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We are Maureen Lane and Dillonna C. Lewis, Co-Executive Director of Welfare Rights Initiative
(WRI). On behalf of the staff and student leaders at Welfare Rights Initiative, we applaud the
committee for this hearing on the proposed cuts to CUNY.

We believe that all of us must understand how increased tuition, reductions of services and
resources can impact NYC’s poor and low-income families. Public funding of higher education
must expand not contract at this time. On the federal level, in addition to expanded PELL
amounts, we need to raise the ceiling on earnings to qualify. In addition, NYS TAP must be
expanded in amount and qualifying income, too. We at WRI know the impact to families,
communities and cities when families are able to move out of poverty through the hard work of
education. The city budget must have education from ABE to Higher Ed as an unquestionable
priority.

First, let us introduce Welfare Rights Initiative (WRI). WRI is a grassroots, student activist and
community leadership training organization located at Hunter College. WRI trains and supports
students who have firsthand experience of poverty to effectively promote access to higher
education. Since its inception 15 years ago, WRI has assisted over 4000 CUNY students
receiving public assistance to continue their pursuit of education and graduate from college.

Numerous studies have documented the impact of higher education on labor force participation,
earnings and long term economic independence. We know, for example:

 88% of people on welfare who attain Bachelor's degrees are able to move permanently
off welfare.

 75% of welfare claimants move from welfare within 2 yrs of entering college.
 In the past ten years over 20,000 students at CUNY have been forced to abandon their

studies to participate in workfare.
 There remain about 6,000, extremely hard-working students at CUNY who receive public

assistance and who attend college full time in spite of poverty and in spite of obstacles
put in their way by the welfare system

 57% of all NYC people receiving welfare have not attained a high school diploma or
its equivalent.

We know that historically, those with the least education have always been the hardest hit
during economic downturns. Given the diversity of CUNY and its affordability to the poor,
low-income and middle class, we advocate for greater public policy support for public higher
education on not only the city and state levels but the federal level as well.
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We at WRI are not alone in our belief that there are things that government can do to
improve economic outcomes for families. In the last few years, the Mayor’s task force on
Poverty “agreed that government must use more of its resources to foster conditions that
allow people to enter the workforce and stay in it.”

Recent Data on Poverty and Incomes are a call to Broaden Income Security Policy
Focus

According to Legal Momentum’s report in September 2009, the Census Bureau indicates
that the national poverty rate rose to 13.2 percent in 2008, the highest rate since 1997. The
people who need financial aid and CUNY is growing.

Education represents an investment that yields significant financial gains. It also promotes
personal growth (e.g., self esteem, confidence, overcoming various problems) and societal
returns (e.g., increased civic engagement, asset development, well being in retirement, and
reduced public spending). CUNY has led the country in aiding students to advance in
income security.

A report in May of 2006 from the Institute for Women's Policy Research (IWPR) confirms
that despite the challenging circumstances for low-income students to undertake a college
education, higher education "provides the best opportunity--especially for women--to
acquire good jobs, with good wages and good benefits." The most striking finding is the
ripple effect that higher education creates "beyond the individual sitting in the classroom..."
Children of college-educated parents show improved grades and study habits, and 80
percent of degree holders indicate increased involvement in their communities.

From fifteen years of mind-numbing policy experience, WRI has come to see that policy-
making processes must include people with first-hand experience of welfare in addition to
other stakeholders.

WRI believes dialogue as process can be designed to develop meaningful policy changes
and emerge a shared vision for policy by the dialogue participants: policy-makers, children
aging out of foster care and in need of welfare, homeless youth (including gay, lesbian and
bi-sexual), state legislators, agency officials, religious leaders, advocates, educators,
service providers, philanthropists and people from the community as well as those
individuals with firsthand experience of policy impact. We are convinced that dialogue with
a mix of stakeholders is key to the opening of minds and hearts to a mutually beneficial
policy, which we define as an expansive vision for the future.

WRI students, staff and alums stand ready to work with the committee to initiate
meaningful policy dialogues on the many intersecting federal, state and city policies that
impact the fiscal decisions facing CUNY.

Thank You.
















