SPECIAL REPORT:

OVERHAULING WELFARE IN WISCONSIN |

I'he state of Wisconsin. marveled The-
odore Rooseveltin a 1912 essav leads all
others as “a laboratory for wise expert-
mental legislation aiming to secure social
[ and political betterment of the people
. He attributed that happy circum-
stance to “T'he Wisconsin Ideal” an

ongoing partnership between progressive
politicians and reform-minded scholars at

the University of Wisconsin.
Nowadavs scholars and politicians in

I Madison are again immersed in social ex-

perimentation. Thetr aim this tme 1s

nothing less than an overhaul of the pub-
lic welfare svstem-——tirst the state’s. then
the nation's—beginning with mecha-
nisms that provide support to children in
single-parent households.

The ranks of those children keep ex-
panding. as do their needs. If “the
feminization of poverty” sums up one
aspect of today’s social scene. the
“juvenilization™ of poverty reflects an-
other. In the 1970s the number of

famihes headed by women doubled and

pled. Some 40 percent of the nation’s
under-cighteen population will spend at
least part of their growing up in single-
parent familics. Because poverty is
closelv related to tannlv structure, more
than half of those families will be poor.

Overall. at least seven million children of

single parents hve below the poverty
line. Mostare chgible for public as-
sistance from Aid to Families with
Dependent Children. or AFDC.
Virtually evervone agrees that AFDC

is not onlv outdated but also that it inad-
cquatelv balances competing demands.
I Some crities cite AFDC's high costand

| its tendencey o discourage work and pro-
mote dependence. Others point to its
Spartan benets (n most states) and the
stigma associated with it Nobody hikes
the wav it encourages some families to
sphit up so they can collect benehis.

AFDCS underlving dilemmais how to

balance socienys concern that children

| not grow up poor with the reahitv of a la

the number of never-marrted mothers tri-

bor market that pavs fow wages to adults
with limited skills. Someone who works
| full time at the minimum wage still carns
Jess than what it costs to maintain a fam-
' ilv of three. Single parents. especially
[ those with voung children, have a partic-
ularky difficult time being both child-

Irwin Garfinkel of the University of Wisc

new system to guarantee a minimum level of suoport for

rearer and wage-carner. Faced
Hobson's choice of working or going
on welfare. many ot them choose not

to work.

Created more than btty vears ago.
mainlv for widows and their children,
AFDC has not kept pace with the dra-
matic social. demographic, and economic
transformations that followed. Whereas
lawmakers in 1935 assumed the program

would gradually shrink as wid ined
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a series of innovations colleenively called
the Child Support Assurance System
(CSAS). The plan’s chiefarchitects are
Irwin Garfinkel, a fortv-four-vear-old so-
cial worker and cconomist, severa
colleagues at the universiiv's Institite for
Rescarch on Poverey (IRP). fon
speaker of the Wisconsin State Assembly,

f.ofrus.

and the Wisconsin Department of Health
and Soctal Services. The Foundavion has

been supporting their planning and re-
| search since 1930,
CSAS posits an appealing biend of
bublic and private obligations. Tt supu-
lates that in matters peraning to
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children 1n Single-parent housetolds

children's weltare, we are all ulamareh

responsible. but parents responsib
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are greatest. Where single-parent house

holds are concerned. the program makes

an emphatic point of enforcing fuir con-

mbunons from the absent. or "noncus-

rodial)” parent (nearly alwavs the father).

' But when parental incomes tall shore

of adequacy. the restof us would be re-
quired to assist through a vanens of

publicly sponsored supplements. Inef
1

feet. the public would become the parent

of fast resort

What's more. child-support pavments
WOt ¢ ,g'f"] ceventbthe sn _'}\,' TRITO N
beoan carmng an imcome. U nhike the

CUTTENT SVSTCIM, (EIL’ pavments would not
be reduced once the parent oot 1

Instead. poor single women would be



treated hke divorced muddle-class

women who recene child support. They
would thus have a sigmincant tinancial in-
centve o getd job, even a part-ume job.

LLstimates of the programs net new
Cost to taxpavers have run from zero to
neehivible, thanks mamnly to the addi-
tonal support to be exacted from absent
tathers. Those extra dollars, savs Gar-
ankel. will reduce the need tor AFDC
expenditures. and the savings can be
passed along in the form of chiid-support
subsidies.

Part of Wisconsin's plan—the part af-
tecting absent tathers—is already in
plice throughout the state, and it seems
to be working, though manvy pertinent
statistics remain untabulated. The more
public components. which will assure a
minimum benetit tor evers child and
possibly a work-incentive supplement for
the single parent. are sull on the drawing
board. \ tnial run in two counues s
scheduled to begin in mid-1988, pending
the federal governments approval of the
state’s request to waive current AFDC
rules. Meanwhile, several other states,
imcluding New York, Vermont. and Mas-
sachusetts, are considering experiments
along similar lines.

There are signs. too. that Washington
has begun to take note. As far back as
1975, the U.S. Congress created a tederal
Ottice of Child Support. thereby signal-
ing a fresh national interest in the
economic problems of single-parent fam-
ilies. Congress took another major step
when, by unanimous vote, 1t passed the
Child Support Nct of 1984, "That measure
required states to establish child-support
guidelines tor use by family court judges:
it also attempred to make it easier tor sin-
gle mothers to collect pavments from
defauling fathers. Now, under prodding
by Senator Daniel Patrick Movnihan of
New York. the lawmakers mav be inch-
ing toward a Wisconsin version of welfare
retorm,

A Revolution in the Making
“Hes just possible thata revolution is un-
derwas D savs Robert Reischauer, a
Brookings Insttution cconomist who
specializes in weltare complexities. But
he quickly adds. 1 find ithard to believe
101 not going to be controversial”

It a revolunion is indeed in the making,
it can be said to have begun in carnest

| abouta decade ago. when avoung

woman named Judith Cassetny, one of
Garnnkels graduate students. submutred
a Ph.D). dissertation entitled “Scecuring
Support trom Absent Fathers” olowas
published by Lexington Books in 1978
under the utle Caeld Support and Pubin
Poliy,)

Casserry ok the positton that every
parent who hved apart from his or her
children should be required to share in-
come with tchem. The government. she
said. had a duty to entoree child-support
pavments in wavs that would assure chil-
dren “the tullest benehts to be dernived
from the resources of both parents” She
called on policy makers to set fuir pay-
ment standards, to “hx child supportata
given level of [the absent parent’s|
income.”
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This was pioneering work. Although
manyv policy makers deplored the heavy
taxpaver burden imposed by AFDCL tew
had given serious thought to the tinancial
responsibilities of absent parents. Like
other states, Wisconsin had lett such
matters largely to family court judges and
magistrates. who set support contribu-
tions on a case-bv-case basis.

The result natonwide was a patch-
work pattern of court-mandated awards
that tended overall to shortechange moth-
ers and children while letting many
fathers off the hook. Gartinkel would
later estimate (and the most recent cen-
sus data confirms) that fewer than halt of
the nine million single-parent tamihes
eligible tor paternal assistance were
actualiv awarded such help. and ina ma-
jonty of those court-ordered settlements
the absenc tathers fatled w deliver, either
in whole orin part. The shortfall be-
tween contributions ordered by judges
and contributions made by fathers came
to about $4 billion a vear. Here was a sta-
ustc to conjure with, Itseemed 1o retlect
both a problem and a possible solution.

Casserey eventually went to “Texas, but
her dissertation had planted sceds in

Wisconsin that were soon to sprout. Gar-
nankel, whose primary interests had been
in weltare and imcome maimteenance pol-

1cv, now began to think svstematically

L about issues pertainimyg to child support.
[n the best tradition of “The Wasconsin
[dea!” he consuleed widely with fellow

academicians as well as with state lezisla-
tors. judges. and weltare otheials.

The plan they ulumately brought torth
went considerabhy bevond Cassetrys

earlv recommendations. Notonly did it
setunitorm standards ot child support to
be provided by noncustodial parents. it
postulated a wage-withholding device
similar to that used by Soctal Secuney
and the Internal Revenue Service. The
ided., of course, was to increase
collections.

The standards that Garfinkel pro-
posed. and the state finally adopred.
were far more generous to children than
those retlected in past court sertdements.
In 1983, for example. child-support payv-
ments nationwide accounted foronlv 13
percent of absent parental income. CSAS
was suggesting a 17 percent contnbution
for support of one child. with the share to
increase with each addinonal offspring,
peiking at 34 percent for hve or more
children.

In addition. but somewhat further
down the road. Gartinkel and his associ-
ates foresaw a ume when every child
would be guaranteed a minimum level of
support—perhaps as much as $3.000 a
vear—to be supplied either by the par-
| ents or, that failing, by the government.
Their vision of the future included a re-
laxation of AFDC rules. The extra
money that families on weltare might col-
lect from absent fathers would not have
to be recveled into the AFDC pot (as
federal law now supulates): rather, 1t
could be returned to general revenues
and then used to finance guaranteed
benetits to the children.

Some of those skeletal dreams began
to take on Hesh in 1983, when Wiscon-
sin’s Department of Health and Social
Services (DHSS) published child-
support standards bused on the absent
parents income. The following vear, a
new state measure mduced ten “pilot”
counties to start withholding child-
support pavments from wages ot all new
[ “obligors”
| (continued on p. 9)




NNOVATIONS cantinued from p. |

address problems in a coordinared wav, A
wtional commitiee of experts i state
and tocal attairs. chared by tormer Mich-
ran Governor Witham Go Nilhken.
made the amal selections.

Atan anards ceremony at the Ford
Foundation in September, Frankhin A
I'homuas. president of the Foundarnion,
said, Again this vear we have been
struck by the recipients imaginative re-
sponses to some of society’s toughest
issues. One of the lessons thev hold for
other cities and states is the value of rela-
Ovely TNEXPENSIVE Preventive programs
—an ounce-of-prevention approach
rather than costlv after-the-tact damage
control”

Following are the 1987 award
reCipients:

Arcata. California. X model syseem developed
by the civ s engineers uses the natural cleaming
quahitics of the arca’s wetlands o treat waste water
At the sime tme. the nutrients i the waste water
have helped revive the marshes and attracted more
wildhife, The grant will fund an intformarnion and
dusplay center that will accommaodaie some 150,000
vistiors annually

State of Georgia, Faced with a federal mandare
to reduce severe prison overcronding. the stare’s
Departmenc of Corrections has developed alter
natves tw incarceration that include varving
degrees of probattonary supervision, from reporting
monthlv to a probation otficer to constant sur-
weillanee ina “diversion center!” T'he progeam has
cut the number of imprisoned telons by 10 percent.
thereby saving the state more than 3150 million.
I'he grant will support production of Blms, vid-
cotapes, and pubhcanons on the program. as well
as spectthized craining tor statt.

State of Hinois. “Parents Too Seon™ is the na-
ton’s Aarst coordinated stateswide approach to the
complen problem of teenage pregnaney and parent-
hood. State agencies work closelv with public and
private local vrgamzagions to provide pregnant
teenagers and voung mothers with counseling ard
comprehensive health, social. and educational serv-
ices. The initative has resuleed inan 18 pereent
decline in HHinois” teen birth rate. The granowill
tund cxpanded ctfores t involve voung menin
pregnancy-prevention programs and the dissemina-
tion of information on the state’s new child-suppore
entorcement law,

Duluth, Minnesota. Under the Domestic
Abuse Intenventon Program. Duluth police trear
abusers in violentdomestic quarrels as criminals.
combination of arrests, prosecutions. and counsel-
ing tor both abuser and victim has proved cttecuve
in deterring repeat offenses. The grantwall be used
to expand the program in Duluth and to provide
technical assistance to other communities seeking
solutions to domestic abuse,

St. Louis, Missouri. A centralized intuke center
of the Homeless Services Network offers a compre-

hensive array of services that are funded by the aiey

and provided by privaze agencies under contract.
Fhis public-prvate coalinon succeeded in provad-
Mz emerzencey shelrer ro nearly all of the vitns

10000 homeless Tastvean Foundation

cstimate

funds wel supporca pilor project toreach Filies at

risk of becotung homeless,

State of Missourt. Fhe Parents as Teachers Pro-
sram. created by che state’s Departmentof Ele- *
menrary and Sceeonduny Education, aindes parents
throuzh therrchaldren’s iirse three vears by means of
wime vists by crined parent educators and group
nectings with other parents. 'The program, syl
able moall of the state’s 343 pubhe school diseriets,
helps parents fearn how to tfoster therr childrens
heaithy development and spot learning problems or
other disabilives.

['he award will support research
on the progran’s etteets on school children. expan-
don of traning, and assistance o other jurisdictions
madopung the program,

New York Cits. Uhe Nova Ancora (New An-
chen Project was created by the ciny's Department
ot Probation o help ex-felons on probation hind
jobs i private bustnesses. In exchange tor hinng
and trining the probatieners. companies are of-
rored ts creds, trning allowances, fow-interest
business wans, and intormanon about low-cost
spave for expursion. [ he award wall help Nova
Ancort mcrease the number of companies paruct-
pating i the prosram and provide clients wich
money tor carfare. apphication fees. and other
sl expenses.

State of North Catrolina. OpensNet a project
of the stare s Veency Yor Public Telecommunica-
tons. aims to bong government closer to the peo-
ple throush participatory television, Prime-tme
programs covenng stite events are followed by tele-
phone call-in sessions i which state ofhicials
answer questions on tepies such as health, econom-
ios. education. and the environment. 'Fhe
Foundation grant w il be used to purchase new pro-
duction cquipment.

Dallas, Texas. The an's Deparamentof Parks
and Recreaton has expanded its services o make

them more sccessible ta wide range of people. Tt

sponsors an aquates program for the disabled. an
rernationad childrens arcexchange for U.S and
Mexican voungsters, and o twenes-tour-hour reere-
ation center that ofters atter-dark vollevball and
sottball. acrobics. and prenicking. The grant will
help create a perpetuad fund tharwill provide
awards honoring innovative ideas by Parks Depart-
ment emplovees.

Fort Worth, Texas. 1o spot pollution in runott
from the ¢iry's storm drains. Fort Worth's Health
Department places minnows in perforated milk cur-
tons and Hoats them nstorm sewers for a dav or
two. [Fthe fish dic. storm drain tunnels are investi-
gared for ltezably discharged contaminants.
Routine on-site testng, belicopter surveillance.
and citizen observers also monitor the quabity of
drnking water and swimming and hshing arcas.
I'he granowill be ased 1o produce a videotape
about the program and to buy new cquipment.

Project Dircctons:

e 18 States Locals and Interamermn.
Wit nret. w o Rennedy School of Govern-
e, T K. Stcen Cambridee, Mass, 02138,
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T'he reforms at Arst met oppositon
tfrom family court judges and social work-
ers, some of whom resented the loss of
their accustomed discretionary powers
T'he state Bar Association also voiced
misgivings. Many of its members, atter
all, carned tees represennng tathers in
settlement disputes. All things consid-
ered, however, the new svstem won
surprisingly swift acceprance. and by
1987 both the stundurds and the pavroll
deductions were in use throughout the
state,

More study, however, appears inevita-
ble. Lots of questions remain. Are the
standards just? Can thev be etfectively
entorced? Will pavroll deducrions appre-
ciablv increase collections. and can they
be used to reduce AFDC dependency?
So far, the answers have been promising
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but inconclusive. An “interim report” by
Garfinkel, published last vear by the In-
stitute tor Research on Poverty, suggests
that the new svstem does inerease both
the amounts of the awards and the rate of
compliance. Mothers and children, he
estimates, appear o be getting as much
as 25 percent more support from the ab-
sent parent under the new rules. *

T'he biggest question confronting the
Wisconsin program 1s whether it will
have an eftect on the long-term poor—
those on AFDC for five vears and more.
Will they stay with the current svstem,
which has a higher level of benents bue
where their earnings are in eftect taxed
by reduced welfare beneties, or will they
opt tor the new svstem where the bene-

fits are lower but where their carnings are

untaxed? And no one knows how many
disadvantaged futhers, who may have
tenuous connection to the lalor market.
will choose to vanish into an under-
ground, all-cash cconomy, where their
wages cannot be touched.

Others have expressed reservations
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