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New Hanover County chose to gpply for eecting status at the urging of the County
Commissioners who saw an opportunity to become more involved in the development of
aprogram that would be more focused on promoting self-sufficiency. DSS g&ff were the
other mgor playersin the development of the new plan. Although initially concerned
about the tight timeframe for formulating a proposd and the potentia for inconsstent
digihility criteria from county to county under the electing option, DSS staff dso
believed they could do a better job of providing work incentives for welfare recipients
and diminating unnecessary duplication in the welfare system.

Assessments of the Work First program are mixed. Successes include the 70 percent
reduction in the wefare ralls in the county, the culture change among DSS saff whose
jobs have changed from afocus on determining igibility to job placement, increased
collaboration with other agencies such as employment security and menta hedth, and a
better understanding and focus on the importance of child care, transportation, and other
barriers to obtaining and keeping jobs. Shortcomings focus on the type of jobs being
obtained and the dim long-term prospects for salf-sufficiency of former recipientsin
service-leve employment, the lack of involvement of community groups outside of the
professona human services community, and the obstacles provided by an inadequate
public trangportation system.

A number of questions face continued Work First reform in New Hanover County,
most of which are relevant to the state and nation aswell. How will the program be
affected by a downturn in the economy where employment opportunities are scarcer?
How will success be measured as the county dedlswith aremaining pool of welfare
recipients with very difficult obstacles to employment? How can long-term sdif-
aufficiency be redlized when people are trgpped in low paying jobsin aregion that lacks
affordable trangportation and housing options? s the focus on immediate job placement
at the expense of education and training programs for welfare recipientsawise policy in
the long run?



