MEMO: 
Welfare Reform Conference Committee
TO: 

Governor Deval L. Patrick
FROM: 
Secretary John W. Polanowicz
DATE: 
November 14, 2013
_______________________________________________________
PURPOSE: 
The purpose of this memo is to update you on the status of welfare reform legislation that is pending before a conference committee; and to recommend that I, along with Secretary Shor and our staff, work with legislative leadership and conferees to incorporate your priorities.
BACKGROUND:  
Earlier this year, after several high profile media pieces on the Department of Transitional Assistance (DTA), Senate President Murray announced the Senate would release legislation to update our welfare system.  In response to requests for input, your Administration released a document to the Senate that described four key priorities:

· Support our clients as they seek economic self-sufficiency;

· Tighten Program Rules and Regulations;

· Restore Program Integrity; and
· Restore the Public Trust.
In addition, that document highlighted several key recommended policy provisions, many of which have been included in the bills that have since passed the House and Senate.  
LEGISLATIVE STATUS:  
The Senate passed welfare reform legislation in late June.  The House passed their version in the first week of November.  The conferees are Democratic Senators Jennifer Flanagan and Michael Barrett, and Republican Senator Hedlund.  Conferees from the House are Chairs Brian Dempsey and Kay Khan, and Republican Representative Kim Ferguson.   

The legislation passed by both branches largely follows the blueprint suggested in our document to the Senate.  Some measures included in the legislation have already been implemented at DTA, were past practice, or are in the process of being instituted - including requirements to check social security numbers; require self-declarations under penalty of perjury; and Commissioner sign-off of extension of benefits requests.  
In addition, we support some measures and oppose others—due to financial and/or policy implications.  Please note that none of the appropriations or costs discussed in these bills have been budgeted for in FY14 or FY15.  The major items for your consideration which have been raised in public venues or in policy discussions are as follows:
Recommend Strong Support for:

· Job diversion, training, and placement programs.  The House and Senate each appropriated several million dollars ($16M in the House, $19M in the Senate) to support programs that help DTA cash assistance clients access job opportunities, with funds set aside within those allocations to pay for child care.  The House language is closer to existing DTA processes and is preferable for administrative reasons, but could benefit from a technical amendment in order to ease implementation and address cost considerations.  
This investment will be insufficient for DTA to serve all of our work-seeking clients.  DTA will continue to assist our clients in accessing programs and services outside of the Department.  Discussions of the job diversion programs should include educating the conferees about what can realistically be accomplished with the funds proposed, as well as thoughts about how to most efficiently incorporate new programs into existing DTA and EOLWD programs.

· Disability Standards.  The House and Senate bills allow your Administration to replace current state disability standards (which have not changed since the mid-90s) with federal disability standards.  These standards are used to determine whether a DTA cash assistance client must participate in employment or an education or training program in order to receive benefits.  Advocates worry that clients who are currently considered disabled by the state will lose that protection. While this is a potential outcome, the language protects those who truly cannot work by authorizing the development of state-specific standards.  The language also requires that any client seeking that provision must first apply for Social Security disability benefits from the federal government.

More clients may need job-related services, including transportation and child care.  DTA’s current projection estimates $3.9M in additional costs as the result of this legislation, but the language provides significant administrative flexibility to manage policy changes and resulting costs or savings.

· Other provisions of note include car valuation and work related deductions which will further support clients to work and build their incomes; data sharing provisions with DOR that should lead to further improvements in program integrity and service delivery; and provisions that codify reforms already implemented at DTA that are designed to restore public trust.  Please note that the car valuation and work-related deduction provisions carry a cost, currently estimated at $5M for the work-related deduction and $1.7M for the car valuation.  These provisions encourage more clients to work and access job support services.
Recommend Strong Opposition To:

· Housing Eligibility.  There are two housing eligibility related matters that the conference committee is considering; these amendments require the state to use federal eligibility standards, which differ from current state eligibility standards.   This language could result in the eviction, displacement, or denial of public housing for undocumented immigrants and some documented immigrants (e.g., those who have received political asylum).  We recommend expressing strong opposition to the illegal immigrant housing language, with a request that the conferees strike the language.
PROPOSED NEXT STEPS:
Secretary Shor and I will jointly contact the Senate President, Speaker, Minority Leaders, and conferees to express gratitude for their work on the legislation, to highlight provisions of most importance to your Administration, and to indicate that staff will be in touch at the staff level to discuss particulars.  We will start the conversations immediately, as we understand that the conferees are actively working on compromise language and hope to complete their work next week.
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