
Day 4 – Mark Dunlea and the Welfare Challenge 
 
It was a very cold night, so the backup propane heater ran a number of times throughout the night, 
even though its thermostat was set at 50 degrees. Fortunately, since we have a cathedral ceiling in the 
living room where the wood stove is, the bedrooms on the second floor (basically a divided loft) are 
the warmest place in the house. 
 
With the departure of my spinach hummus to Poughkeepsie, the big challenge in the morning is what 
to make for lunch. Friday is the one day where I might buy a sandwich at work – maybe a third of the 
time – before food shopping for the week on Saturday. I decide to go with the old standby peanut 
butter and jelly. Hunger Action is starting a food processing business to help local farmers and 
promote better nutrition in low-income communities, so my wife suggests using one of the test samples 
we have left in the refrigerator. I decide to go with some homemade raspberry jam that Rudy our next 
door neighbor gave us for Christmas from his backyard bushes. We carpool into work. 
 
Camped out in Hunger Action’s fourth floor office at Emmanuel Baptist Church, the work day passes 
pretty uneventfully – other than waiting for the heat to come on, which has been acting erratic during 
the Church’s year long renovation. Don’t spend anything on coffee, newspapers, soda, etc. The one 
drawback is that the Church’s only water fountain is on the first floor, and without an elevator, the trip 
is 48 stairs each way; at least good exercise. 
 
The budget buster for the day is going to pick up my wife’s Christmas present. Fortunately, the present 
is already paid for (I’ve just been waiting for it to arrive at the store), so it doesn't count against my 
weekly budget allotment, but this requires a 19 mile round trip to pick it up ($5.70 at my discounted 
travel rate, close to $3 in terms of actual gas expenditure). I could wait until after my public assistance 
challenge is up, but my wife is a traditionalist who believes it is usually better for such presents to 
show up under the tree on Christmas morning, so it is time to close this deal. 
 
Public assistance recipients know of course that prices are often cut right after the holiday, so they 
often postpone a purchase til then to get a cheaper price, celebrating a few days late. (However, one 
problem is that stores are often out of stock then on popular items.) One of the reasons that the use of 
emergency food programs skyrockets during November and December is that many people will try to 
save up an extra $20 or $30 dollars for the holiday by getting a bag of food from their local pantry. 
 
I also exchange a pair of pants that I bought recently that I had misread the size on. The sale price has 
changed however, so I have to step down in quality for the replacement to keep the same price. One 
way to try to keep on budget of course is to try to buy clothes at yard sales (less prevalent during 
winter months) or second hand stores. This is easier however for children than adults. (Note. My son is 
a big fan of this, partially out of the contention that buying used clothes means that your not supporting 
sweatshops. He draws the line however at buying second hand undergarments. It however is very 
difficult to buy nonsweatshop undergarments at stores; he finally found a source on the internet.) 
 
The cost of the elliptic exercise machine is greater than the entire basic grant of $291 a month for a 
family of 3. Going to the gym or using exercise equipment is just something that is beyond the 
financial resources of welfare families. Nor is the second hard market particularly good. We have tried 
using old equipment over the years that our friends have relegated to their basements but we quickly 
discover that there is a reason why the older machines have been collecting dust. Weight equipment is 
the one piece of exercise equipment that you can reliably pick up at yard sales but I already have a set. 
 



Many of us in the neighborhood do routinely walk on the road up and down our 800-foot high hill, 
which at parts has close to a 45-degree incline. This is a good heart pumping exercise, but during the 
winter this means on workdays usually doing it in the dark in the cold on often icy unlit conditions. So 
alternative exercises are sought during these months.  
 
Since I don’t leave work for the store until 7 PM, my stomach is urging me to provide it some relief. I 
am tempted to buy a $1 mini apple pie or maybe a slightly more expensive muffin from a convenience 
store to tide me over, but I push on. I am already over budget. Of course, eating junk food like that 
isn’t good for your health.  
 
We have actually avoided the budget breaking snow plowing in recent days since the snow hovered 
around the 3 to 4 inch mark that triggers the plow guy. But these means that I have to use my son’s 
sled to transport the 80 pound box down the driveway. Afterward I shovel the 100 foot driveway by 
hand to make it passable for a car. 
 
At the end of a long week, I decide to grab a beer from the fridge ($1). My doctor, visionary that he is, 
has recommended that I have one or two drinks of alcohol a day in order to try to boost my “good” 
cholesterol levels. However, my HMO doesn’t yet treat beer or wine as being part of my prescription 
drug coverage. 
 
When my wife gets home, she eyes the newly arrived Netflix on the table. I remind her that at a cost 
about $2.25 or so per DVD, we should wait until the challenge is over to view it. I suggest that we see 
if we can borrow one from a neighbor for the weekend. Since the DVD (La Vie en Rose, about 
Parisian singer Edith Paif) is one of my selections, hopefully I can convince her to wait. 
 
 
 


