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Working Harder, Feeling Poorer
Most Coloradans would agree that anyone who works hard should be able to provide for their family’s basic needs: housing, food, heat, health care, etc.  Most would also agree that children should not be unduly penalized for the circumstances of their parents. 

Here in Colorado, 10.6% of people live in poverty- the federal government’s standard for being poor. As an example, the Federal Poverty Level (FPL) for a family of 3 is $17,170/year.  But 20.5% of households live below the Self-Sufficiency Standard (SSS), which varies by county, family size and age. The Standard is the break-even point at which people can provide for their own basic needs without government or private help. It does not include debt repayment, savings, entertainment or eating out.  

Colorado also had one of the nation’s biggest increases in childhood poverty—from 12% in 2001 to 15% in 2006. Families of young children are vulnerable to the “cliff effect”-the abrupt loss of key work supports. As a parent’s earnings surpass $8.00 per hour, they lose food stamps, energy assistance, child care and health care for their children, before the breakeven point (often $16-$20/ hour) where they are earning enough to pay for everything themselves.

So what will the 2008 Colorado Legislature do to help struggling families? We will see.  Likely legislation includes:

· Restore funding for, and make permanent, the State Earned Income Tax Credit. This could put up to $450 in the pockets of low wage families each year, who lost their EITC with the loss of the “TABOR surplus”.  
· Raise the income ceiling for Child Care Assistance from 225% to 309% of Federal Poverty Level. This would help those who can lose many hundreds of dollars per month Child Care Assistance with a 10 cent an hour raise. (HB 1265)
· Expand the number of State PreSchool Program slots.  Move to full day kindergarten. Beside the direct benefit to low income children, a parent saves hundreds in monthly child care costs.

· Increase the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families monthly stipend. Families on “welfare” have not seen a cost of living increase in over 20 years. The maximum a parent with two children can receive is $356. per month.  Colorado’s TANF roles have fallen to less than 10,000 families statewide, even as childhood poverty rates have risen.

· Raise the current income ceiling (150% of FPL)  for Medicaid family planning services, helping those below the SSS. (SB3)
· Move toward covering all children with health insurance.  Currently children lose Child Health Plan coverage at 205% of FPL, which is short of the point at which families can afford premiums. (SB 160 & 161)
· Eliminate the parental co-pay for “reduced price” school lunches, at least for K-2nd grade. This would aid families earning between 135% and 185% of FPL. (SB 123)
· Require parental leave for school appointments and children’s medical appointments to help parents avoid risking their jobs to help their children. 
· Limit “Pay-Day Loans”  by capping interest rates or limiting the number of loans. (HB1310)
· Protect low wage families who are often renters.  Tenant protections such as a warrant of habitability- i.e. that the unit be habitable- and more timely return of security deposits can help vulnerable families. 

For more information on the Self-Sufficiency Standard see, “Overlooked and Undercounted:  Struggling to Make Ends Meet in Colorado” and “The Self-Sufficiency Standard for Colorado 2004:  A Family Needs Budget” by the Colorado Fiscal Policy Institute:   http://www.cclponline.org/ccs/reports.php  

For more on the Cliff Effect, see “Two Steps Forward, Three Steps Back” report available at:  www.wfco.org   The Women and Family Action Network ( Women’s FAN), convened by the Women’s Foundation of Colorado, has the elimination of the “Cliff Effect” as one of their major policy goals.
