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To the Chair and the Members of the Committee,  

 

My name is Peter Edelman and I am a member of the faculty at Georgetown Law Center. I served as 

Counselor to the secretary and Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation at the Department of 

Health and Human Services in the Clinton Administration. I have written extensively about TANF.  

 

My reason for being here today is to frame the subject before the Council in a broader context. I support 

the "Preferred Option" of the Working Group, but that is not the primary focus of my testimony.  

 

As you know, TANF is a block grant. As such, states are free to use TANF (along with the state's 

maintenance-of-funding obligation) for good or ill. The relatively few states that use TANF constructively 

do two things: one, provide a safety net (along with SNAP) for low-income families that have no or little 

income from work; and two, help people who are employable to find work that pays enough to make 

TANF unnecessary (and low-income workers can then receive the Earned Income Tax Credit, the Child 

Tax Credit, and SNAP).  

 

Nationally, TANF has done more bad than good. As of now, fewer than three million people—parents 

and children combined—receive TANF, less than one percent of the nation's population. TANF has 

virtually disappeared in most states. Almost half of the three million recipients live in just two states: 

California and New York. More than half the states help fewer than 20 percent of children living in poor 

families in their jurisdiction. Wyoming has 600 people on TANF in the whole state—5 percent of the 

children in that state's poor families.  

 

Of course this would be fine if people had left TANF, found work, and gotten out of poverty. Sad to say, 

that is not what happened. Millions have either been pushed off of TANF or denied help in the first 

place, in both cases regardless of whether they have work. The result is 7 million people whose only 

income is from SNAP—7 million people. SNAP provides about $6,500 a year for a family of three, or a 

third of the poverty line. Most of those people are families with children whose deep poverty stems 

from the fact that they do not receive cash assistance. Even worse, Kathryn Edin and Luke Schaefer in 

their landmark book, $2.00 a Day, count three million people with cash income of $2.00 a day or less, a 

measure usually used for developing countries.  

 

We have an enormous hole in our national safety net, and it is because of TANF, or more precisely, 

because of the lack of TANF. Including the value of SNAP, the Earned Income Tax Credit, and the Child 

Tax Credit, about 15 million people have incomes below half the poverty line, or below about $9,500 for 

a family of three. The percentage of people in deep poverty has more than doubled over the past 40 

years, with the largest growth coming after the enactment of TANF. People living in deep poverty now 



constitute more than 6 percent of the nation's population, and more than 40 percent of the people who 

live in poverty. This is truly unacceptable.  

 

Beginning five years ago, our city—never exactly generous in the level of its TANF benefits—decided 

that its rules were too lenient and that the city needed to push people who had been on TANF for five 

years or more to find work. Ironically, it did so at a time when the effects of the recession still made it 

difficult to find jobs. Unfortunately, we learned that a policy of simply ending assistance without a 

serious effort to help people find work does not turn out well, especially when the people involved have 

issues of literacy, domestic violence, and clinical depression. The arbitrary one-size-fits-all five-year clock 

for TANF funds was bad public policy and it still is.  

 

In fact, poverty and deep poverty in the city and east of the Anacostia River have gone up over the last 

eight years. When people needed more help, they received less. And of course many of those people 

were children. Poverty is currently at 17 percept for our city (up by 18,500 people since 2007), and it is 

33 percent east of the Anacostia. Deep poverty is 9 percent and 25 percent east of the Anacostia, and 

numbers for children are even higher.  

 

If you were teaching 24 children in third grade in Anacostia, 6 of the children in your classroom would 

live in a family living in deep poverty—an income of less than $10,000 if there were three people in the 

family. 6 out of 24.  

 

The legislation before you won't solve poverty. It is not intended to. It is only about a somewhat 

strengthened safety net. We want the fewest people as possible in that safety net. To achieve that, we 

need jobs, good schools, affordable housing, and an end to mass incarceration and racism, but in the 

meantime let us do something to sew up the hole in the city's safety net. Let us see that those six 

children are not sentenced to a life of poverty.  


