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he Department of Human Servicesimplemented an

asset test for food assistance beginning Oct. 1,
2011, amidst adew of other changesthat will impact
thosein need. If Michiganimposesany asset limitson
food assistance, it would be one of only aminority of
statesto do so. Thetrend nationally isto eliminate asset
teststo help familiesget back on their feet during this
economic downturn. Since 2008, 16 stateshavere-
moved their asset test for food assistance, bringing the
number of statesthat means-test their food assistance
programto 13. Infact, 38 stateshave eliminated their
food assistance asset limitssince 1996 and Michiganis
the ONLY statethat hasreinstituted an asset test.

Asset Poverty

Though Michigan’spoverty rateis 14 percent, nearly 20
percent of Michigandersare asset poor.2 Asset poverty
continually exceedsthe poverty rate.

Figure 1: State Asset Policies
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them for three months should

Asset poverty isthelack of economic
resourcesavail-ableto support a

What is Asset Poverty?

the unexpected happen.*Itis

household in the absence of income.?
In Michigan, morethan 46 percent of
African American householdsand
approximately 30 percent of women
are asset poor. Morethan half of
thoseliving in poverty inthe state do

A household is considered
asset poor if they do not
have sufficient assets to live
at the federal poverty level
for three months without
income.

estimated that one-third of
American house-holdshaveno
financial assetsat all. Even
many middle-incomehouse-
holdsdo not have sufficient
financial assetsto maintaintheir
standard of living for morethan

not have enough assetsto sustain

amonth without income.®
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Assets are different than

Figure 2: Income and Asset Poverty in Michigan income. Incomeistheflow of
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Figure 3:Asset Poverty in Michigan
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Figure 4: Changes in Asset Poverty in Michigan
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Source: 2009-2010 Assets & Opportunity Scorecard, Center for Enterprise Devel opment.

protect them. Research
showsthat low-income

jobs, further their education, open asmall businessor
purchase health insurance, thusreducing or eliminating
the need for public assistancein thefuture. Without a
financia cushion, many familiescannot sustain
themselvesinthe event of illness, ajob lossor some
other negative economic event. When ahouseholdis
asset poor, they are often only one disaster away from
being plungedinto poverty.?

Assets Keep People Out of Poverty

Most low-incomefamiliesarenot in perpetual poverty;
rather they will cyclein and out of poverty over the
course of their lifetime.° Infact, 37 percent of all
childrenlivein poverty at some point during their
childhood. Theincidence of poverty ismuch higher for
African American children; 77 percent of African
American children will experience poverty at some

peoplewith savingsare
lesslikely to have
involuntary jobloss, health-related work limitations, a
parent leaving thefamily or general economic
deprivation.™

News stories of |ate have painted a picture of
well-to-doindividual sgetting food assistancewhen
they have hundreds of thousands of dollarsin the bank.
Whilethereare no dataavailable on the asset holdings
of food ass stancerecipientsin Michigan, the Family
Independence Program does have an asset test for
recipientsthat can be used to derive someideaof what
kind of assetsfood assi stance applicants might have.
Infact, relatively few FIP applicantshave assetsin
excessof thelimit, aswill likely bethe casefor FAP
applicants.

However, itislikely that food ass stance applicants
will have more assetsthan FIPfamilies. Withthe

8 Mark R. Ruark, Asset Building over the Life Course, A Report in the Series Poor Finances: Assets and L ow-Income Households, Center
for Social Development, Washington University of Saint Louis, November 2008.
® Caroline Ratcliffe and Signe-Mary McKernan. Childhood Poverty Persistence: Facts and Consequences. Washington D.C.: The Urban

Institute. Brief 14. June 2010.

1 Mark R. Ruark, Asset Building over the Life Course, A Report in the Series Poor Finances: Assets and L ow-Income Households, Center
for Social Development, Washington University of Saint Louis, November 2008.
1 Gregory Mills and Joe Amick. Can Savings Overcome Income I nstability? Washington D.C.: The Urban Institute, Brief 18, October

2010.
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Figure 5: Distribution of Children by Amount
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recent economic downturn, many individuas
and familiesarefinding themsalvesneeding
food assistancefor thefirst time—families
who owned ahouse, were solidly middle
classand employed in astablejob with good
wages. They may have spent years putting
aside somemoney for savings, but thispolicy
will requirethem to spend that money before
they can receive any help.

If Michigan truly wantsto reducethe
number of people using government
assistance, thefocus should beon helping
familiesmaintain and grow assets so they
can become self-sufficient. Any policy that
putslimitson afamily’sassetsgivesthe
message that building assetsisbad and ends
up having apunitive effect on thefamilies
who have managed to createafinancial
cushion. Requiring househol dsto spend
downthelittle savingsthey havewill makeit
difficult for them to re-establish themselves
when the economy recoversand
employment opportunitiesexpand.

Figure 6: FIP Applications Denied for Exceeding Asset Limit, DHS
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Government assistance

Figure 7: Number of FIP Cases that Had to Deplete programsprovide atemporary
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Opportunities. New America Foundation, June 2011.

13 Caroline Ratcliffe, Henry Chen, et al. Assessing Asset Data on Low-Income Households: Current availability and options for
improvement. A Report in the Series: Poor Finances: Assets and Low-Income Households. The Urban Institute, September 2007.

14 Doubled Up People by Sate—Sate of Homelessness 2011, National Alliance to End Homelessness, January 10, 2011.

15 Vanessa Right, Michelle Chau, et al. A Profile of Disconnected Young Adultsin 2010, National Center for Children in Poverty, Dec. 2010.

6 Food Hardship in America—2010: Data for the Nation, States, 100 MSAs, and Every Congressional District, Food Research and Action
Center, March 2011

17 Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor, State Unemployment Rates; Luis Aguilar, Feds Aim to Revive Michigan's
Foreclosed Homes. The Detroit News. August 12, 2011.
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Figure 8:Increase in Food Assistance Program Recipients, FY09-FY11
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Figure 9: Michigan Food Hardship Rate by Congressional District
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Even beforetherecession, half of all American
childrenwerelikely toliveinahousehold that received
food assistance and half of American adultswill
receivefood assistance benefitsat some pointintheir
life between the ages of 20 and 65 yearsold. InApril
2011, oneinevery seven Americanswerereceiving
food assistance benefits, nearly doubl e the number of
recipientsinApril 2008. Approximately onein every
five peoplein Michigan received food assistancein
2010.8

Food assistance benefitsare going to theright
people—93 percent of food assi stance benefitsgo to
householdswithincomesbel ow thefederal poverty
level. Also, 73 percent of food assistance benefitsgo to
househol dswith children and 8 percent go to
householdswith elderly persons.’® Only 6 percent of
the state Food A ssistance Program caseload is
recipientsin nonelderly, nondisabled, childless
househol ds.®

Itisimportant to notethat there are already tough
restrictionsin place. Householdsthat are childless,
nonel derly and nondisabled cannot receivefood
assistancefor longer than three months during athree-
year period if they arenot actively participating in
work, employment training or community serviceat
least 80 hoursamonth. If they are currently employed,
they will losetheir benefitsif they voluntarily quit or
arefired for misconduct or absenteeism. They will also
bedisgualifiedif they do not accept abona-fide offer
of employment whilereceiving benefits.? The
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act
temporarily removed thetimelimit normally imposed
onthispopulation, but the policy expiredin October of
2010.

Food assistanceisnot awindfall. Incomelimits
arevery strict—ensuring that only the neediest get the
benefit. Thefood assistance grantissmall aswell.
Two-thirdsof participantsreceivelessthan half of the

Figure 10: Food Assistance Program Income Limits
and Maximum Benefits
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Source: Supplemental Nutrition Assistance. U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Services

Services

18 Calculated from Michigan Census Statistics & Demographic Data and Michigan Department of Human Resources Annual Repot of Key

Statistics.

% A Review of Srategiesto Bolster SNAP’s Role in Improving Nutrition as well as Food Security. Food Research and Action Network.

June 2011

2 Characteristics of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Households: Fiscal Year 2009. Nutrition Assistance Program Report
Series, The Office of Research and Analysis, U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service, Report No. SNAP-10-CHAR,

October 2010.
2 Michigan Department of Human Services
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maximum monthly allotment. The average FAPbenefit
per caseisapproximately $4.50 aday.?? Even at the
maximum level, FAPbenefitsare only $5.80 per person

per day.

Abuse of the systemisrare. The Department of
Human Servicesreports 5,000 prosecutionsayear for
fraudin all assistance programs; that islessthanonein
500 participants. Nationwide, 50,178 recipientswere
disqualified from the Food Assi stance Program in 2009
for fraud—out of 33.5 million reci pients—one-tenth of
one percent of the entirefood assi stance population.

Food Assistance Helps Drive the Economy

Any policy that seeksto discourage Michigandersfrom
receiving food assistanceisnot only detrimental to the
household in need, but can have anoticeable negative
impact on economic growth. Food assistanceisa
necessary stabilizer for familiesand playsanimportant
rolein keeping our economy afloat. The 2011
Department of Human Services Program Descriptions
Manual calculatesthat for every $5 spentinloca FAP
benefits, theactua valuetolocal communitiesis$9.20
and the U.S. Department of Agriculture estimatesthat

every $1 spent in food assistance generates $1.79in
economic growth. Food ass stance benefits put money
directly into thelocal economy. Almost 80 percent of
food assistance dollars are redeemed within two weeks
and 97 percent within amonth.? Food assistance
providesbenefitsto retail, agricultureand food
production businessesin additionto FAPrecipients.

For economic recovery, consumer spending must
continue, limiting any cash assistance program goesin
thewrong direction.

Government assistanceisatemporary safety net
for thosethat are suffering during hard timesand
should be used to hel p people rebound after they
experience economic hardship. If thetrue goal of
government aid isto help familiesget off of cash
assi stance, then asset devel opment should be
applauded, not punished. Any policy that, in effect,
discouragesaperson from achieving self-sufficiency is
counterproductive. Assets are one of the surest paths
out of poverty and Michigan should be dedicated to
strengthening as many of these paths as possiblefor
thelow-income peopleinthestate.

2 Green Book Report of Key Program Satistics. Department of Human Services, State of Michigan, July 2011.

% Dottie Rosenbaum, House-Passed Proposal to Block-Grant and Cut SNAP (Food Stamps) Rests on False Claims About Program
Growth: Recent Increasesin SNAP Spending Largely Reflect the Recession; Program Does Not Contribute to Nation's Long-Term
Budget Problems, Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, June 7, 2011.
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