government aid. They pay a great deal in taxes. Most work very long and hard hours. 
My simple point is that all of us in this society receive significant help from the government each and every day and we hardly think about it. If the billionaires of the world aren't embarrassed to obtain large-scale government help, hungry families shouldn't be embarrassed to get food stamps. But they are, because they've been told by our government and society they should be. 

Recently, Mayor Michael Bloomberg said in a radio interview that food stamp benefits cause "dependency." Yet in response to a threat by the investment firm Goldman Sachs that they would leave Lower Manhattan and move to Midtown Manhattan (just a few miles away and still in New York City) without massive public subsidies, the Mayor supported making available to the firm $150 million in city and state tax credits and $600 million in new post 9/11 "liberty” bonds, in addition to one billion dollars in previously issued government bonds. 
I would respectfully submit that it doesn’t make sense to consider hundreds of millions of tax dollars going to Goldman Sachs as good, old-fashioned free market capitalism, but to describe food stamps benefits, which now provide an allocation of only $1.23 per meal, to be dependency-producing welfare? 

The double-standards regarding the nation's treatment of poverty programs abound. In New York and three other states, people are forced to get finger-printed just to obtain miniscule food stamps benefits funded by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). This process essentially treats all applicants as if they are criminals. Yet nowhere in the country do the executives of corporate agribusinesses have to be finger-printed to obtain subsidies for the farms they run on an absentee basis, even though such taxpayer-funded subsidies often run into the millions of dollars. 

Here's another double-standard. When a yuppie parent leaves a child with a nanny, they are blasted for leaving the child with a care-giver just to go to work. But a low-income parent is punished for not wanting to leave their children alone in order to go to work. In fact, given that funding for child care did not increase by anything close to the amount necessitated by welfare reform, one of the main impacts of welfare reform has been to leave more children unattended. 
There is also a major double standard on the importance of a college education. For middle-class and wealthy students, we are told higher education is essential for our economy and their future. But for low-income Americans, higher education is often described by conservatives as a "dodge" out of real work. As a result, the new welfare requirements passed by Congress actually make it more difficult for welfare recipients to obtain higher education degrees. 

One of the most galling double standards is the one regarding work. The work requirement for welfare recipients is 30 hours a week, about equal to the number of hours the average working American works per week. But when you factor in paid vacation and sick time, which wealthy people generally get and low-income workers usually do not get, welfare laws and regulations require that low-income Americans work far more hours a week than do wealthy Americans. 

One August a few years ago, I was at a meeting discussing welfare reform in a comfortable government office in Midtown Manhattan. Looking out the window at a ritzy office in a building across the street, I noticed it was all-but-empty. Many of the workers in that office likely took much of the entire month of August off work to go to the Hamptons or some other fancy vacation spot, as is the custom for many wealthy New Yorkers. I laugh when I read reports in the elite media that New York is "empty" in August.  Perhaps the neighborhoods in which media executives live are empty (except for the doormen), but mixed-income Park Slope, where I live, seem darn full in August. Lower-income neighborhoods are even fuller. But these bustling neighborhoods are invisible to some in the media. Not only are most low-income New Yorkers still in the city in August, they are working.
Perhaps the most outrageous double standard is that HHS's new welfare reform regulations only allow 10 excused absences from work in any 12 month period, and only two per month at most.  In other words, if welfare recipients happen to be sick three days in any given month, they are penalized. Given that the federal employees who wrote these regulations have, by law, at least 26 sick and vacation days a year available to them (and often many more), limiting low-income American to only 10 is an appalling act of hypocrisy. 
When you consider all the Enron, WorldCom, Halliburton, Hewlett Packard, and other corporate scandals, not to mention all the scandals and confirmed criminal activity in Congress itself, it really is outrageous that Congress – funded to the hilt by people and corporations that have also committed crimes – has passed new welfare reform rules based on the premise that poor people, who worked harder and earned less since the passage of the previous welfare reform bill, need to work even harder and act even more responsibly. 
It certainly harms our collective efforts to convince low-income Americans that the best way to escape poverty is to work hard and follow the rules so long as so many people at the top are making themselves even wealthier by skirting the rules and avoiding work.  Let's just call that the "Paris Hilton" rule.

I certainly understand -- and am viscerally attracted to -- the populist impulse and the left-wing desire to say that since everyone at the top of society acts irresponsibly, poor people should be excused if they also want to do the same.  After all, if we see limos speeding, we want to speed as well.  If everyone else around us seems to be looting, what's the big deal if we grab an iPod or two for ourselves? 
But despite those natural impulses, I think we must all stand up against any message that would drag all of society down to our the lowest common denominator. A much better approach would be to require more personal responsibility from all Americans at the top, middle, and bottom rungs of society. 

As a moral matter, none of us should be excused from the responsibility to aid the greater good. 

As a practical matter, a society in which we all race towards greater heights of lawlessness is a society doomed to fail. Thus, for welfare reform to be truly effective – and really, for our society as a whole to be truly effective – the nation's rules of behavior need to be fairer and more evenly enforced for all of us. 
So How Well Has Welfare Reform Worked? 
Nationwide, there was a dramatic 64 percent national decline in the number of people receiving federally-funded welfare (TANF) between August 1996, when President Clinton signed the welfare reform bill into law, and June 2005, according to HHS. The number dropped from 12.2 million people to 4.5 million. 
It is certainly true that, when the economy was strong, many people on public assistance with 
the fewest problems, most skills, and greatest motivation did indeed move from welfare to 

work. Some of these families moved out of poverty when they moved off welfare. Yet many others who moved from welfare to work in previous years still did not earn enough to fully feed their families and meet other basic expenses such as rent and child care, forcing them to increasingly use food pantries and soup kitchens, leave their children with inadequate supervision, sink deeper into poverty, and face numerous other problems. 

Moreover, the true test of welfare reform is not whether it worked when the economy was strong and when jobs were abundant, but whether it works when the economy is weak and living-wage jobs are scarce, as they are now. This concern is especially critical given that the counter-cyclical safety net (designed specifically to adapt to economic downturns) no longer exists as it did before. 

The reality is that cities and counties across America are still removing low-income families from the welfare rolls, but many of those families are now failing to find or keep paid employment. 
In the late 1990s, when the rate of decrease in the welfare rolls was most rapid, poverty also decreased as more former recipients moved into employment. But over the last few years, as the rate of decrease has slowed considerably -- and with many states now showing small increases in welfare again -- fewer recipients are moving into the workforce. 

Let's look a little more carefully about what happened to poverty. While many of the most ardent supporters of welfare reform imply that poverty reduction took place because of the welfare reform bill, I think there is evidence that, to some extent, the poverty reduction occurred despite the bill. The act was signed into law in the summer of 1996 and took full effect in 1997. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, between 1993 and 1997, there was a 25% (7.7 million person) drop in poverty. Between 1997 and 2000, poverty declined by 15%, a four million person decrease. In other words, poverty dropped more rapidly before welfare reform than after welfare reform. 
It is amusing to me that some of the most conservative supporters of welfare reform cite the full 1993-2000 drop in poverty as some sort of proof that welfare reform worked, misleadingly giving the impression that the entire drop occurred after the bill was enacted. It is even more amusing to me given that, by citing the complete time-frame, those conservatives are essentially admitting that Bill Clinton's economic and other anti-poverty policies -- which not only were started years before the welfare reform bill became law but were fervently opposed by most of those same conservatives -- were as much, if not more, responsible for the reduction in poverty than was the welfare reform bill.

Other facts about the growing poverty, hunger, and homelessness in America should further put welfare reform into perspective.

While President Clinton brought the poverty rate to its lowest point in decades, even at its lowest rate under Clinton (11.3 %, in 2000), the rate was still higher than the historical low (11.1 %) in 1973 and still higher than any other industrialized Western country.
By 2005, there were 37 million people in the U.S. (12.6% of the population) living under the meager federal poverty line. Of those, 16 million (43%) earned less than half of the poverty limit which is identified as “deep poverty,” meaning they had cash income below $7,788 for a family of three. The percentage of Americans in such severe poverty remained the highest it has been in the thirty years the federal government has counted that statistic. 
The amount by which the average poor person fell below the poverty line in 2005 -- $3,236 -- also remained the highest on record.
In most states, the gap between the highest-income families and poor and middle-income families grew significantly between the early 1980s and the early 2000s, according to a study by the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities and the Economic Policy Institute. For instance, in New York State, in the early 2000s the richest 20 percent of families had average incomes 8.1 times as large as the poorest 20 percent of families. This is up from a ratio of 5.6 in the early 1980s. In the early 2000s, the richest five percent of families had average incomes 13.4 times as large as the poorest 20 percent of families. This is up from a ratio of 7.8 in the early 1980s. In the early 2000s, the richest 20 percent of families had average incomes 2.7 times as large as the middle 20 percent of families. This is up from a ratio of 2.1 in the early 1980s. 

In keeping with such conditions, many former welfare recipients are failing to find -- or failing to maintain -- employment, and are increasingly forced to rely upon soup kitchens and food pantries to feed themselves and their families. 

In 2005, it was estimated by America's Second Harvest that more than 25 million Americans were forced to use the nation's more than 40,000 charitable soup kitchens and food pantries, a two million person increase since 2001.  More than nine million of the program users were children and nearly four million were seniors. 

Also in 2005, according to USDA, Americans living in households that faced hunger or food insufficiency rose to 38.2 million, including 13.9 million children (19 percent of all American children). As I indicated previously, these federal food insecurity numbers have increased in each of the past five years. 

According the U.S. Conference of Mayors, homelessness is growing in virtually every big city in America.

Government studies on welfare almost always fail to fully account for people who have left the public assistance rolls but did not obtain employment. For example, the most significant New York State study on this topic, "Leaving Welfare: Post-TANF Experiences of New York State Families, June 2002," was able to obtain information from only 53 percent of sampled families. The study assumes, based on 2001 data, that the families interviewed had identical outcomes to the 47 percent of families who did not respond. But it is highly likely that the families that could be located for interviews had far better financial and employment conditions than those families who did not participate. 
It is telling indeed that the State of New York hasn't even seriously studied the impact of welfare reform in the wake of the economic downturn of the past five years.

The Case Study of New York City 

For the previous decade, New York City has taken the lead in trumpeting the myth of the unequivocal success of welfare reform. We are very heartened that the preliminary report of the Mayor’s Commission on Economic Opportunity seems to indicate that simply removing people from the welfare rolls is not the same as ensuring that they obtain self-sufficiency.  
For many years prior, the City seemed to assume that reductions in the welfare rolls automatically meant increases in self-sufficiency. In his State of the City address in 2004, Mayor Bloomberg said: "The number of New Yorkers receiving public assistance also continued to decline ... That's a tribute to our city's commitment to replacing the dependency of welfare with the dignity of work."  This statement gave the misleading impression that all the people leaving public assistance were entering the workforce and that the jobs they were obtaining were long-lasting and highly-paid enough to "replace" welfare and provide the "dignity of work." 
According to the Mayor’s own Fiscal Year 2004 Preliminary Management Report, "Reported job placements for welfare recipients fell during the reporting period, reflecting recent economic trends ... The proportion of public assistance participants who left welfare for work and did not return within 180 days declined, and is lower than the target for Fiscal 2004. This downturn is another reflection of economic trends."  More recently, the Mayor’s Fiscal Year 2006 Management Report stated that “the number of public assistance recipient job placements declined 9.2 percent.”  
I have repeatedly heard City officials says that, of those public assistance recipients who moved from welfare to work, 88% have retained their jobs after three months, and 75% have stayed employed after six months. Yet the officials often leave the impression that this means that 75% of all welfare-leavers have jobs after six months.  That claim glosses over the reality that, as reported by City Limits magazine and never contradicted by the City, only 23% of New Yorkers who leave the welfare rolls report having jobs when they do so.   
Since only 75% of that 23% report jobs after six months that means that only l7% of all New Yorkers who leave welfare -- less than one in five -- report having paid employment six months after they leave the rolls. 
What happened to the other the other 83%? One possibility is that they obtained well-paying jobs that lifted their income so much that they had such little need of future City help that they didn't even bother to report their new jobs to the City. Another possibility is that they failed to obtain any employment at all, subsequently falling even further into destitution, forcing them to rely upon soup kitchens and food pantries and sometimes even becoming homeless. My anecdotal experience leads to me believe that the first scenario occurred occasionally and the second occurred more frequently, but that most welfare leavers fell between those extremes, perhaps having some full- or part-time work but not earning enough to fully support their families. Yet when it comes to an issue so important, surely we should not have to rely on mere anecdotal experiences. 

The bottom line is that there is no hard data on what really happens to New Yorkers who leave welfare. To my knowledge, the City has never had a serious study on the long-term impact of welfare reform on past recipients, and New York State has not looked at any such data more recent than March 2001, before the recent economic downturn. 
Other data from around the country and the city now indicates that, especially in this still-difficult economy, many people left welfare without having jobs, but even many of those who did obtain jobs early on likely lost them later, or kept jobs but didn't earn enough to feed their families. 
Sometimes the City gives an overly rosy view of its successes by moving the goal lines to decrease their performance targets. For instance, in 2003 the City set a goal of placing 120,000 welfare recipients in jobs, but ended up placing only 70,410, or 58 percent, of the original goal. But by decreasing the 2004 goal to only 90,000 job placements, when the City was able to place 82,651 people in jobs, the City produced a appealing but misleading chart showing that they had achieved 92 percent of their placement goal in 2004. If the City has created a similar chart in 2005 or 2006, they haven’t placed it on their web site. The City has explained that these reduced job placement rates are a function of the fact that the people remaining on the welfare rolls tend to have more barriers to employment. That is certainly true. But that doesn’t fully explain why the welfare rolls are continued to decrease at a time when job placements are also decreasing.

It is also more than fair to ask whether the continued reductions in the public assistance rolls are responsible, at least in part, for the growing poverty, hunger, homelessness, and inequality of wealth in New York City. 
Using data from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, my organization recently calculated that more than 1.2 million New York City residents -- including more than 400,000 children -- live in food insecure households. Out of the 3.6 million working adults in New York City, nearly 425,000 (12 percent) live in homes that lacked sufficient food. Coalition data also shows that the use of food pantries and soup kitchens in New York City increased by 40% between 2001-2005. Soup kitchens and food pantries that receive some City funding served 40,534 more meals in July 2006 than in July 2005. In the first seven months of 2006, these agencies served 217,546 more meals than in the first seven months of 2005. 
New York, like most of the country, often illegally kicks people out of the Food Stamp Program when it legally removes people from TANF. Food Stamp Program participation in New York City is now 376,216 people (26%) lower than the peak level of participation in March of 1995. That means that both the city's economy and low-income families now receive $505 million per year less in federal aid to support food purchases than in 1995.
It is indeed troubling that the use of the federally-funded Food Stamp Program is declining at precisely the same time that the use of charitable food pantries and soup kitchens -- which receive limited City funding -- is increasing
According to the just-released "Forbes 400" report, the number of billionaires in New York City rose from 28 to 45 over the last year, with their total net worth now at approximately $60.4 billion. In contrast, the 1.7 million city residents living below the federal poverty line earned a total of approximately $3.45 billion, meaning that the 45 richest New Yorkers had more than 17 times the money of the 1.7 million poorest, according to an analysis of U.S. Census data just conducted by my organization. 
The city's richest resident, David Koch, now has a reported net worth of $12 billion, three and a half times the total earnings of the city's poor. New York City now has 3% of the nation's overall population, 4% of the nation's people living in poverty, and 11 % of the nation's billionaires. It used to be that a rising economic tide lifted all boats, but now it seems as though it is lifting merely the oversized yachts while swamping all rowboats in its wake.
In New York City during Fiscal Year 2000, 23,712 people overall stayed in the City's homeless shelter system.  In Fiscal Year 2001, the number rose to 27,799. In Fiscal Year 2002 the number rose to 34,576. In Fiscal Year 2003, it rose to 38,310.  In Fiscal Year 2004, it dropped to 37,319. In Fiscal Year 2005, it dropped to 33,687.  Thus the number of people sleeping in City shelters is still far higher than in 2002. 
According to the Community Service Society (CSS), the city's poverty rate in 2005/2004 stood at 21.6 percent. The city's poor number roughly 1.7 million. As CSS put it, “If they resided in their own municipality they would constitute the fifth-largest city in the United States.”  Some other data calculated by CSS: 

· Like the nation, the city's poverty rate had climbed each year since the end of the hot economy of the 1990's, reaching 21.8 percent in 2004/2003.  The decline apparent in the latest data is too small to be considered statistically significant.  
· A growing share of the city's poor includes working families with children.  The proportion of families who engage in the equivalent annual hours of a full-time, year-round worker has risen from 72.9 percent in 2000/1999 to 80.0 percent in 2005/2004. 

· Annual earnings for these working families plunged during the economic downturn. From 2000/1999 to 2003/2002, median family earnings fell by 14.9 percent. In the subsequent recovery, earnings have increased somewhat for families at the middle rung of the pay scale (by 5.0 percent from 2003/2002 to 2005/2004). However, there have been no pay gains for families at the lowest end of the earnings distribution during the recent recovery. 
· A growing percentage of working families does not earn enough to make it over the federal poverty line.  Earnings have climbed from 11.1 percent to 14.4 percent from 2000/1999 to 2005/2004. 
· Families headed by single mothers constitute two-thirds of New York's poor families with children. After experiencing a dramatic rise in employment and fall in poverty since the mid​1990's, recent trends have reversed much of that progress. Employment by single mothers is trending downward and the poverty rate for families headed by single mothers has climbed by 9.9 percent since 2002/2001. 
Surely many factors contribute to the increasing poverty, hunger, homelessness, and inequality of wealth in New York City, but surely failings with welfare reform are included in those factors as well.
The New Federal Law 
In December 2005, Congressional Republicans enacted the Budget Reconciliation bill for Fiscal Year 2006 by the barest of margins. Vice-President Cheney broke a tie in the Senate and the bill passed by only a two-vote margin in the House. Not one Democrat in the House or the Senate voted for it. The media coverage on the bill's debate and passage focused mostly on large cuts in Medicaid, students loans, and other programs that benefit low- and middle-income Americans. 

Largely overlooked, however, was the reality that the bill also enacts the most sweeping changes in the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families Program (TANF) -- better known as welfare -- since President Clinton signed bipartisan welfare reform legislation into law in 1996. 

The new law would, in effect, increase the percentage of families receiving public assistance that are required to work in each state, and impose new penalties on states for failing to meet federal requirements. 

The Congressional Budget Office estimates that the new law will cost states $8.4 billion over the next five years, but the only significant new federal funding provided in the law is $200 million per year for increased child care, all of which would have to be matched by states. 
These changes will have a dramatic impact upon the millions of Americans -- most of whom are children -- who currently receive TANF benefits, as well on many of the tens of millions of other Americans living below the poverty line. 

These changes were enacted without any hearings on the final provisions. Nor was there any substantial floor debate in either the Senate or the House on these final provisions. In a December 8, 2005, letter to Congressional leaders opposing using the reconciliation process for major welfare changes, Michael Bloomberg wrote, "Budget reconciliation is an expedited process designed to curtail debate."  In this case, I agreed with the Mayor.  Moreover, I was very hearted by the generally progressive suggestions made by the Mayor and HRA to Congress as to what should have been – and what should not have been – in the reauthorization legislation.
Since many Council Members went to law school, permit me to format my next section as a Socratic dialogue, in the form of questions:
Why did Congress pass sweeping changes in welfare (TANF) as part of the budget reconciliation process, rather than as a stand-alone TANF re-authorization bill?  Was it because the changes lacked the votes to pass in a stand-alone bill?  Or was it because the leaders wanted to avoid public and media scrutiny of the changes?  Or both? Given that the 1996 changes in welfare were worked out as a bi-partisan agreement between President Clinton and Congress but that the 2006 changes were enacted by a Republican Congress and President (without so much as a single Democratic vote of support in either the House or Senate), does the issue of welfare reform provide another example of how America's current political climate makes it impossible to tackle any major national issue in a bi-partisan manner? 
Why do leading politicians of both parties -- who frequently spoke glowingly about welfare reform in the late 1990's -- now all-but-ignore the welfare issue in their public utterances?  Why is the Bush Administration all-but-silent on this issue and why are most materials on the HHS  web site about welfare reform more than a few years old?
Are Democratic members of Congress afraid to speak out against more restrictions on public assistance because they don't want to be labeled "pro-welfare?" Are Republican members afraid to speak out in favor of those restrictions because they don't want their compassion questioned? 
Are politicians of both parties more reluctant to talk about this issue because there is increasing evidence that welfare reform may not be working as well as previously advertised? 

What political forces pushed Congress to place further work requirements on low-income Americans but also forced Congress to reject an increase in the national minimum wage, which has not been raised from the current level of $5.15 an hour (about $11,000 for a year of full-time work) since 1997? 

Why were Governors -- including Republican Governors -- more doubtful than the Congressional leadership of the ability of states to meet the new work requirement levels set in the reconciliation bill?  How forcefully did Governors and their social services administrators work behind the scenes to defeat these provisions? 

States struggled to meet lower levels of work participation when the economy was far stronger in the late 1990s.  How are they going to meet higher work participation levels given today's economy? 

Given that the new law forces states to meet higher work standards without giving them significant amounts of new funds to meet those standards, how will this impact upon states already facing fiscal difficulties? 

Given that poverty, inequality of wealth, hunger, and food insecurity have all increased over the last five years, was welfare reform at least partly to blame for some or all of these increases? Will the further tightening of benefits under the reconciliation bill further increase poverty, income inequality, hunger, and food insecurity in America? 

Do welfare reform policies, which force more workers to accept low-wage jobs, drive down average wages for all low-income workers? If so, will the new welfare provisions, forcing more people into work, accelerate that trend? 

Do the new HHS implementation regulations -- which limit job readiness and job search activities to only ten weeks and limit excused absences to only ten days in an entire year -- further punish welfare recipients and hamper the ability of the law to meet its self-proclaimed goal of helping people achieve self-sufficiency?
I think the answer to the last question is clearly yes. On this front, I also want to greatly praise the Mayor and HRA.  I strongly agree with virtually all the comments that the Bloomberg Administration has submitted to HHS regarding their new implementation regulations.
Finishing the Job on Welfare Reform  

As I indicated in the introduction, we must simultaneously: enable large numbers welfare recipients to move into living-wage jobs, “make work pay,” and to provide all Americans with the equal opportunity to earn and save their way out of poverty.  
To achieve those goals, we should create brand new economic, political, and social policies that unleash the full power of the nation’s bedrock values: hard work, family, community, faith, and ambition. We must base all our policies around the central goal of empowering low-income families to have the opportunity to climb into the middle class. 
Any welfare reform and anti-poverty plan must be extensive, and include concrete ways to make quality child care, nutritious food, safe neighborhoods, livable housing, effective public schools, quality health care, effective job training, and post-secondary education more affordable and accessible for low-income Americans.  
It must be noted that more spending -- primarily from the federal level -- is needed to achieve these goals. Mayor Bloomberg, in releasing the report of his antipoverty commission,  repeated line that "Long experience has taught us that simply throwing dollars at poverty does not make it go away." In fact, the time when the federal government did significantly increase its anti-poverty funding -- with the Great Society programs and other efforts started in the 1960s -- the U.S. poverty rate was cut in half.
I believe that history will clearly show that the reason that poverty again increased in the late 1970s, the 1980s, and again in the last few years was that the federal government slashed anti-poverty funding in order to pay for increased military expenditures, additional corporate welfare, and ever-greater tax cuts for the nation's wealthiest. 
Surely, spending more money on poverty is not the only way to decrease it. But given that poverty is the absence of sufficient money, we cannot dramatically reduce poverty without significant new expenditures. As noted before, when it comes to other matters, such as preventing an investment from moving a few blocks, our Mayor clearly understands that significant public resources are necessary to obtain results.  Trying to reduce poverty without increasing the money available to low-income families is like trying to reduce drought without increasing the availability of water. 
Here are steps I believe the nation should take to reform welfare reform.
Welfare reform should  have three equally important goals:  1) Further reducing the welfare rolls; 2) Ensuring that people leaving welfare -- as well as people who previously left -- have long-term, living-wage jobs, and have an increased ability to support their family off welfare than on welfare; and 3) Reducing poverty for both children and adults. 
Here are some basic things we should do to make welfare reform work better.
We should enable welfare recipients to combine more access to immediate work with more access to education and training programs; virtually all data on welfare reform nationwide shows that approaches that mix work with education and training work best. 
Congress should raise the federal minimum wage.  The federal, state, and city governments should all raise the levels of their Earned Income Tax Credits (EITC) and conduct outreach on this vital benefit. 
We should implement a citywide plan to create more living wages jobs in areas of high unemployment and give employers more incentives to hire and retain former welfare recipients. 
Job training programs should be improved by better involving businesses that are hiring welfare leavers in their design and by requiring job training contracts to be based on real performance rather than on political favoritism. 
Welfare leavers should be enabled to automatically receive the tools they need to obtain and keep jobs, including: child care, wage supports, tax refunds, transportation help, health care, and particularly nutrition assistance.   
Of course, I think any plan to reform welfare and end poverty in New York should start with ending local hunger. Adults who face food shortages have greater trouble obtaining -- and keeping -- employment. By ensuring that both people with jobs and people looking for jobs never have to worry about where their next meal is coming from,  the City could remove one massive barrier that prevents too many New Yorkers from focusing on working. Given that I have testified many times before this Committee on concrete ways the City can immediately increase access to the Food Stamps Program and take other steps to end hunger, I won’t repeat those points here.

We should increase and improve data collection to study the long-term poverty and employment status on both current and former welfare recipients. 
When Bill Clinton was President, he placed one of his most trusted advisors in charge of the Welfare-to-Work Partnership, a national effort to encourage employers to hire welfare leavers. I would propose that the Mayor put his full backing behind a similar effort at the city level. In particular, I think the City government can and should do much more to help nonprofit groups create both paying jobs for people who left welfare and public service slots to help current recipients meet their work requirements.  In the more than five years I have been heading the Coalition, not once have I received information encouraging me to -- or explaining how I could -- aid public assistance recipients in either of those two ways.  I assume that such lack of information is common for most of the city's nonprofit social service agencies. Ironically, the nation likely spends far greater resources on paying nonprofit groups to train and prepare people for jobs than on helping them actually hire such people. 
To truly reduce poverty, not only must we “finish the job” effectively on welfare reform, but we must focus on improved child care, education, housing, etc.  In addition to that, the nation and the city should take the following steps.
The whole paradigm of the country's poverty policy should be shifted from the current system that mostly maintains people at bare subsistence levels to one that enables low-income families to develop assets to help them move out of poverty and into the middle-class. To start towards this new paradigm, we should take any administrative steps already available to the federal governments and states -- and offer state and federal legislative proposals -- to reform all existing social services programs to better enable benefit recipients to: save to pay for a college education, job training, a down payment on a first home, and/or starting a business. Federal, State and City funds and technical assistance should be provided to nonprofit groups to expand the usage of federal Individual Development Accounts (IDAs) to help low-income families develop assets.

The Federal, State, and City governments and the states should focus on helping low-income men pay child support, improve their parenting skills, enter the workforce, obtain GEDs and college educations, and increase their wages. The country has had a fair amount of success in past years in helping low-income women enter the workforce. Yet, for too long, social policy has either ignored men or treated them simply as objects of punishment; this must be reversed. 
I would hope that we support implementing a comprehensive plan to enable more low-income Americans to create micro-enterprises (very small, community-based businesses) and provide them the technical assistance to make sure they succeed.
Finally, looking at the problem of the working poor more broadly, I think the Mayor has a historically unique opportunity to influence both the private and public sectors with a comprehensive effort to "make work pay." 
Many of these steps are not easy or cheap.  But they are achievable.  If we want to really make welfare reform work -- and also reduce poverty -- we should take these steps.
As many have noted before, a city is only as strong as its weakest links.  As long as New York has so much poverty, cannot truly be secure. We can – and should – do better.
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