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In the States

Welfare Series: Services for Abused Women
Scarce
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By Jennifer Friedlin
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Most states have adopted The Family Violence Option, which waives welfare
work reguirements for up to a year in cases of domestic violence. But
advocates say too few states are aggressively implementing the option.

(WOMENSEMEWS)--In 1998, Kalia, a 19-year-
old mother of a 1-year-old, showed up battered
and bruised at a welfare office in Oakland,

Calif. She told her caseworker she needed to go
on welfare as she struggled to break out of an
abusive relationship.

Although the caseworker had the option to
grant Kalia a domestic violence waiver that
would relax the full-time welfare work
requirements, she did not do so. And Kalia was unaware such a waiver existed
for victims of abuse who went on welfare.

Moms Living Without a Net

Instead, it took three years before another caseworker told Kalia--who
declined to give her last name--that she had been entitled to a waiver and
special services for victims of domestic abuse. In the meantime, Kalia missed
out on the work waiver and counseling opportunities designated to aid abused
welfare applicants as she exhausted 60 percent of the five-year lifetime limit
imposed on all welfare recipients.

"I could have been receiving services that really would have helped me," said
Kalia, who now works as a peer advocate in Oakland to help other women
navigate the welfare system. "The laws are there, but people do not follow
them."

In 1996, Congress adopted an amendment to the new welfare bill, The
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity and Reconciliation Act, that
recognized that people fleeing domestic violence would need more flexibility in
making the transition to work than allowed for under the welfare guidelines,
which require most recipients to work,

The amendment, known as The Family Violence Option, allows states to
temporarily waive work requirements and increase services to families facing
domestic violence, According to the Family Violence Prevention Fund of San



Francisco, 50 to 60 percent of adult heads of families receiving welfare--90
percent of whom are female--have suffered domestic viclence at some point in
their adult lives, compared with 22 percent of the general population. And, up
to 30 percent of these heads of households receiving cash assistance have
reported abuse in their current relationship.

Stopping the clock for survivors of domestic abuse is important because,
experts say, it can take years for survivors to free themselves from abuse and
its effects. During the initial period after leaving the abusive relationship,
survivors tend to cycle between waged work and welfare while they cope with
post-traumatic stress and other time-consuming issues, like securing safe
housing and getting orders of protection, said Sherry Leiwant, a senior staff
attorney at Legal Momentum, a New York-based women's legal rights
organization.

"Domestic violence victims have problems meeting work reguirements because
they first need to get away from the batterers,” said Leiwant.

In the years since the waiver provision was passed, every state except Idaho,
Mississippi, Oklahoma, Virginia and Wisconsin has adopted the option or an
equivalent law or policy. But advocates say too few states are aggressively
implementing them.

"The vast majority have taken the option, but the big but is that even though
40-something states have something on the books, in a lot of states, things
aren’t working all that well," said Leiwant.

Waiver Provides Chance to Break Away

Without the waiver, Leiwant said, parents trying to escape domestic abuse
have a harder time becoming economically independent.

The Family Violence Option, she said, gives battered
women (as well as men) the chance to seek the
psychelogical and legal assistance they need to break away
from an abusive relationship as they prepare to meet work
and job training requirements.

The Option also gives states the right to waive the so-
called child support cooperation requirements for domestic
violence victims. Normally, adult heads of welfare families--
again, 90 percent of who are women--must identify the i
other parents of their children to qualify for TANF benefits. Sherry Lelwant
For battered women, however, that requirement--which

states use to pursue child-support payments--can be dangerous since violence
rmay increase when legal action is taken against an abuser.

Yet, advocates say, many states have failed to train caseworkers to screen for
domestic viclence and to teach therm about the provisions that have been
made for battered women. While states such as Pennsylvania, Washington,
New Hampshire, Kansas, West Virginia and Rhode Island are considered
standouts in developing effective domestic violence programs, seme of the
largest cities and states lag behind.

In Texas, less than 1 percent of all waivers granted by the state are given
under The Family Violence Option, the lowest utilization rate in the nation,






