
Day 7 – Monday – Mark Dunlea and the Welfare Challenge 
 
The last day is another Just Say No day. 
 
The big expense as always is transportation to my work assignment. 
 
I decide to splurge 65 cents on a bag of Doritos to celebrate my son’s near straight As (email headline: 
Who Cares Anyway?) from his fall semester at college. He writes back to see if I will be saving his 
share. (Only if he brings back the spinach hummus.) 
 
This is a work expense, but I am reminded of another household expense when the overhead lights 
don’t work in my office. The church is undergoing renovation, and the electricians who have been 
working on the lights won’t be back for a few days. Since I am working til 7:30 PM, I find an old lamp 
that I can plug into the wall socket but the church doesn’t have a supply of regular light bulbs. A four 
pack of a GE soft white goes for $2.99. (Waiting for a landlord to get around to fixing something 
unfortunately is an all too common experience for folks on public assistance. But to be clear, our 
church is a great landlord.) 
 
I had also forget to mention that on Sunday a friend of ours who is moving to Albany this week for a 
new job called up and said that she had lost her apartment, her landlord hadn’t done the renovation 
work he promised. No problem, our son’s room is free, you can stay there until you find another 
apartment. For public assistance participants, this is often the first step towards a shelter or the street. 
You double up with another poor family when you lose your place. It works for awhile but there are 
too many people under the same roof, the landlord starts complaining, the hot water runs out, things 
begin to break, bills and expenses pile up, you have to move, now, you’re in a welfare office sitting on 
a bench trying to find a place to stay for the night, everything you own is on the ground around you. 
 
While most who looked at this exercise threw up their hands saying it was impossible to live on what 
PA gives you, in many ways this has been an easy exercise. I have been sheltered from the real 
consequences of being poor and trying to live on welfare.  
 
One, I am living in a comfortable middle class home, with more than enough clothing, household 
supplies, toiletries, fuel, food, etc. to offset any shortfall that I would experience from the PA budget.  
 
Second, it was assumed that that the things that would be hardest to do without - housing, utility and 
food costs - were covered by public assistance; this is virtually never true in the real world. A better 
exercise would be to give you $450 and say that the utility company just pulled up to the curb to cut 
off your heat over a $200 past due bill, the landlord is at the back door seeking the $500 in past rent, 
and your kids are crying that they’re hungry because there is no food in the house. How do you keep 
everyone happy? You’ve got ten minutes to figure it out. Go. 
 
Another exercise would be good during the challenge week – so you are limited on your transportation 
budget. See what type of apartment or housing you can find for what public assistance provides. In my 
home county of Rensselaer, the shelter allowance for a family of 3 is $296 a month. The HUD Fair 
Market Rent (FMR) for the county is $715. FMR is the amount that would be sufficient to cover rental 
charges for 40 percent of the housing units in an area. It would be interesting to see how many people 
would be willing to stay even a night in what PA would allow you to rent. 
 



I also did this a single individual. The last time I saw a statistic on the average size of the family on 
welfare it was 3.3 – a little more than a mother and two kids. It was a real challenge for my wife and I 
– both employed with cars – to try to juggle work responsibilities with day care, after school activities, 
doctor visits, etc. It is far more difficult for a single parent, especially when you have to first take one 
child to day care on the bus after the other one has been picked up by the school bus and then get to 
your workfare assignment, then repeat the process at the end of the day, while also managing to feed 
and clothe your children and help them with their homework. And look for a “real” job. 
 
It often seems that a major goal of welfare is to keep the family in a constant crisis. Give them so little 
money that there is no way they can pay all their bills and then watch the chaos that occurs, especially 
when something goes wrong requiring instant money to fix it. And while we force them into a crisis or 
two a week, we expect them to show up at their welfare work assignment for 25 to 35 hours, while also 
spending time to find a real paying job. Meanwhile, the mother is routinely publicly criticized as being 
lazy and a bad parent.  
 
Welfare is often a brutal, stressful, humiliating experience for both parents and children. 
 
A number of us had participated last fall in a food stamp exercise as part of the effort to increase 
funding as part of the reauthorization of the Farm Bill. It was also impossible to feed your family on 
$1.13 per person or meal. (It was still impossible if you added say 30 cents to reflect the contribution 
an individual was supposed to make from “other” income sources.) A number of people had to go to a 
soup kitchen or food pantry to get through (they made a donation to pay for it.) 
 
So how did I do for my week? As a single person, my basic grant for the week is $25.85 – or $3.69 a 
day. (For a family of 2, it would be $41.31. For three, $46.20.) 
 
I pretended that we disconnected the Internet and cable television, didn’t read a newspaper (e.g., help 
wanted ads) but still spent $7 a week for phone service.  
 
I also spent $7 a week for my medicine. Many low-income folks often try to reduce the dose by half or 
more to try to save money, even though this often renders useless the medicine. 
 
Transportation was a budget buster. We didn’t plow the road or driveway after the snowstorm to save 
the $40 to $65, and hiked out to the main road. I spent $35 a week just for gas for my car (ignoring the 
cost of insurance, repairs, oil change, etc.). If I had to travel for my 25 to 35 a week work assignment 
for welfare, perhaps $20 of that would have reimbursed by DSS (using Saratoga rules).  
 
This brings my total to $34 for the week. I am over budget. This would mean for a day or two that I 
wouldn’t have been able to get to my work assignment. I get sanctioned and loss welfare for a few 
months. Maybe I become homeless if my landlord doesn’t want me living rent-free. 
 
I spend $5 dollars for a few beers, a glass of wine and a bag of chips. I get by with only spending $1 
for laundry. I am now $15 over budget. That is four days worth of meals I have to give up. Far more 
than a food pantry could give me. I spent another $3 to 5 dollars going to the store to buy food, visiting 
a friend, replacing a vacuum cleaner bag. I am going to be short on rent this month. 
 
I avoid things all week long. I bring a sandwich each day to work and am in a panic when my son 
mistakenly takes my lunch. I walk long distances to avoid parking fees. I worry about cars being towed 
in snow emergencies. I don’t watch DVDs, I don’t go to movies, I don’t buy a pen when I need it, I 



don’t go to music shows, I don’t buy cans of soda, I don’t buy snacks, I don’t buy batteries. I don’t 
donate to worthy causes, I don’t buy shaving cream, I don’t dispose of the garbage, I don’t give gifts to 
my family for birthdays or holidays, I don’t buy a Christmas tree, I don’t turn on the heat when it is 
cold, I don’t go anywhere, I watch my plants begin to die. I pray that the car starts when it is zero out, 
that nothing breaks in the house, and that I don’t spill anything on my clothes. For some reason the 
blood pressure medicine doesn’t seem to be working. 
 
Real welfare participants have it much worse. The PA challenge doesn’t end after a week. 
 
After 18 years, it is time for a grant increase to at least cover the cost of inflation since 1990. 


