
Day 2 – Mark Dunlea, Living on Welfare Challenge 
  
The first task for day 2 is transportation. 
  
Many if not most welfare participants work. Welfare participants who work – whether as 
a paid job or as a condition of receiving benefits (e.g., workfare) are supposed to get 
some help with work related transportation costs but that varies greatly by county. (See 
more info below at note 1) 
  
There is no public transportation that runs to Poestenkill. My home is 12 miles to 
downtown Albany where I work. 
  
Owning a car is expensive. (However, welfare participants with a car earn an average of 
$2 more per hour when they get a job.) The federal mileage deduction is now 48.5 cents a 
mile. Just to fill up the tank of my car (12 gallons) which I do usually once a week is 
close to $40, far more than my entire basic grant for the week. 
  
For the public assistance challenge I had planned to carpool with my various neighbors, 
most of who work in Albany. While I try to carpool once or twice a week, our work 
schedules often vary by several hours and none of us want to wait two hours for a ride 
home. Time is money. But when you are on public assistance, time is expendable while 
money is hard to come by. 
  
While I do car pool into work this morning, I do a weekly public affairs radio show at 
WRPI in Troy. Reszin Adams is a long time announcer who was famous for spending an 
hour each way taking the bus back and forth from RPI to Troy, and then walking up the 
hill, to get to the station. But there is no bus from Troy to Poestenkill, so I drive my car. 
This is 15 miles. Even taking a discounted mileage rate of 30 cents per mile, this is $4.50 
– more than the daily allotment. I also avoid putting any money in the parking meter at 
school, assuming no is going to ticket this late in the afternoon. 
  
One of the benefits of WRPI is that it has a soda machine for 50 cents, a bargain that 
comes in quite handy in trying to keep those vocal muscles at high performance during 2 
hours of interview. 50 cents is beyond my budget today, so I settle for a quick sip from 
the barely functioning public water fountain (unfortunately, one can't leave the studio 
once you're on the air.) 
  
I make my own sandwich for lunch, since I can’t afford the $4 to $6 to buy it a sandwich 
shop. I had picked up a $4 container of spinach hummus at the winter Troy Farmer’s 
Market on Saturday (fortunately it is one of the handful of markets able to handle food 
stamps with the new swipe card system.) I add some mushroom slices and spinach in pita 
bread. Hopefully I will be able to get 2 to 3 sandwiches out of it. And of course I don’t 
buy any beverage for lunch, though I do bring in some fruit from home. 
  



My next door neighbor is kind enough to pick up our newspaper at our delivery box when 
he is out for his morning walk but I have to wave him off when he stops by, telling him 
that only my wife can read the paper this week. Not in my PA budget. 
  
Upon arriving home, I park the car at the top of hill on the town road to avoid the 
snowplowing expenditure. Our house is relatively cold as the temperature is dropping 
rapidly outside. It will be coldest night of the year so far, expected in single digits. 
Apparently our son had failed to make a big enough fire in the stove before leaving (he is 
returning early today to college for a job over winter break.) While we had installed a 
back up propane heating system about 10 years ago, we try to avoid using it as much as 
possible (partially due to concerns over global warming), leaving the thermostat low 
(about 55 degrees) primarily to avoid freezing the water pipes. This year we have been 
trying to re-ignite the fire in the wood stove each morning to keep the house warmer. 
This will probably increase our wood consumption from 2.5 to 3.5 cords. A cord is 
running about $170 this year, so we are looking at spending at extra $35 a month to keep 
the temperature at say 60 degrees when we’re not home. 
  
On a cold night like this, we’d normally spend a few bucks to run the propane heater for 
25 minutes while the wood stoves gets up to speed. But in my frugal welfare mood, I put 
on some extra sweaters while I wait for the fire to warm up the house. 
  
On our dining room table I spy a DVD, “Birth”, a movie staring Nicole Kidman and 
Lauren Bacall (good acting, bad plot). My wife and I had watched this the night before. 
This would have been another $2 or 3 expenditure (i.e., my daily cash grant). Fortunately, 
we had borrowed it from our new neighbors who had just moved into the community 
along with their 300 DVD movie collection. Of course, there is still our $2.50 a week 
charge for Netflicks but I will see if I can convince my wife not to watch their DVD this 
week. (Though I had a hard time trying to stop her from watching the CNN special 
yesterday – and the resultant cable charge for the PA challenge - covering a speech from 
each of the Presidential candidates.) 
  
We had experienced a ”budget busting” episode the night before around the dining table 
that was so beyond any rational discussion about living on welfare that it was laughable 
(sadly). Since my son was going back to college today, the three of us had sat down to 
figure out how big a check we would have to be paying for tuition and room and board. 
Just the tuition check (after scholarships and loans) for a semester is larger than the entire 
welfare check for a year. My son is moving off campus this semester to save money. But 
even his one-fifth share of the rent for the apartment is the equivalent of the entire shelter 
allowance for a family of three in Dutchess County. We also agreed to give him a food 
budget that was three times larger than what USDA allows a food stamp recipient. 
  
--------------------------------- 
  
Note: A significant number of welfare participants have paid jobs that pay so little that 
they are still eligible for welfare. Unclear what transportation allowance they actually get. 
I couldn’t find any hard information after searching through the 600 plus pages of the 



welfare manual online at the state OTDA website (Office of Temporary and Disability 
Assistance; www.otda.state.ny.us). Nor could I get any definitive answers from our state 
transportation advocate, other than it varies by county; I am still waiting for info from our 
legal aid expert.) 
  
Welfare participants who work are among the highest taxed taxpayers in the state – losing 
both benefits and paying various taxes on top (e.g., payroll tax). Governor Pataki did 
modify the Earned Income Disregard so that welfare participants basically would only 
lose half of their benefits until they get up to the poverty level; before it used to be $1 cut 
in benefits for every $1 in pay, not a great work incentive. Unfortunately, since the 
poverty level increases annually but welfare benefits have not, welfare participants who 
work now fall quite a bit short of poverty before they lose all benefits. 
 


