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Still adjusting to their new roles as opponents, U.S. Reps. Nancy L. Johnson and James H. Maloney pulled most of their punches Thursday at a welfare forum in Hartford that marked their first joint appearance since they were deposited in the same congressional district.

Maloney, a Democrat who represents the 5th District, and Johnson, a Republican who represents the 6th District, both pledged to fight reductions in federal welfare funding, known as Temporary Assistance for Needy Families. The $16.5 billion-a-year welfare block grant, distributed to states, must be re-authorized this year by Congress, which is considering changes to both its size and purpose.

The two incumbents will compete in this year's election in a new 5th District that combines parts of their old districts. The state was forced to consolidate its six congressional districts into five because of changes in population in the 2000 census.

Johnson, a member of the Ways and Means Committee, said she and Maloney share several similar goals, including preserving overall funding and ensuring that people making the transition from welfare to work are given the opportunity to further their education and move to higher-paying jobs.

"If you don't move up the career ladder, you can't become economically self-sufficient," she said. 

She said that if Congress can continue providing the same level of funding, "that would be a tremendous victory ... We are going to have to fight hard to keep the level of funding."

Advocates for the poor worry that the block grant will be cut to reflect a drop in caseloads nationally over the past six years. A group of advocates from Connecticut issued recommendations at Thursday's forum that call for maintaining the block grant, expanding education and training opportunities for low-income families and making economic self-sufficiency an explicit goal of the program. They said many families in Connecticut, which has a 21-month time limit for benefits, need more assistance to overcome "barriers" such as mental health, child care and substance-abuse problems.

Maloney said that although there would be "a lot of agreement" between the two political parties on general goals, "the issue will come down to, where's the money? I think there will be profound disagreement" on that issue.

He accused "the Republican leadership, including my opponent," of "dissipating funding" for education and urban economic development, and he rapped the Bush administration for making faulty assumptions about ways to stimulate economic growth. 

When talking about the needs of cities, Maloney referred several times to New Britain - a heavily Democratic city in Johnson's district that now becomes part of the new 5th District, where the two incumbents will compete.

Johnson said she was proud the welfare changes enacted in 1996 had "reduced poverty among children for three consecutive years." But she agreed many families still face obstacles to employment that need to be addressed.

"The people who are left are the ones with multiple barriers," she said. "There are a lot of holes in the (safety) net."

Both Maloney and Johnson downplayed their own contest, which is expected to be closely watched - and heavily financed - by national party leaders. 
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