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Herger welfare bill flawed, critics say
By LARRY MITCHELL - Staff Writer

Wally Herger talks about his welfare-reform bill like it's the best thing since
sliced bread, but some folks back home in Butte County think it's the pits.

If it passes in its present form, the bill will drive some welfare recipients into
homelessness, charged Laurel Blankenship of Chico.

It also will make it harder for welfare recipients to get the college education that
could lift them out of poverty, said Melissa Garcia of Paradise.

"The whole flavor of this (legislation) is punitive," said Merlyn Newlin, Butte
College's assistant dean for career and employment services. "It seems odd they
would take a hard-nosed approach to welfare reform, which for the most part
has been pretty successful.”

Mewlin, Blankenship of Legal Services of Northern California, and Garcia, a
student and mother, belong to a loosely knit coalition trying to affect the shape
of the new welfare-reform bill. They spoke to the Enterprise-Record this week.

Welfare reform, requiring recipients to find jobs and setting limits on how long

they can receive aid, began in 1996. This year, the law that started it expires.

Congressman Herger, R-Marysville, has proposed legislation that would change
the program and continue it for another five years.

The bill has already passed the House Ways and Means Committee's
Subcommittee on Human Resources, which Herger chairs. It's slated to go to the
full Ways and Means Committee for a vote today and by mid-May should come
before the House itself, said Dan MaclLean, Herger's press secretary.

Maclean said the 1996 law got many welfare recipients to go to work. But many
people on welfare still aren’t participating in programs aimed at getting them
employed. Herger's bill will create incentives for these people to go to work, he
said.

Some foes of Herger's bill argue the legislation takes a "cookie-cutter” approach
to setting welfare rules. They say one virtue of the current law is that it has
allowed flexibility for states and counties to design their own programs.

Taking a one-size-fits-all approach - where states must comply with the federally
mandated pattern - will undermine successful local programs, Newlin said.

An example is the fast-track program to train office assistants that Butte College,
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working with local employers, set up several years ago, she said. Some who

enter the program are fresh out of high school, but others are clder welfare-

recipients who need new skills to get into the job market. The flexibility of the

original law allowed these welfare recipients to count thelr 32 hours a week of

training as "work" and enabled them to complete the course while receiving
welfare benefits,

Mewlin said the program has been extremely successful. About 250 students
have completed the training over the last five or six years and all have found
jobs.

Herger's bill, as it's now written, would make Butte's office-assistant program
unavailable for many welfare recipients, Mewlin said. Only three months of such
training every two years would be allowed. If welfare recipients went into the
program for six months, they'd lose part or all of their welfare benefits,

Herger's bill would also make it harder for welfare recipients to earn a college
degree, Garcia said.

As she's pursued her goal of becoming a teacher, Garcia said, welfare-reform has
hindered her.

At Chico State, where she earned a bachelor's degree, Garcia, 33, said welfare-

reform required her to miss classes to take seminars on such things as filling out

an application or going for a job interview - instruction that was useless to her at
the time.

MNow, as she works toward a teaching credential, Garcia said she faces having her
welfare payments reduced because of a welfare-reform rule that allows
recipients to go to school for no more than 24 months while receiving welfare.
After that, their benefits are cut.

Garcia considers herself just the type of person who ought to be helped through
welfare reform. She said she left her violent husband who beat her and her
children. She's raised her four children herself with the help of welfare and
meoney she made at low-paying jobs. Some time ago, she decided to earn a

college degree. She's now a year away from getting a teaching credential. But

she said because she's used up the 24 months of full-time education allowed

under welfare reform, she's going to be sanctioned by having her share of the
family's welfare benefits withheld.

Under Herger's bill, she said, not only could her portion of benefits be withheld,
but so could the rest of the family’'s.

Lawmakers seemn to not understand who is on welfare and why, Newlin said.
They appear to cling to a misconception that welfare recipients are lazy people
who need a shove to start working.

"In fact, what I've found is that welfare recipients are the hardest-working
people I know," she said.

"The truth is that there, but for fate, walk you and I,” said Jeff Fontana, public
information coordinator for the Butte Community Employment Center.

In Butte County, he said, of 3,700 people on welfare, more than 1,000 are
warking. They're still receiving aid because the low-paying jobs they have still
leave them poor. He wondered what will happen to these people next year when
they begin to be affected by the five-year lifetime limit for welfare which was
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