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l FORUM

| NATIONAL

1625 L Street N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20036

WELFARE REFORM IN 1988: A MISSED OPPORTUNITY

Two years ago, President Reagan
proclaimed that it was time to take the
welfare system out of the “horse and
buggy” days. Congress has held hear-
ings, governors have convened com-
missions and reform organizations
have written proposals. A number of
states and cities have experimented
with reforms. Yet despite truly good
intentions and hard work, the pro-
posed legislation, particularly the bill
sponsored by Senator Moynihan, falls
far short of the welfare reform irts
sponsors set out to accomplish.

To address the real failure of the
welfare system is a formidable task. In
concrete terms, the welfare mother—
who is usually young and/or has very
young children, who may also be mi-
nority, and/or a high school dropout,
and/or have poor health, a disability,
or a child who is ill/disabled, and/or
live in a poor or remote neighbor-
hood-—must be “jumped” to the front
of the unemployment line. This takes
her over a queue of unemployed which
includes ex-steelworkers, secretaries,
and many others with years of experi-
ence and/or education—and few dis-
advantages of race, sex, disability, or
parenting responsibilities.

Ironically, the ‘welfare reform’ pack-
age contained in the Senate bill keeps
poor families on welfare, provides few
resources to those leaving welfare, and
leaves both groups in poverty. Aside
from the quite good child support en-
forcement provisions, the Senate bill is

by Diana M. Pearce

primarily a program that imposes
“work” requirements on welfare recip-
ients, while doing little to help people
move into real jobs.

What the Senate bill does not do is

just as important as what it does:

® There is no minimum benefit.
The AFDC benefit for an average
welfare family—a mother with
two children—averages $359 per
month, less than half the poverty
line. Benetits range from $118 per
month in Alabama to over $600 in
New York, much greater than the
real differences in costs of living.

® 'There is no guarantee of appro-
priate education and training,
such as remedial education, En-
glish as a second language, post-
secondary education, or on-the-
job-training.

@ Participation quotas allow little
flexibility to states to concentrate
training and education resources
where they are needed most and
spread scarce dollars thinly, help-
ing no one person enough to
make a difference.

® There is no provision for over-
coming the barriers of race, sex,
and geographical isolation that
prevent many from obtaining
wages sufficient to leave welfare
and provide adequately for their
families.

Welfare reform which includes

these missing elements would begin to
address the real failure of welfare—its

failure to enable people to leave pov-
erty. But to change the welfare system
without addressing the economy and
social infrastructure is to set people up
for failure: if there are no jobs, or the
only jobs are part time and minimum
wage, job training will only lead to one
more cycle of poverty, not a road out.
It there is not enough child care, af-
fordable and available, and no health
care coverage through employment,

jobs will only last as long as transition

support or the next crisis. Some of
these elements are addressed in other
welfare reform legislation, such as the
House bill; others are found in state-
level welfare reform, and others must
be addressed by labor, civil rights,
health, and education legislation. To
propose reform without these ele-
ments 1s to mMiss an opportunity to en-
able welfare recipients to leave poverty
as well. And that’s the main point of
reform in the first place.

Dr. Pearce is Director of the Women and
Poverty Project at the Institute for Wo-
men’s Policy Research in Washington, D.C.

© Copyright 1988, The National Forum

Letters should be addressed 1o the Na-
tional Forum, 1625 L St, NW., Washing-
ton, D.C. 20036

The National Forum provides the nation’s press
with the views of national experts on timely pub-
lic issues. 1t 15 funded as a public service by
AFSCME, the public employees union.
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