Forum raises awareness of welfare bills
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Six years ago Veronica Castaneda felt her life was heading nowhere. 

"I only had my GED, so I only worked trade-industry jobs," said Castaneda, a 32-year-old Bakersfield native. "I wanted to get a better-paying job, but of course I couldn't afford college." 

A single mother with two sons, Castaneda received technology training through CalWORKs and is now a repro graphics technician for Kern County's Career Services Center. 

"I can wear many hats from one day to the next," she said. "My resume grows every day, and I learn something new every day." 

Castaneda was one of three CalWORKs recipients who shared their personal experiences at a community forum at the Kern County Department of Public Health Monday afternoon. 

Representatives from several county departments, including human services and mental health, discussed the possible impacts on Kern County of the reauthorization of Temporary Assistance to Needy Families, the federal welfare program that expires in September . 

In 1996, the program's block grant was created by Congress to replace the previous welfare program, Aid to Families with Dependent Children. With this change in programs came several new requirements, including a 60-month limit on cash assistance and fixed funding for state welfare programs in the form of block grants. 

"The law did allow counties and states the freedom to craft programs for their own particular areas," said Scott Graves, a policy analyst for the California Budget Project, a Sacramento-based nonprofit research group. 

Proposed reauthorization bills in both the U.S. Senate and the House would freeze basic funding at $16.5 billion per year through 2007 -- the same amount currently allocated to the program, according to a Kern County Department of Human Services report. 

"The problem with that is the effects of inflation," Graves said. 

Between 1997 and 2002, 13.5 percent of the purchasing power of the assistance was lost, Graves said. 

Programs that would be affected include a family mentoring partnership with local faith-based organizations and retention and career advancement programs, according to the report. 

Inflation is just one concern for Kern County officials. 

"We're serving the 'harder to serve,'" said Beverly Beasley Knight, Human Services director. Many of the county's earlier CalWORKs recipients had benefits such as high school diplomas and some work history, making them easier to place, Knight said. 

Many current CalWORKs recipients are faced with greater barriers, Knight said, such as having English as a second language and lacking high school diplomas. This creates a need for more services. 

"The dollars that are available have to be stretched among so many services," she said. "And now we're telling them they have to do more." 

Under the House's proposal, which was passed in May, parents would be required to work 40 hours a week, regardless of the age of their children, according to the report. Under current law, a single parent with a child under 6 must work 20 hours and other single-parent families must work 30 hours. 

Hours can include paid work, unpaid work, on-the-job training and community service. 

According to the report, increasing work hours presents a problem because it would increase the cost of services such as child care and transportation. 

Castaneda understands the importance of child care. 

"If I had to pay my whole child care bill, I wouldn't make it," she said. 

Sixty-three percent of Kern County CalWORKs recipients are single parents with children under 6, the report stated. 

Participants may have to work two or three jobs to comply, Knight said. A declining economy and high unemployment rates also make it difficult to work a greater number of hours, she said. 

Kern County's unemployment rate for June was 11.2 percent, according to the report, nearly double the 6.4 percent unemployment rate for California. 

The Senate's version of the reauthorization bill has passed through its finance committee but has not yet been brought to the floor, Graves said. 

Once the Senate bill is passed, both of the proposed bills will go to a conference committee, he said. 

County officials also discussed the effects of proposed cuts to the state budget. 

The proposed state budget, which was passed by the Senate but has stalled in the Assembly, would reduce county CalWORKs funding by $14 million, said Pat Cheadle, assistant director of employment and financial services for the Department of Human Services. 

Up to 217 positions could be eliminated because of the proposed cuts, Cheadle said. The department will also be closed on Fridays, starting this week. 

"A cut of $14 million will be devastating," Knight said. "We believe it would really limit our ability to offer services." 

The department has already eliminated 40 contracts with local agencies, such as the Boys & Girls Clubs of Bakersfield, which provide valuable services to CalWORKs recipients, Knight said. 

The forum was intended to raise awareness of legislation that could negatively affect CalWORKs programs, Knight said. 

Castaneda, whose life was changed through CalWORKs, urged community members to write California congressmen and senators about the reauthorization issue. 

"They promote self-sufficiency," she said. "I couldn't imagine ever going back." 

