Welfare reform chopped a key plank from the GOP platform and put Democrats on
equal footing in the debate over spending vs. tax cuts for the first time in a generation.

OULD IT REALLY BE—THE 1996
welfare bill hasn't produced
cataclysm? This is the find-
ing of no less an authority
than the Urban Institute, the
Washington-based officially
nonpartisan (but basically
kinda liberal) think tank.
The report found that most mothers
who've left the rolls since the act was
passed are working, and they’re working,
on average, for an hourly wage of $6.61,
which for the period studied was higher
than the minimum wage by almost
$2. President Clinton pounced on
the report’s release to make the
obligatory appearance with former
welfare recipients in Chicago and
declare the law a triumph.

Substantively, it’s still too early
to say that. The report also details
the various problems former re-
cipients face and suggests that
nearly a quarter of the peopie
who've moved off the rolls since
the bill became law have, as the
phrase goes, fallen through the
cracks. The bill was merely the
first stage of a gut renovation of
federal policy on poverty that
won't be finished for years.

The political ramifications of the
bill, though, are clear enough:
Welfare reform has been bad news
for Republicans and good news for
Democrats. This may sound odd, since
the bill sprang up from the wells of the
conservative think tanks in the first
place and since most Democrats had
seizures when Clinton announced he
was signing it. But there’s no question
that (1) the bill has taken a huge club
out of the hands of the right, and
(2)—and this is the really interesting
part—it’s started moving the debate
about poverty in America to a place
where the Democrats., who've been los-
ing that argument for the better part of
30 years, can now actually win it.

“There’s no question that it's taken an
easy applause line away from the Re-
publicans,” says Robert Borosage of the
Campaign for America’s Future, a lead-
ing liberal policy group in Washington.

Borosage, I'm certain, would very much
like it noted that he thinks the bill was
an outrage, and praising anything ema-
nating from it didn't come easily to him.

But the point is irrefutable. Look at
the recent tax-cut debate. House major-
ity leader Dick Armey insists that Amer-
icans will rally to his side en masse over
the next month and demand passage of
the GOP tax package with the fervor of
les citoyens storming the Bastille. He
may know something we don't, but it
sure seems unlikely. A majority of
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Democrats seem Republicanish (kifl welfare), Republicans sort
of Democratic (kinder, gentler; compassionate conservatism.

Americans recognizes that the choice
here is really between a tax cut that, to
most people, won’t amount to much ac-
tual cash, and investing in Social Secu-
rity and Medicare—the historic and
still-popular entitlement programs that
most people insist the government
spend money on. This means that gov-
ermnment spending, all of a sudden, is a
good thing, which means in turn that
the right can no longer carry on about
the guv'ment taking your hard-earned
money and throwing it at people who
don’t work. That has been, at least since
Ronald Reagan’s time, probably the
most effective rhetorical anti-tax missile
in the GOP silo. It has been disarmed.
We still haven't seen all the ramifica-
tions of this, but to name one: The

South will ,410 longer be solidly Republi-
can. Clinton carried five southern states
in 1992. By 1996, after the GOP tri-
umph of 1994 and the 200 or more
state and local officials (many of them
southern) who changed their party affil-
iation from Democratic to Republican,
Clinton was in danger of doing worse
there. But he won five states again. He
did so mainly because Bob Dole was
weak and the economy was strong, but
I suspect that if Clinton had vetoed the
welfare bill, the Dole campaign would
have pounded him on it and he’d
have lost two or three of those
states. American politics’ most
poisonous regional divide—the
South went and stayed Republican
over race, and welfare is at bottom
about race—has narrowed consid-
erably. One doubts George W.
Bush, a son of the South, would be
using “compassionate  conser-
vatism” as his mantra if this wheel
hadn't been set a-spin, and the wel-
fare bill is a large part of what did it.

Welfare reform, in other words,
has put the GOP on the defensive.
“The burden shifts to the Republi-
cans,” says George Stephanopou-
los, who was against Clinton’s sign-
ing the bill at the time, “to say what
they are going to do for the poor.”

It's simple: There was no public
support for spending more money
on welfare, small though the amount al-
ways was in reality. But there is public
support for helping people who are try-
ing to work. So providing health care
and child ‘care for poor people, and
transportation subsidies for people who
have to make long commutes to their
jobs, as poor people often do, now has a
political life that it just didn’t have be-
fore. Borosage: “We have a much strong-
er argument about poor people on child-
care and living-wage agreements and
things like that than we did on welfare
payments.” :

Specific legislation toward those ends
hasn't made much progress yet. It’s com-
ing—Clinton’s announcement two Satur-
days ago that he’ll press governors to get
more poor children enrolled in health-
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- care programs is an example—but it will
be a fight: rourd two of welfare reform,
if you will. Ed Kilgore of the centrist
Democratic Leadership Council argues
that even thcugh the 1996 bill represent-
ed a centrist consensus. the coming wel-
fare debates will be intense. 1 think a
partisan divide 1s opering back up on it,”
he savs,
gone, the debate is about the overall ceo-
nomic status of poor people. And that’s a
pretty sharp partisan difference.”
Kilgore points 10 an effort by Minneso-
ta’'s Paui Wellstone—when the DLC is
pumping Wellstone, you know the Dem-
ocrats are feeling pretty flush—to pass
legnslation under which states would get
bonus payments from the federal govern-
ment not only for reducing the rolis but
for providing former recipients with food
stamps and Medicaid and child-care sub-
sidies. After vears of tryving 1o get this
through the Senate and tailing. Watlstone
finally succeeded in acking it onwo a
Treasurv-and-postal-appropriations  bill
that passed. It still must survive final ne-

“Welfare veform bas put
the GOP on the defensive.
‘The burden shifts to
the Republicans,’ says
George Stephanopoitlos.
who was against
Clinton’s signing the bill,
‘to say what they are
going to do for the poor.” "

gotiations 1o become law. but even if it
fails this time, it represents the kind of
argumant around which Democrats can
build support. “The end goal was not just
10 remove pecple irom the rolls.” savs
Wellstone spokesman Andy McDonald.
“The end goal was to reduce poverty.”
Democrats have a better opportunity 1o
sell this idea than they have 1n 35 years.

Correction: LAST WEEK, | WROTE THAL
Charies Gargano. head of the siate’s De-
partment of Economic Development,
had been on the outs Jately with the gov-
ernor and had been kept in the Sark
about Pataki aide Brad Race's appoint-
ment to a state comaiission. Both Gar-
gano and Race say that was wrong. |
apologize foi the error. -
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. By JASON DePARLE

WASHINGTON, Aug. 28 — Critics
of the watershed welfare law of 1996
forecast any number of problems,
from starving children to dwindling
benefits to Depressionera soup
lines. But virtually no one imagined
the strange new condition startling
the experts coast to coast: states
have more Federal money, literally,
than they know now to spend.

That is because the welfare rolls
have dropped significantly while
Federal financing remains, by law,
fixed at historic highs.

Consider Wisconsin’s version of
the new welfare math. Five years
ago, the state received about $317
million from the Federal Govern-
ment, or $4,100 for each family on the
rolls. Last year, the state still got
$317 million, even though its rolls had
| fallen by more than 80 percent. That

pushed the Federal aid to nearly
$22,000 per case, and with the rolls
| still shrinking this year it may grow
| to $35,000, a bit more than the cost of

a year at Harvard.
| Awash in Federal dollars, the state
has raised its welfare benefits 20
percent, created thousands of subsi-
dized jobs and offered poor women
door-to-door rides to mandatory mo-
tivation classes. It has also used the
money to bring new support to needy
families outside the welfare rolls, as
the Federal law permits — offering
them child care, car loans, counsel-
ors and annual cash bonuses of up to
$1,600.

Still, it had -enough Federal anti-
poverty money left over to shift more
than $100 million, through some cre-
ative accounting, into a tax cut for
the decidedly nonpoor.

By contrast, Idaho and Wyoming
have let their millions gather dust as
their safety nets for the poor con-
tract. Mississippi and Texas made
modest increases in their notoriously
low benefits. = ;

New York is increasing the wage
supplements - it. offers« low-wage
workers. But it has also 0sed $1

billion of its Federal welfare money

simply to sustain existing programs
it once financed itself, a trade that
frees state and local dollars but of-
fers no new services to the poor.
While many states have pursued
similar budgetary swaps, few have
done so as brazenly as Minnesota,
where Gov. Jesse Ventura of the
Reform Party drew arrows in his
budget and spelled out the goal: ‘““Re-
place state spending with Federal

on Is
| while Federal financing stayed

ns,

Welfare cases have plunged

| fixed, leaving the states with a
large amount of Federa! welfare
( money unspent.

m——

5.0
million
cases

$34.4 billion
given to states
from 1997

to 1999

3.1
million

$7.4
billion
unspent

$27.0
billion
spent

Source: New York Times analysis of data from the
Department of Health and Human Services
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LIFE AFTER WELFARE
Spending the Savings

dollars.”

This flood of Federal dollars has
created a rare, perhaps even unprec-
edented, moment of opportunity in
programs for the poor. And it is
almost wholly an unintended one — a
rich new financing stream for anti-
poverty efforts created by the most
conservative Congress in a genera-
tion.

Seeking to revamp welfare and
restrain its costs, a newly Republi-
can House and Senate reached a
grand bargain three years-ago with
the nation’s governors.” The states
got new flexibility to run welfare
programs as they choose. In ex-
change, they accepted five years of
flat Federal financing. In the phrase
of the time, the governors, predomi-
nantly Republicans themselves,
promised to do more with less. * °

Instead they wound up with more
— much more, on a per-case basis —
than anyone predicted as a combina-
tion of a strong economy and tbugh
new rules have pushed welfare rolls
to stunning lows. Last year alone,
Federal payments to the states were
$6 billion higher than they would
have been under the old law, when
falling caseloads meant smaller sub-
sidies. Now in another twist, there is
an intramural Republican dispute
between Congressional leaders who
want to reduce the windfall and con-
servative governors who, protecting
their budgets, find themselves in the
unusual posture of championing wel-
fare money.

On the ground, the new financing is
altering the anti-poverty landscape

Continued on Page 30

















































































































































































