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July 29, 2009 

 

The Honorable Vincent C. Gray 

Chairman, District of Columbia Council  

1350 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW, Suite 504 

Washington, DC 20004 

 

Dear Council Chairman Gray: 

  

We are writing as representatives of national organizations to request that you remove language 

from the Budget Support Act that would authorize the Mayor to reduce benefits for District’s 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) families by increasing sanctions and 

implementing new administrative requirements that would make it harder for families to access 

TANF benefits.   

 

This proposal would save the city an estimated $6 million, but at the cost of greater hardships for 

some of the most vulnerable children and families in the District of Columbia.  This is what the 

research tells us about sanctions for failure to meet work requirements: 

 

 There is no evidence that recipients are more likely to come into compliance when faced 

with a full-family sanction than when only the adult’s portion of the benefit is eliminated, 

which is the sanction the District currently imposes.   

 

 Multiple studies confirm that sanctioned families often have personal or logistical 

barriers that make it more difficult for them to comply with participation requirements, 

such as low levels of education, physical or mental disabilities, chronically ill children, 

experience with domestic violence, or lack of access to transportation.
i
 

 

 Children in sanctioned families are particularly vulnerable.  Sanctions push families into 

deep poverty, and increase the likelihood of hardships such as food insecurity and utility 

shut-offs.  Sanctions may also affect children by increasing parental stress levels.
ii
  

 

It is also likely that the effects of sanctions will be worse during a period of high unemployment, 

as we are now facing.  When jobs are plentiful, some sanctioned recipients will be able to find 

jobs on their own.  Others will get by with assistance from friends and family.  However, when 

everyone is having trouble making ends meet, such informal assistance is less readily available. 

 

If the goal of this proposal is truly to increase participation in work activities, it does not make 

sense to rush through a policy change in a matter of weeks.  There are other ways to improve 

engagement of recipients, including improving assessments that could identify the barriers that 

prevent recipients from participating. In addition, the work activities offered need to be rethought 

for the new economic environment.  In the last three months, the overall unemployment rate for 

DC reached 10.5 percent; for African-Americans, it climbed to 16.8 percent.
iii

 In this context, it 

seems a cruel joke to assign recipients to work activities that all too often offer little more than 

access to phones and the increasingly thin help wanted section of the newspaper.  The District 

should consider offering subsidized jobs to recipients, including transitional jobs which combine 

real work with supportive services and skills development activities. 
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Finally, it appears that the proposed budget does not take full advantage of the TANF Emergency 

Fund created by the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act.  While the budget does 

anticipate receiving some funds from this program, if fully utilized, the Emergency Fund could 

provide the District with up to $46 million over FYs 2009 and 2010.  I urge the District to 

explore this funding opportunity rather than reduce benefits to families. 

 

Thank you for your time and attention. 
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