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The Policy Context

Aswith Pender County, arobust economy and low unemployment rate have been
key factorsin the ability of New Hanover County to place Work Fist recipientsin jobs.
Economic growth has ranged recently from 4- 7% and the unemployment rate only 3.5%.
The combination of these datistics with apopulation increase of 30 percent from 1990
to 1999 (120,000 to 156,000), and another increase of 15% predicted by 2010 (156,000 to
180,000), has produced a multitude of entry level service jobsin placeslike hotels,
restaurants, nursing homes and home health care (Chamber of Commerce, 1999). The
Work First caseload has dropped from 2,608 cases (6,499 individuals) in 1996-97 to 902
cases (1,872 individuds) in June 2000 (New Hanover County, 2000). However, aswill
be discussed later, the Work First manager notes that the preponderance of service jobsis
aso amixed blessing, because the pay is minimd.

The County isfairly republican and conservative (al five county commissioners white
republicans), so the emphasis onwork and benefit time limits playswel. This
consarvative political philosophy was the prime motivation for the county’s pursuit of
electing status (discussed in more detail below). However, there was a group of people
who didn’t believe welfare reformwould work, and the DSS Chief Planner believes that
opposition caused delays. However, asthe rolls have dropped and people have found
jobs, even those originaly opposed have been surprised at the outcomes, particularly the
low level of appeds and recidivism. The DSS Director aso notes that the Socia Services
Board is slit paliticaly, were not that involved — the implication being that they cancd

each other out. Overdl, dthough partisan palitics was a mgor factor in the eecting



process, implementation has not been very politica. The county commissioners have

alowed the DSS g&ff to implement the plan and be fairly flexible about involving others.

Time Frame — Highlights

Fal, 1997: County Commissioners gppoint committee to develop plan for decting
county application.

January, 1998: County submits gpplication for decting status.

Spring, 1998: County advised to drop mandatory drug testing component of plan or face
being dropped from congderation for eecting status; county
commissioners agree to settle for drug screening approach instead.

October, 1998: County “winstheright to run welfare” i.e., granted eecting status (Star
News, 1998)

Fdl, 2000: County must decide whether to regpply for eecting Satus.

Decision Dynamics

Opting for Electing Status

New Hanover County opted to apply for decting status, and the ensuing decison
process proved to be quite interesting. The following discusson summarizes what can be
very different perspectives of this process by several key actors. From acounty
commissioner’ s perspective (athough there are five commissoners, one in particular
took the lead on welfare reform), he had been part of a statewide committee studying
welfare reform for two years. Given the chronic complaining about the state of welfare,
there was the feding that counties should have the opportunity to “go to bat” and take

their shot a welfare reform. Asamember of this committee, he felt obligated to push for



his county to apply for decting status. Furthermore, the county commissioners were
increasingly dissatisfied with a process where they essentidly just “paid the bill” without
any red say or understanding of the welfare program. From the DSS perspective
(represented by the DSS Director and Chief Planner), the decision was palitical and
driven by one influential county commissoner, with encouragement from the
conservative faction of the State Assembly. The county commissioners, al republican,
saw decting status as an opportunity to gain control of social welfare processesthey
previously had not possessed. The bottom line isthat the decision to apply for decting
gatus was a fait accompli with no outside voices involved.

The DSS points out that this decison represents the first time the county
commissioners were directly involved in adecision regarding welfare, with the DSS
input largely ignored. Thiswas a deliberate strategy on the part of the county
commissioners, who perceive the liberd leanings among the DSS gtaff as part of the
problem with welfare. In other words, the commissioners believed they could get a
fresher perspective by keeping DSS out of the decision. However, even the DSS staff
believed the county could do a better job than the state at providing work incentives for
welfare recipients, and the sate plan did have unnecessary duplication. Nonetheless, if
asked, the DSS staff would have recommended againgt applying for eecting status
because of the tight timeframe to formulate a proposa and the potentid for different
dighility criteria across the Sate.

One other perspective on the decision process is provided by the county manager's
office (represented by the county manager and his deputy). In their view, the decison to

aoply for decting status was made by the county commissoners without much difficulty



because it was congstent with their politica philosophy. They have a strong work ethic
that they want the community to share. The commissoners are not opposed to the
concept of providing for the poor, but they are concerned with the proliferation of the
current welfare syssiem. They are aso concerned that government assistance is not being
targeted to those who really need the services. A second factor is the desire to gain more
control of the welfare systemat thelocd level. Higtoricaly, welfare has been aprogram
edtablished at the federd leve, “manipulated” by the state, and handed down to the
county level where the job is basicaly to implement the manud. This process has been
frustrating because while loca employers complain they cannot find people to work, the
county commissioners have had their hands tied with regards to creeting incentives for

the welfare population to move into work.

Planning Process

According to the county commissioner, the county followed the legidative guiddines
as to who should be appointed to the planning committee, i.e., representatives of the
board of the county commissioners, the county board of socid services, the area mental
hedlth board, the local public hedth board, local school systems, the business community,
and community —based organizations representing the population to be served (Saxon,
1997). However, ance the legidation did not stipulate how many individuas had to be
on the committee, they ddiberately tried to keep the group small to enhance efficiency.
The New Hanover County planning committee conssted of the five sitting county
commissioners, two members of the Board of Education, two members of the Socia

Services Board, arepresentative of the Chamber of Commerce, a member of the board of



Southeastern Mental Hedlth, and a representative of the local United Way. One of the
county commissioners aso doubled as amember of the Board of Hedlth.

The county commissioner suggests that the most influentid individuds in the planning
process were the DSS gtaff, because the planning committee had to rely heavily on them
for information about the welfare program. He didn’t percaive the press as playing much
of arole, they were typicdly negative, “no friend of ours” but the committee was not
influenced by press coverage. He views the participative process as “vishle as visble
canbe” Although they never had alarge audience or public input, the county
commissioners attended the meetings and the time and location of the meetings were
publicized.

In contrast to the county commissoner perspective, the DSS views the planning
process as more narrow and closed. The planning committee gppointed was deliberately
homogenous with very little minority representation (the lack of controversy should
therefore not be surprising). The public involvement was dso quite limited, dthough the
meetings were advertised.  Two possble explanations for the low levd of public
involvement are the lack of organization and empowerment of the lower income
community, and fear of funding repercussons if members of human service organizations
“duck ther necks out” and chdlenged the county commissoners. Overdl, the planning
process was not very organized. There were many “big issug€’ discussons but few
gpecifics, no red agenda a the meetings or a step-by-step process. Committee members
did not seem to go over the draft plans comprehensively, but rather picked up on things
that caught their eye and focused on that. The commissioners and committee members

tried to isolate themsdves from the DSS daff to avoid being influenced, but eventudly



had to turn to them for information because of the limited planning deadline they were
working under.

The county adminisirator representatives had yet another pergpective.  In ther view
the planning process, dthough appearing to be somewhat open, was largely driven by the
ideas of one county commissoner, with a deputy county adminisirator and DSS planner
doing the trandating and writing. Pat of the issue was that those gppointed to the
planning committee, such as the school board representative, didn’'t participate. The lack
of public involvement in the process dso reflects that wdfare reform is not a “hot button”
issue in the community; furthermore, there is no advocacy sysem for wefare recipients.
The lack of time to develop a plan (gpproximately three months) made it difficult to be
very concrete; thus the origind plan was very nebulous. There was inadequate time to
bring together the people and information you need to determine how eements of the
program would redly work and how much it would cost. Many potentidly sgnificant

costs, such as computerization, were unknown.

Interaction with State DSS

The mogt ggnificant conflict in the planning process involved mandatory drug testing.
There was some disagreement on the committee over this proposd, particularly the
mandatory testing of “protective payees’ who are often aunts, uncles, or grandparents
who receive the wefare check for the children when the parents are deemed unfit for
whatever reason. The county commissioner argued that if you are receiving the money,
you should be tested no mater who you are. Ultimately, the country commissoners

rdented and exempted protective payees from testing. However, the sae DSS dill



expressed serious reservations about the conditutiondity of this policy, to the point that
they initidly did not recommend the county’s plan to the State Assembly for sdection as
an decting county. When told that ingstence on mandatory drug testing would prevent
ther incduson as an decting county, the county commissioners agreed to a drug
screening  requirement, which means individuas are tested only if they fal a screening
process adminigered by DSS daff (eg, a combination of questions and visud
evauation). The county commissoner believes that prior disagreements between the
county commissioners and the date DSS over daffing levels in the child protective

sarvices areawas a so afactor.

Expectations

In retrospect, it appears that there were two distinct sets of expectations on the part of
the county commissioners and the DSS.  The county commissioners saw the eecting
option as an opportunity to be more involved in the shaping and direction of the welfare
program, something they fdt little control over. The DSS staff were gpprehensive about
the involvement of the county commissoners, they feared sgnificant changesin the
program would lead to many more sanctions and appeals and harm to clients.
Adminigratively, there was a degree of concern over the DSS being micromanaged by
the county. The actua outcomeswill be discussed later in the paper under program

implementation and researcher assessment.



Goals, Objectives, or Program Priorities

The generd philosophy of the program espoused &t the beginning of Work First in
1998 will first be addressed, and then a discussion of the specific welfare reform
objectives or godstwo years later will be presented. In terms of theinitid genera
philosophy, the county commissoner dated that the origind plan reflects that family
wdl-being is best served in the long term by programs that promote work and anti-
dependency. In hisopinion, the old welfare system could not distinguish between those
who legitimately need help and want to “play by the rules’ and those who are
“fredloaders.” The core philosophy iswe want to help al those who want to help
themsalves. He noted that the State DSS was “ caught off guard” by the county’s
willingness to gpend $1 million more on the new program, but the county commissioners
philosophy is that you sometimes need to invest more in the short-term in order to
ultimately pay lessin the long-term. The concept isto spend money to remove any
immediate obstacles, such as transportation and day care, so that people can become sdif-
sufficient and leave the welfare ralls.

The DSS agreed that given the conservative composition of the county commissoners
and their criticism of the welfare program, they were surprised that they were willing to
gpend an additiond $1 million. The most innovetive part of the plan is guaranteed
funding for day care dots to cover second and third shift jobs, regardless of whether they
are utilized. The commissoners specificaly stated that they didn’t want any cost
andyss until the end — they did not want cost to congtrain them.

From the county administrators  perspectives, the origina plan was not revolutionary

since many of the initiatives would have been done as a sandard county. The most



important components are provisions for day care and transportation to keep peoplein
jobs, aswell as expangon of job training programs (in addition to the day care plan
mentioned above, the plan caled for donated public or private vehicles identified as
surplusto be dlocated to needy welfare dlients; stationed Employment Security
Commission gaff in the DSS offices to facilitate employment regigtration, job location

and placement; and a new initiative with Cape Fear Community College to provide short-
term job training). Overdl, the main philosophy reflected by the plan is that anti-
dependency and welfare-avoidance is the key to wefare reform, and that large numbers
of people on welfare is aburden to society.

Two years later after more experience with implementing the plan, there are more
gpecific responses regarding the multiple gods of welfare reform and their rdative
importance (i.e., reducing the welfare rolls, securing and retaining workforce
participation, reducing state and loca expenditures, ensuring the well-being of children,
and reducing child and family poverty). The county commissioner notes that as a citizen,
al of these gods are important, but as a commissioner, there are only so many dollarsto
ded with. He bdievesthe bottom line is the well-being of our children and adults, but
points out that unless we change our entire economic system there will always be haves
and have-nots.

The DSS respondents emphasize that reducing the welfare rolls and achieving
workforce participation are the current priority, but that may have to change asthey are
now deding with a pool of clientswho are either exempt from work requirements (e.g.,
under 18, medica problems), or dedling with significant barriers to work. They work

very closaly with protective services, foster care and other agencies to ensure the well
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being of children, but thereis agood ded of skepticism regarding the degree to which
child and family poverty isbeing reduced. Although people are leaving therolls and
taking jobs, they are not earning enough income to rise above poverty levels.
Furthermore, many of them do not have the education and skills to rise to better jobs
(assuming they exist). They al agree the mgor goa has been decreasing the welfare
rolls, not reducing expenditures. Indeed, supportive services like day care and subsidized
transportation cost more than smply providing amonthly stipend. For example, day care
expenditures approach $8-$9 million per year today compared to only $1 million severd
yearsago. There dso is more flexibility today with the money they have. For example,
the county administrator notes that benefit diverson has been very successful in New
Hanover County. This program helps prevent people from going on the welfare rolls by
diverting alump sum of benefits they would otherwise receive to help families get

through afinancid crisslike acar repair. She ates that the county is at 130% of the
date goa for benefit diverson.

In terms of disagreement among magjor actors on the primary gods of welfare reform,
the main source of controversy over the long term appears to be expenditures. Asthe
welfare ralls drop, savings from reduced payments have been offset because of the
increasesin provison of services such as day care and transportation to support the
trangtion of welfare recipientsinto work. Although this phenomenon may be acceptable
in the short term (indeed, under state law the county is required to maintain their
gppropriation at the same level as county expenditures for FY 1995-96, known as
Maintenance of Effort), it may become more of an issue to a conservative board of

county commissonersin the future. Thisissue will likely be sgnificant & the state and
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nationd levelsaswell. The other source of disagreement may be over the changing
composition of the remaining welfareralls. Asthe more job reedy clientsleave the ralls,
the DSSis left with apool of clientswho are largely ether exempt from work or very
difficult to place because of seriouswork obgtacles. Asaresult, meeting existing State
goals regarding welfare roll reductions and work participation may become impossible.
The DSS bdieves the current goa's need to be revised to reflect this change in the welfare

population.

Program Implementation: 1998-2000

Greater Autonomy/Discretion/Choice

Overdl, the sensein New Hanover County isthat autonomy under welfare reform has
not been as greet as expected. The DSS Director does note that there is more flexibility
with the Maintenance of Effort (MOE) funds— you have to spend to a certain level
(90%y), but there is less control over how the county uses the funds. The DSS Planner
suggests that the autonomy is more talk than redlity — there is ill an enormous amount of
regulation, digibility requirements and paperwork that could be relaxed. Another
problem is the number of things you redly cannot do because of redrictions with the
computer system. On paper, you can now contract with almost anyone to do almost
anything, but you don't see it happening because of larger systemic issuesthat are
beyond the control of socid services (e.g., lack of an adequate public transgportation
system). The Work First Manager stresses more flexibility in the way staff can be used.

The county commissioner and county adminisirator have interesting perspectives.

Despite their status as an eecting county, the county commissioner doesn't see awhole
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lot of change. He notes, “things are pretty much driven by the number of clients, which
drives the number of staff, which drivesthe Sze of the building...”  Surprisngly, the
county commissioner thought the county’ s application for decting status “fdl through.”
From the county administrator’ s perspective, there remain many strings and regulations;
in fact, sheis surprised to hear that Work First isamed at more local autonomy and
devolution. She points out that New Hanover County has been hampered by uncertainty
regarding their decting satus. She suggests that alack of communication regarding their
gtatus may have hindered more initiatives to date,

All respondents agree that under Work First there is more participation of a greater

number of nonprafit firms, but the senseisthat it has been lessthan initialy expected.

County DSS Organizational Change

The county DSS planner notes that there has been a papable culture changein the
DSS, particularly with the front-line casaworkers, whose jobs have changed from
determining digibility and then ensuring a check was sent in atimey manner to
assessing skills, identifying and addressing employment barriers and getting people jobs.
There is dso agreater sense of satisfaction for those caseworkers who are truly driven to
help the poor; they have more tools and resources to promote self-sufficiency. The other
point raised by severd of the interviewees is that the inditution of time limits has made a
ggnificant difference by creeating a sense of urgency to find work that Smply was not
there before. The message in the mutua responsbility contractsis dso more meaningful
now that the wdfare staff have more tools to hep clients trangtion into the workforce

(e.g., assstance for transportation, day care, health benefits, job sKkills training).
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The gtructura changes in how services are ddlivered has d o reinforced the shift in
focus and atitude from merdy determining digibility to finding work. Aswith Pender
County, the prior systlem which separated digibility specidists and socid services
workers has been replaced by a system where generaly one worker coordinates dl
benefits and services. A more consstent message of mutua responghility, work and
sdf-aufficiency is now being delivered.

The county commissioner is not aware of any mgor changes in the culture or structure
of DSS, but the commissioners have not been very involved in the program after the
initid processto gpply for decting status — the DSS interacts mainly with the socid

services board.

Changesin County/State Relations
From the county DSS perspective, relations with the state are not optima. There has

been much recent turnover a the Sate level, with newer political appointees having less
understanding of the counties replacing more experienced staff with greater inditutiond
memory. The DSS planner emphasizes that state policies keep changing, particularly
with repect to funding Sresms. There is confusion over which funding sources are open
and closed, and where funds can be spent. The Work First manager echoes the
difficulties created by turnover at the date leve, with definitive answers hard to obtain.

Interestingly, the county administrator and county commissioner don't perceive any
problems at the Sate level. 1t has aways been the county commissioner’ s perspective

that the state and county DSS folks are a* pretty homogenous group,” and they don't
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want the county commissionersinvolved. The county manager believes rdations

between the county and state have aways been “solid and up front.”

Chief Successes of Welfare Reform

The DSS Director notes the positive focus on getting clients into the workforce. He
admits to being pleasantly surprised by the success of the program. The DSS planner
emphasizes the redlization of the importance of subsidized childcare and transportation to
the point where the federal government is expanding these services to the working poor
aswell. The Work First manager echoes the emphasis on work and
daycare/transportation as a positive, aswell as the increased collaboration with other
agencies (Employment Security, Vocationd Rehabilitation, Southeast Center on Menta
Hedlth). She aso notes the importance of looking at the client as awhole person, not just
arecipient of isolated services to remove barriers. She aso bdievesthat under Work
First the regulations covering different programs have been meshed together better, and is
positive about the follow-up program they are indituting, where the client’ s case stays
open with the same worker for four months to identify any support services needed to
stay on the job.

Shortcomings focus on the type of jobs being obtained and the dim long-term
prospects for sdf-sufficiency of clientsin service oriented jobs. All of the DSS g&ff are
concerned about the deemphasis on longer-term education and training that prepares

people for better jobs. The DSS planner sees alack of long-term planning. What
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happensiif thereisarecesson? What can be done to help people placed in entry-leve
jobsto move up? She fearsthat many of the clients are trgpped in low-leve jobs without
the skillsto go any further. The Work First manager is concerned about the lack of
attention on infrastructure issues such as affordable housing and public trangportation.
Sdf-sufficiency isamyth if people cannot afford housing or trangportation to and from
work. The county commissioner’s concern is on the rising cost of serviceslike day care
and trangportation, and the plight of dl the child-only cases on the welfare rolls. Work
Firgt is not addressing the needs of these children — he wonders what chance they have to

be productive adults.

I nvolvement of a Wider Range of Players

Thereis definitely awider group of the professona human service organizations
involved in welfare under Work First, including Employment Security, Hedlth
Department, Southeastern Mental Hedlth, YWCA'’s Welfare to Work program, Cape Fear
Community College, and the Council of Government’ s Workforce Development Board.
The County Adminigtrator isimpressed by the crestion of the New Hanover County
Coordinating Council and its program, “ Success for Families at Risk, ” where agroup of
representatives from different agencies meet to review and work on cases of hard to place
families (i.e., those who have used up more than haf of their 60 month lifetime benefit
limit). Thiswider involvement of the professona community has brought a greeter
understanding of the complex barriers welfare recipients face — it's not smply amaiter of

laziness or lack of motivation.
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However, thereis genera disgppointment in the involvement of groups outside of the
professona human services community. For example, under the initid planning process
to gpply for eecting satus, the county commissoners were very involved, and this
process resulted in amuch greater awareness and gppreciation for the complexities of the
welfare system. However, since that time the county commissioners have had little
involvement. The faith community’ s involvement has dso been less than expected. The
DSS Director suggests that church organizations have good intentions initidly, but pull
away when they experience how difficult the challenges can be. The DSS saff dso are
somewhat uncomfortable with the church-sate issue, i.e., churches using public fundsto
preech ardigiousfath. Intermsof the community & large, welfare reform isnot avery
sdient issueright now. The DSS Director suggests that they may be victims of their own

success — since the rolls have dropped so dragticdly, people believe poverty is going

away.

Resear cher Assessment

New Hanover County is an interesting picture. There have been successes, but behind
every success are serious questions that need further examination.  These are discussed
below under three themes. reduction of the welfare rolls, changes in the structure and
culture of the DSS, and community involvement.

The 70% reduction in the rolls and movement of welfare recipientsinto work isa
positive, but how much of this successis smply due to arobust service economy? How
will these people fare in the long-term in entry-level jobs after day care and transportation

funds run out, particularly in arecesson? Will the State revise its success measures to
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account for the fact that an increasingly higher percentage of the pool of welfare
recipientsis comprised of exempt or very hard to place families? New Hanover County
has been one of the most successful of the urban counties moving people into jobs, but
how can people remain in these jobs over the long-term with the present inadequate
public trangportation system? Thereis a serious disconnect between where welfare
recipients live and the location of employment opportunities.

Positive changes have occurred in the structure and culture of the DSS Work First
program. Services are more centraized and streamlined. Work First clients are now
recelving amore consistent message of mutua respongbility, work and self-sufficiency.
However, why are DSS staff till so frustrated about the constantly changing nature of
policies and regulations? Why are the funding streams so complex and shifting? Why
are county/state relations on the decline?

Findly, greater involvement of awider range of players within the professond human
service community isapodtive. More peoplein this professonad community are avare
that there are larger issues that affect more than just the welfare population, like
affordable housing and reliable public transportation, that must be addressed if dl
segments of the population are to benefit from the robust economy. However, why isit
0 difficult to involve people in the community beyond the traditional human service
organizations, such asthe faith community? Why has the county’ s ecting status had so
little impact? Part of the problem isthat the State Assembly took so long to approve the
electing counties (athough the scheduled tarting date was July, 1998, eecting counties
did not realy get started until January 1999 because of a prolonged legidative sesson).

Because of the delay, the county commissioners logt interest and even shifted county

18



funds targeted for day care under Work First to the generd fund. After initid
involvement, the county commissioners have had little to do with the Work First

program, and it seems that the program has continued to primarily be the isolated concern
of the DSS and the socid servicesboard. At this point in New Hanover County, it isfair
to say that eecting status has not produced what the county commissoners originaly
hoped for — more involvement and control of the welfare program by local €ected
officds.

Another mgjor reason for the small impact of decting status was due to electing
counties not wanting to be “ddinked” from the state computer system and not wanting to
complete separate applications for Medicaid and Work First. To avoid this Situation,
changes had to be minimdl.

However, the DSS planner indicates that they will recommend that New Hanover
County regpply for decting satus thisfdl for financid reasons. Electing counties are
only required to spend 90% of their Maintenance of Effort (MOE) level, and they dso
have access to surplus federd money not spent for cash assstance.  The bottom lineis

the financid incentive to remain an decting county is sgnificant.
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