
Day 1 of Mark Dunlea’s Welfare Challenge 
  
Note: I am only counting myself in the welfare challenge, not my wife or college age son 
who is spending a few moments of his holiday break with us. They haven’t agreed to 
participate (e.g., make the changes needed to keep under budget). 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. 
  
For January 1, I am just going to stay home for the day, read a book, maybe watch a little 
football on TV and watch the snowfall. So at least the first day should be easy.  
  
Wrong. 
  
As I begin my normal routine of checking my email, I realize that the monthly bill for our 
combined Internet, basic cable and phone is about $100 or a little over $3 a day. There 
goes my basic grant right there. OK, I can pretend that I don’t have internet service 
(though it is a requirement for work) and I will only watch the network TV channels that 
I would get without cable, that that still leaves say $1 a day for phone service. That is 1/3 
of my daily allowance. (While both my wife and son have cell phones, an additional 
expense, I do not.) 
  
I also have a daily newspaper subscription with the Times Union. 50 cents daily, a few 
bucks on the weekend. OK, no reading the newspaper this week – except ones I pick up 
that others have discarded. 
  
I actually start the morning replacing the one dimmer switch we have in the house that 
broke yesterday after 15 years. I had bought the $6 part (two days worth of the basic 
grant) on my way home the previous night, so technically this won’t count towards my 
basic grant for the week. Having supplied much of the muscle power in building my own 
home (fortunately I had several friends who supplied the brains), I feel pretty confident in 
doing household repair jobs. I just forget that the skills I developed from doing daily 
construction work for 3 months twenty years ago are pretty eroded in 2008. Hoping that I 
have managed to turn off the correct circuit breaker, I am aghast when the new dimmer 
box has four wires coming out of it in back while the old one has only two – and the 
colors don’t match up. As a PA participant, I would not have much choice in calling a 
handyman to come over to do such a basic job (forget about paying for an electrician). 
After reading the instructions written in small type English and Spanish, I think I have it 
figured out, and breathe a sigh of triumph when the lights turn on (and when I am not 
electrocuted in touching the wires). 
  
Shortly after 9 AM, the snow begins to fall. Uh oh, another budget buster. I live at the top 
of a hill overlooking the Hudson Valley on a dirt road with five other households as part 
of a neighborhood association. We collectively hire someone to plow the six driveways 
(several of which are a hundred feet up the hill side) and the privately owned dirt road 
(which three of the houses, including mine, are on) whenever there is more than 3 inches 
of snow. My share comes to around $40. Recently we have discussing whether to pay 



another $150 to have the driveways and road sanded whenever there is the possibility of 
the storm turning into ice – that would be another $25 for me (my entire grant for the 
week). 
  
So the storm alone will blow my basic grant for the week. However, I normally park my 
car 100 yards uphill on a pull off on the town road whenever there is the threat of snow. 
Like my rural towns, Poestenkill does a great job of plowing and I know that I will be 
able to get into work in the morning. So since I personally could survive without 
snowplowing, we’ll pretend that bill doesn’t exist. 
  
Now I am understanding why so many people who looked at this exercise said it was 
impossible. One has to cheat to pretend to live on welfare. 
  
I will note that my wife and I spent New Year’s Eve at some friends’ house. We brought 
a bottle of wine, a store-bought chicken dish, and some cookies to share. This of course 
would not have been possible under the basic grant – except for the cookies, which other 
friends had given to us over the holidays. Gift recycling is possible under the basic grant. 
The 5 miles each way to their house would also have been a budget buster but fortunately 
we were home by 10:30 PM, so we avoid the travel expense. 
  
The big choice of the day will be whether to have a bottle of beer or glass of wine while 
having dinner or watching football. At $1 or so a drink, these are also budget busters. 
Let’s just hope that none of the neighbors or friends drop in unexpectedly to socialize. Or 
if they do, they bring their own. 
  
I had also been meaning to buy a few new fans to improve the air circulation around the 
wood stove in our home. This is our prime source of heat, burning about 2.5 chords of 
wood a season. I am always trying to figure out how to better move the hot air around to 
reach the far ends of the house. We had visited a friend on Sunday who had the fans I 
wanted and she had given me the name of the Internet store where she had bought them. 
They would be impossible to buy under the basic grant – even though you would save 
money in the long run. Ok, since they wouldn’t be delivered until after the week is up, I 
can pretend it didn’t happen. I had also just recently gotten around to finding someone to 
come in to do an energy audit. Even though we had built an super energy insulated house 
20 years ago, insulation technology has so changed that I want to see what we can do to 
take it to the next level. Since the energy consultant hasn’t called back yet, I’ll just 
schedule a date after the 8th. This of course would be another basic grant budget buster – 
though you would save money in the long run. (Though a low-income person might be 
able to get a bigger discount through the various state incentives.) 
 
 


