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My name is Christine Wong and I am an attorney at Bread for the City, a non-
profit organization located in Northwest and Southeast DC.  Bread for the City 
provides food, clothing, and medical, legal, and social services to thousands of 
low-income District residents each year, many of whom receive Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF).   
 
This is an important time for the District’s TANF program.  Though a 2012 
overhaul of the program and recent improvements have eliminated the waiting 
list for job training and other services, families are still held to a 5-year time 
limit, despite previous delays.  Unlike 44 other states, DC does not provide 
families reaching the time limit with an extension for hardships, such as domestic 
violence or disability.  Instead, the District is preparing to enact a “TANF cliff”, 
cutting benefits and services completely for more than 5,800 families—including 
more than 10,000 children—who have reached the 60-month time limit. 
 
Today the Committee has two proposals before it, both that ensure families are 
not pushed deeper into poverty by an arbitrary time limit.  The Public Assistance 
Amendment Act of 2015 creates an extension policy for certain categories of 
families beyond the 60-month time limit, while preserving assistance to children 
in the household.  The second proposal comes from the TANF Working Group 
convened by the Department of Human Services (DHS), which was composed of 
current and former TANF recipients, service providers, government 
administrators, lawmakers, and advocacy groups. 
 
Bread for the City strongly supports the main recommendation of the TANF 
Working Group, identified as the “Preferred Option” in the final report.  The 
Preferred Option divides a Family’s TANF grant into a “Child Enrichment 
Portion” and a “Parent Portion.”  Neither portion is subject to time limits, and the 
Parent Portion can only be reduced if a parent is not complying with their 
Individual Responsibility Plan or TANF work requirements.  This creates a 
straightforward approach that reflects the consensus among the working group 



members that rigid time limits are not in the best interests of the District’s families and children.   
 
It is already desperately hard for families to make ends meet on TANF.  If minimal cash 
assistance were all it took to move families to work, TANF recipients would already all be 
working.  If the District does nothing to change existing law, families at the 60-month time limit 
will see their TANF benefits drop to zero on October 1, 2017.  Meanwhile, the cost of rent and 
other necessities in our city continues to rise, and many of the District’s poorest families have 
been left behind by the economic recovery.  Allowing the TANF cliff to go forward will push 
our most vulnerable families—and their children—deeper into crisis.  If families are kicked out 
of TANF before they are given the time they need to succeed, they will end up straining other 
costly programs.  The true impacts of the cliff—in Child and Family Services Agency (CFSA) 
referrals and removals, rising numbers of children with no safe place to sleep, and decreased 
school performance—extend well beyond the trauma caused to children and their families.   
 
Worst of all, many of the families the District will cut from benefits face high barriers—like 
domestic violence, homelessness, or a disability—that prevent them from finding or holding a 
job, or even identifying themselves as in need of an exemption from work activities.  In my 
experience, even with an improved screening process, DHS frequently misses families who 
should qualify for exemptions under the current law.  By maintaining a rigid time limit in a 
program still struggling to place participants in stable jobs with livable wages, the District will be 
removing benefits from families before they have had a chance to be connected to the help and 
services they need to succeed. 
 
The District delayed the final TANF cliff for two years to give the community time to craft a 
consensus extension policy.  The Preferred Option of the TANF Working Group does just that, 
reflecting agreement among diverse stakeholders that harsh time limits are not the right approach 
for the District’s families and children. 
 
This is why Bread for the City urges the Council to adopt the Preferred Option, and to fully fund 
it in the District’s budget for Fiscal Year 2018.  At this time, the focus should be on passing the 
best possible policy—one that reflects the thoughtful input of TANF families and other 
stakeholders—rather than trying to squeeze an arbitrary policy into a specific budget limit.   
 
The Preferred Option offers protection for children, supports parents doing their best to make 
progress on work-related development and goals, and is easier to administer than other 
proposals.  It recognizes the Working Group’s consensus that the time limit should be 
eliminated.  Passing a policy that does not reflect this consensus will serve only to destabilize 
thousands of households, at a tremendous cost to the District’s most vulnerable families and the 
agencies that serve them. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to speak, and I am happy to answer questions. 


