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The cutbacks currently pending and the new welfare reform proposals now in the hands of the legislature in Washington are starting to hurt the neediest families in the county, according to a report prepared for the Department of Human Services.

The report also indicates that the result of the pending cutbacks and changes to welfare would result in more hours of work and restricted access to vocational training for the county’s neediest families, causing a larger number of low-income families to remain in poverty.

The results of the report, “Welfare Reform, A Perspective from Kern County on TANF Reauthorization”, were presented last Monday in a forum held at the County Department of Health, 1800 Mount Vernon Ave. 

In attendance at the forum were directors and members of various public service organizations, in addition to other community leaders, including City Mayor Harvey L. Hall.

The forum served to present the effects of the planned reforms and cutbacks on public assistance programs- effects that will fall directly on the area’s most marginalized communities, according to Beverly Beasley Knight, director of the Kern County Department of Human Services.

On of the main concerns of public assistance providers is, undoubtedly, Washington’s threat to increase cutbacks to programs offering training for parents in families with few resources attempting to improve their positions and, gradually, return to self-sufficiency, throwing aside the public assistance they previously needed.

“Now families can work a minimum of 30 hours in order to receive economic assistance; under the new legislation, the families would have to work 40 hours a week. And although it may seem just, our concern is that currently a large majority of the families that receive welfare are sustaining at least two jobs in order to complete the required hours, so that adding 10 hours of employment means a greater need for transportation and child care, which would be much more difficult to resolve for many needy families”, explained Knight.

“Another of our concerns is that if they decide to reduce the time that a person can receive a type of training to 3 months, where in the present it is 18 months, people will hardly be prepared to move up in any form of employment,” she added.

In Kern County alone there are approximately 10 thousand people receiving benefits from CalWORKS, an organization dedicated to providing training or placement to interested low-income people, in jobs that help them raise themselves out of poverty.

“We want to ensure that the people who need the services provided by the Department of Human Services for county residents have access to those same services”, emphasized Knight.

Magda Menédez, director of the Mexican American Opportunity Foundation, agrees that the discontinuation of funding for free training programs and the shortening of the length of training at best mean fewer possibilities for these people to make it on their own.

“Those of us who work with the neediest members of our community, we are aware that it takes them more time to become independent”, confirmed Menédez.

“We can agree to reforming welfare but this is also a great opportunity to see what has worked and what has not”, he added. 

Under the current welfare reforms more than 4,500 people have succeeded in finding employment. The funds allotted to TANF will be discontinued on the first of October if no proposal for their continuation is approved before that time. The federal proposals also include cutbacks of $50 million to CalWORKS during fiscal year 2002-2003. 

Leonor López, a 28 year old single mother, thought that life held no opportunities for her. One day, 10 months ago, she knocked on the door of CalWorks and learned that she was wrong. Now she is a graduate of Bakersfield College, where she received a diploma in history. Soon, she will be attending the city’s State University, working towards a Masters degree.

“CalWORKS helped me with books and employment. And thinking of other people, there are many who need other basic services to survive, but without a doubt the most important is to receive the opportunity to get an education in order to be able to believe in themselves.”

