
Day 5 – Saturday – Mark Dunlea and the welfare challenge 
 
Saturday is household chore day. 
 
My chores include cleaning and bringing in wood for the stove. The vacuum cleaner bag is full, so it 
has to be replaced. This costs slightly under a $1 a piece. However, unlike folks on public assistance, 
we have the resources to buy as many of these items whenever we want, so we tend to stockpile up on 
them, both to get the volume discount and to save on the costs of traveling to the store. (For instance, 
we have a cache of toilet paper that Johnny Carson would be envious of.) Folks on a more limited 
income usually only have enough money to buy whatever is needed right now, so when things run out, 
that becomes an expense to replace them. 
 
My wife does the food shopping. The round trip is 15 miles. Since she drives a Prius hybrid, the out of 
pocket gas costs are only $1, though at 30 cents a mile the cost is $4.50. People on public assistance 
without a car often have to take a taxi – at least one way – to do food shopping. (Some will take a bus 
one way but it is pretty impossible to carry a full weeks worth of groceries back in a bus, especially if 
you have to take a young child or two with you.) There are seldom full-scale grocery stores in low-
income neighborhoods.   
 
For instance, in Albany, there are no grocery stores in either Arbor Hill or the South End, with the 
Price Chopper on Delaware Ave. the closest for many low-income families. Grocery stores that do 
border low-income neighbors usually have higher prices than the same chain serving suburban 
communities, with lower grade quality of food (e.g., higher fat content in the meat or chicken cuts). 
Low-income neighborhoods have expensive corner stores without any fresh fruits or vegetable, along 
with fast food places selling fried food. In America, our food system is based on cheap calories and 
expensive nutrition, a major factor in the growing obesity problem for children. 
 
The one-way taxi fare from the Delaware Price Chopper to Grand Street in Albany, about 1.5 miles, is 
$6. (Another option is to shop every few days, walking a few miles each way with a little pull cart to 
carry the groceries.) 
 
Our food total for the week for two people is $110. This is about 2.5 times what people are allowed 
under the food stamp budget. (This does not include the three or four times a week where one of us 
may buy lunch at work.) On top of this $4 are for items not covered by food stamps but this week these 
are on my wife’s side of the budget. I need a new can of shaving cream (99 cents, Barbasol, 11 oz.) but 
decide to wait another week since I am on the PA budget. I don’t really care for David Letterman’s 
new look however, so I’ll just lather up the soap to shave. We don’t have to buy any shampoo, razor 
blades, toothpaste, soap, laundry detergent, household cleaning supplies, etc. this week. 
 
One task is to take garbage to the transfer station in town. Like many communities especially outside 
of cities, in Poestenkill the town no longer handles garbage collection. Contracting with a private 
hauler costs $25 to $31 a month (Some of the companies charge by volume, a good idea to encourage 
waste reduction. So a single person might be able to get a cheaper price. The charges quoted are what 
two families we know pay.) This comes to around $7 a week – or two times the daily basic grant. We 
save money by taking our garbage to the transfer station in town of a private hauler, part of the “host 
community benefit agreement”. Regular garbage goes for $3 a “normal size” bag, plus $1 or $2 for 
recyclables depending upon how much you bring in. However, by composting our food waste in our 
backyard (we use the compost to enrich the soil in the spring for our vegetable and flower gardens), we 
only generate a garbage bag once every two or three weeks. So we pass today. 



 
Another chore is to take down the Christmas tree. We buy our tree from the owner of the Pineridge 
Cross Country ski place in East Poestenkill, figuring it is good to help a local business. (See note 
below). You cut down your own tree. Our 7-foot tree goes for $40. Another budget buster – almost two 
weeks of my basic grant - but not for this week fortunately. 
 
In our younger days, before our son began to wonder why our tree looked so different than his friends, 
we used to cut down a pine tree from our property. But what we think of as Christmas trees do not 
grow naturally in the northeast. The trees that we cut down qualified as Charlie Brown specials. A few 
years we even wired a few extra branches to the tree so that it looked a little fuller. They would also 
have a hard time holding the collection of ornaments we have accumulated over the years. Of course 
most people, especially in urban areas, don’t have an option of cutting down a tree. My son did 
mention that one of his college professors goes dumpster diving for his tree. When the school lets out 
for the holiday break between semesters, some of the administrative offices have trees they discard.  
 
Fortunately, we don’t have to pay to discard our tree at the transfer station. We can just carry it into the 
woods near our house. (See note 4 below) 
 
Another chore is laundry. We actually own a washer and dryer with one of our neighbors, partly to 
conserve resources but also because our house has low-water volume. (We well have less than half the 
recommended 5 gallons a minute, yet another neighbors’ well 40 yards away gets 10 gallons a minute.) 
We put $1 a load into the jar for each load (both wash and dry) to pay for the various energy and 
supply costs associated with running the two machines. A typical commercial Laundromat charges 
about $1 for the washing machines and 25 cents every 10 minutes for the dryers. Laundry detergent is 
extra. We usually do a load a week. 
 
We resolve our evening entertainment decisions by wrangling an invitation for dinner from some 
friends. Free food and drinks – though we do bring along dessert. However, it is 6.7 miles each way. 
(In rural areas, this is the equivalent to “around the corner” in a city.) Splitting the cost with my wife, 
this is $2. Still a bargain – though more than half my daily grant. 
 
------------------------------------------------- 
 
Note 3. A lot of folks in East Poestenkill are land rich and cash poor. East Poestenkill is part of the 
Rensselear Plateau, a rocky forest that extends into the mountain hollows of Berlin and Petersburg that 
is similar to Appalachia. Many families have lived up there for generations. It is not uncommon to find 
3 dozen families with the same unusual last name. So some own fairly large parcels of land. But the 
rocks make the land unsuitable for farming. Jobs and services (stores) are scarce to nonexistent. Some 
get by through various timber related work (logging, fire wood), honey, maple syrup, goats. But they 
feel the pressure from property taxes and second home development. State funds are needed to help 
with open land preservation. 

Note 4. Before we had our son, we used to use a live ficus tree as our Christmas tree. We should save 
money by planting our own Christmas tree seedlings. To avoid discarding old Christmas trees in 
landfills, where they consume much needed space, consider composting or mulching your tree. An old 
Christmas tree can be ground up and used as mulch in gardens, on trails, or in animal stalls; can be 
used as sand and erosion barriers on beaches, streambeds, and lakes; or can be sunk into private lakes 
and ponds, where it provides refuge for fish. When I was on our town Board, we started a Christmas 
tree mulching program at the closed town landfill. 



 
 


