
FOOD 
FIRST I N ST IT U TE FOR FOOD AND DEVELOPMENT POLICY 50¢ 

WINTER 
1998 

VOL. 5, NO.4 BACKGROUNDER 

SHREDDING 
THESAFETY NET j 
WELFARE REFORM 
AS WE KNOW IT 

It's time to honor and reward people 

who work hard and play by the rules. 

That means ending welfare as we 

know it- not by punishing the poor or 

preaching to them, but by empowering 

Americans to take care of their children 

and improve their lives. ' 

Bill Clinton, 1992 

"Everyone has the right to a standard of 
living adequate for the health and well
being of himself (herself) and his (her) 
family, including food, clothing, housing 
and medical care and necessary social 
services, and the right to security in 

the event of unemployment, sickness, 
disability, widowhood, old age or other 
lack of livelihood in circumstances 
beyond his (her) control." 

Article 25, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
1948 

At Colonel Sanders they used to put the left-overs in the garbage 

bin. There used to be 1 0 to.15 people every night looking for food in 

the garbage, including myself- just looking for something to eat. I 

have really seen hunger, especially in the faces of c hildren. I know it's 

hard on them. It was hard on me. Rufus Herold, former homeless senior, 

now on the staff at St. Mary's Center, Oakland 

Rufus H erold may not be an expert on welfare reform, but he does 
know about hunger. Herold could wri te a book on his experiences 
while looking for something to eat. Today he helps other seniors fi nd 

their way out of dehumanizing hunger, poverty, and homelessness. 
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W
hile Herold ladles our 
soup, our government 
leaders tell us that the 
economy is booming, 

with low employm ent, rising incomes, 
and shrinking welfare rolls. Bur more 
and more people are sliding through 
the cracks. H ero ld wishes that policy 
makers, who have never known hunger, 
could get a closer look at the people 
waiting in food lines. Then maybe they 
would understand, and maybe they 
would change things. 

On August 22, 1996 in the Rose 
Garden of the W h ite House, President 
C linton signed into law the Orwellian
sounding Personal Responsibi li ty and 
Work Opportuni ty Reconci li at ion 
Act, better known as Welfare Reform, 
the most sweep ing chan ge in o ur 
welfare system in sixty years. W ith his 
signature, C linton's ta lk of "not pun
ish ing or preaching" became indistin
guishable from the Republican Party's 

PO ERTY 

poor-bashing Co ntract with America. 
How M r. C linton slid from a welfa re 
plan that wo uld have added about $1 0 
bi ll ion more in spending to embracin g 
o ne that would cut $54 billion is a sad 
tale of American politics. Furthermore, 
it ra ises the specte r of sys tematic 
violatio ns of basic human ri ghts here 
in the U ni ted Stares of America, if 
we are judged by the international 
standards of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Ri ghts, adopted fifty 
yea rs ago by the United Nations 
Ge neral Assembly. 

In th is report we rall y the impact 
of we lfare refo r m , ex pose se ld om 
reported co rporate profit-taking, and 
co nfli ct of inte res t in p rivatizing 
parts of the system, and exam in e t he 
human rights implications of currenr 
po licies. We end with a ca ll to join 
ou r Economic Human Rights: The 
Time Has Come! campaign. 
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CHANGES IN THE WELFARE 
SYSTEM 

On the eve of passage o f the new 
welfare act, the Urban Institute 
estimated rhar 2.6 m ill ion people
includ ing 1.1 million children-would 
be pushed into poverty, and 1 million 
fam ilies would lose all Aid to Families 
with Dependent Ch ildren (AFDC) 
funding. [T he U.S. already has the 
h ighest ch ild poverty rate in the 
industrial ized world.] In additio n, state 
cutbacks could push another 2.5-7.5 
million people in to poverty. 

Accordi ng to the reporr, 11 mill ion 
fami lies-10 percent of all American 
fami lies-would lose income under 
the bill , including more than 8 mill ion 
fam il ies with children.2 

Welfa re reform co uples budget 
cuts with delegation of responsibili ty 
to the states. AFDC has been replaced 
by Tem porary Assistance to Needy 
Families (TANF) block grants. AFDC 
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