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Good morning Chairman Graham and councilmembers Barry, Orange and
Bonds. My name is Lauren Onkeles-Klein. I am a Senior Supervising Attorney for
Children’s Law Center (CLC)! and a resident of the District of Columbia. I am
testifying today on behalf of CLC, the largest non-profit legal services organization in
the District and the only such organization devoted to a full spectrum of children’s legal
services. Every year, we provide services to more than 2,000 low income children and
families, focusing on children who have been abused and neglected and children with
special health and educational needs. Many of these children are living in homes that
are currently receiving Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) through the
Department of Human Services (DHS).

Before specifically addressing cost of living adjustments for families who rely on
TANF, I want to thank this committee for its leadership on issues that are often critical
for low-income District families. I also want to thank the committee for allowing me to
testify about TANF and the need to ensure we do not push families reliant on this
temporary measure deeper into poverty and further from the goals of self-sufficiency
and stability.

The barriers faced by families living in poverty in the District are enormous. The
impact of these barriers, and the stress and trauma that accompany them, are very real.
Everyone at this hearing has likely heard CLC staff emphasizing the devastating impact

traumatic events, including trauma directly related to poverty, can have on a child.?



Unfortunately, as we have learned, those effects are not only devastating in the
moment; traumatic events can impact a child for the rest of his or her life.’

Children in families whose only source of income is TANF are at almost
devastating levels of poverty.* And because DC’s TANF rates have not been regularly
increased to reflect changes to the cost of living, the actual financial benefit DC families
receive from TANF today has declined almost 30% since 1996.> That means families,
who now face hard and fast timelines for finding and maintaining work, must do so
with what is, in essence, 30% less money than similarly situated families just 17 years
ago.

We know that cuts to welfare benefits can have a significant and often
overwhelming impact on children.® Cuts to benefits have also been shown to negatively
impact the rates of abuse and neglect faced by children in families with this additional
stressor.” However, there are indications that the converse is also true. Raising TANF
benefit levels can lower the rates of abuse and neglect referrals and out of home
placements for children.®

We recognize and support the District and DHS’s move to reform and redesign
our city’s TANF program so that it is more responsive to the residents who utilize it.
Increasing funding for DHS generally, and ensuring that there are more supports to

help parents find work, and to not penalize parents who, for example, are studying in



approved programs or caring for a sick relative are all critical components of a
comprehensive plan to support families rising out of poverty.

However, another critical piece of the puzzle for these families is to ensure we
are not lowering their benefits year to year by allowing the regular and predictable rate
of inflation to chip away at their already meager support. Though others will be
providing information about how federal changes to the SNAP program may impact
some of our most vulnerable residents, and about how important it is to support
families who are now facing deadline on the number of months they can utilize TANF
supports, we wanted to be sure to focus attention on those for whom our TANF policies
can have the biggest impact — the children in TANF households.

Doing what we can to help families come out of poverty is one of the most
effective series of public policy decisions we can make in terms of the long-term impact
on indicators of community health and well-being like educational attainment and
health and longevity. In fact, a parent’s poverty has been shown to correlate to
negative health, education and developmental outcomes for not only their children, but
their grandchildren, as well. ®

That is why we support tying TANF recipients’ benefits to a cost of living
adjustment, or COLA. Ensuring that we are doing what we can to move these families

out of a cycle of poverty and toward stability is not simply something we do for the



families in this moment. As the benefits to our community accrue for generations, it is
something we do for our community as a whole.

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify. I am happy to answer any
questions.

! Children’s Law Center works to give every child in the District of Columbia a solid foundation of
family, health and education. We are the largest provider of free legal services in the District and the only
to focus on children. Our 80-person staff partners with local pro bono attorneys to serve more than 2,000
at-risk children each year. We use this expertise to advocate for changes in the District’s laws, policies
and programs. Learn more at www.childrenslawcenter.org.
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