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Despite the complex funding responsibilities and administrative arrange-
ments for the social safety net, municipal government engagement with that
net is crucial to the health and well-being of all residents. This chapter in- -
troduces the strategies local governments use to build safety nets for their
residents. They construct such nets by serving as 1) connectorsto federal and
state benefits and resources; 2) syster builders among the diverse public and
private local organizations that administer policy; 3) program innovators;and
4} advocates in state and national politics for a stronger safety net. By building
effective public bureaucracies to administer social programs and by support-
ing outreach, local governments can ensure high take-up rates for federal
benefits. When local governments act as system builders, they maximize
their role as key implementers of federal programs, influencing the quality
and reach of the safety net. As program innovators, local governments initi-
ate new strategies that can provide models for other localities, Finally, when
local governments act as advocates, they use their political connections to
secure federal and state resources for programs serving low-income residents.
Yet, not all local governments are willing or able to strengthen the social.
safety net. The chapter distinguishes among engaged local governments, which
seek to implement the strategies described above; weak local governments,
which have little public capacity and struggle to implement any strategy
to assist low-income residents; and avoiders, local governments that shun
responsibility for the social safety net, often placing additional burdens on
neighboring localities that provide services. In areas where the public sector is
unwilling or unable to address the needs of low-income residents, advocates
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must turn to nonprofits and philanthropic organizations to create a social
safety net.

Strategies for strengthening the social safety net iriclude improving take-
up of federal social benefits, especially in immigrant communities; building
coherent regional systems for delivering services, strengthening the role of
metropolitan planning organizations and community development financial
institutions in creating regional systems for services; devising new federal pro-
grams to work with regional nonprofits and philanthropy to address the special
problems of highly distressed suburbs and cities; and reengaging local govern-
ments as advocates for federal programs that support low-income residents,
such as the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) Emergency
Fund, which allowed states to create subsidized jobs for TANF recipients.

Local governments approach their responsibility to provide for the health,
safety, and welfare of their residents with conflicting impulses. On the one

“hand, they possess strong political and economic incentives to ensure a high

quality of life that will attract and retain prosperous residents and businesses.
Moreover, as research on fiscal federalism has posited for decades, local gov-
ernments have little fiscal incentive to support redistribution to lower-income
residents, even when politically pressured to do so. Yet, fiscal pressures are
only one factor shaping local engagement with the social safety net. The fed-
eral government and the states—not local government—supply most of the
funds for redistributive policies; moreover, key safety net programs—such
as the TANF program, Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAF,
formerly called food stamps), housing programs, and child care—are ad-
ministered by a diverse array of entities, including the federal government,
state governments, county governments, local governments, and nonprofit

© organizations.

Federal and state funding and the engagement of multiple administrative
channels present local governments with a menu of choices to ensure a high
quality of life and build a strong social safety net. Local governments can seek
to minimize pressures to engage in redistribution by limiting the population
that relies on the social safety net. Localities choosing this route may seek to

‘reduce demand for safety net services, or they may simply leave the safety net
to nonprofits and other governments (such as the state, county, or township),

. thereby freeing local government to focus exclusively on improving the qual-

ity of life for its more affluent residents and businesses. Alternatively, local

_ governments can use their limited fiscal resources, their political leadership,

and their administrative capabilities to enhance the safety net, by taking up
one of the four strategies mentioned above. The Great Recession reduced
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local government choices as it tightened the local fiscal noose; but at the
same time it made substantial new resources temporarily available through
the American Recovery and Reinvestment-Act (ARRA).

This chapter examines how local governments with distinct demographic
profiles and resource bases have approached these challenges and how the
worst fiscal crisis—and the sharpest increases in need—since the Great De-
pression have altered their perspectives. Although the term local safety net
evokes images of cities, the rise in suburban poverty-—by 2008, more than
half the poor lived in suburbs—necessitates that any consideration of the
local safety net also examine suburbs.! While an array of special districts,
townships, and counties comprise local government, this chapter focuses on
the strategies of general-purpose municipal governments, remaining atten-
tive to the ways they intersect with other local governments and nonprofit
organizations. The chapter first briefly presents the fiscal federalism argument
and sketches the diverse financial flows and organizational responsibilities
for the social safety net. The second section examines the strategies of three
types of local governments: the engaged, cities and suburbs that deploy one
or more strategy to strengthen the safety net even as they prioritize quality
of life for the middle-class and affluent residents; the weak, very poor cities
and suburbs that have limited public resources for building the social safety

net; the avoiders, mainly affluent suburbs that shun the strategies described

above and focus primarily on the quality of life for the middle class. The fi-
nal section considers policy actions for the future, attentive to the resource
constraints that accompany the end of the federal stimulus,

LOCAL GOVERNMENTS, REDISTRIBUTION,

.AND THE SOCIAL SAFETY NET

The classic arguments of fiscal federalism posit that local governments will
shun redistributive programs but may have strong incentives to improve the
quality of life.* Competition forces local governments to emphasize economic
development and activities that attract and retain tax-paying residents and-
businesses. By diverting resources and imposing burdens on the affluent,
redistribution jeopardizes these goals, leaving localities disadvantaged in
interlocal ~competition. Improving the quality of life, on: the other hand, can
help attract and retain businesses and taxpayers.’ :
The stark claims of the fiscal federalism model have fueled a long and
contentious debate about how much room local governments have to ma-
neuver when supporting redistribution and whether redistributive goals and
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economic development can be made compatible. Empirical studies show flofnal 2102
that, indeed, the model overstates local economic constraints.* Big cities with
large needy populations and electoral coalitions connected to low-income
populations have historicaily found the fiscal slack to support some level of
redistribution. For example, in 1999, Glaeser and Kahn found that large cities
spent 2.5 percent of their budgets on local welfare expenditures compared
. with 0.7 percent in smaller cities. Large cities spent even more on public
housing and health—7.4 percent of the budget compared with only 3.6 for
smaller cities.> But big-city redistributive spending has fallen significantly
since the 1970s, when cities first began to experience fiscal crisis and again in
the 19805 when federal aid to local governments dropped sharply. Faced with
restricted budgets and competition from edge cities, cities began to focus on
improving the quality of life, aiming to attract tourists, retain residents, and
in the 2000 to lure “the creative class.™ As figure 1 indicates, city revenues
 received a severe blow from the Great Recession, which had come on the
heels of a difficult decade for city finances.

As the small proportion of city budgets dedicated to redistribution sug-
gests, even at the height of local spending on redistributive programs, the
~ bulk of funding for social policy came from the states and, especially, from

Washington. The federal government directly funds key safety net programs
‘such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistarice Program (SNAP), Supple-
~mental Security Income (SSI), and housing choice vouchers; it offers other
programs, such as the Social Services Block Grant (SSBG), the Community
- Development Block Grant (CDBG), Low-Income Home Energy Assistance,
and the Child Care and Development Fund, as grants that go directly to cities,
counties, and states. Washington also supplies a host of other grants, such
as the Choice Neighborhoods Act, and competitive housing and education
grants for which local governments must apply. The other key safety net
programs—TANF and Medicaid—receive joint federal-state funding, The
trend to rely on Washington accelerated during the 2000s, when state and
local funding for the safety net declined, with the exception of Medicaid. In
2006, 61 percent of social-welfare spending came from the federal govern-
ment; state and local governments funded the rest.” The Great Recession
has reinforced the dominant federal role in financing the social safety net as
ARRA offered supplemental funding for a range of safety net programs.*
Despite their relatively small role in funding social programs, local gov-
ernments play a critical role in ensuring a strong social safety net. Four roles
stand out: that of connector, system builder, program innovator, and advo-
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cate. A brief review of how these strategies have evolved laysthe groundwork
for considering the local safety net prior to and during the Great Recession.
(Table 1 summarizes these strategies; examples are presented later in the
chapter.) ,

In their role as connector, local governments can influence access to

‘benefits. By building strong local public bureaucracies to administer social

programs and by supporting outreach, local governments can ensure high

take-up rates for federal benefits. On the other hand, by having unresponsive

bureaucracies and discouraging rules, local governments can make the safety
net difficult for residents to access.’ Even in fully federal programs, such as
SNAP, local governments play a key role because they pay part of the costs
of administering the program, thus shaping access to benefits.

‘When local governments act as system builders, they maximize their
role as implementers of federal programs. Local government influence over
implementation determines much about the quality and reach of the safety
net. For example, contrasts between the fate of post-World War II public
housing in New York and Chicago highlight the role of local administration
in weakening Chicago’s public housing and strengthening New Yorks." Yet,
local governments rarely administer safety net programs alone. In most cases,
they are one actor among many, including nonprofit organizations and other
governments. The outsourcing of the safety net to nonprofits, which can be
traced to the reliance of the Johnson administration’s War on Poverty on
nonprofit community action agencies, accelerated during the 1980s.

After the 1996 welfare reform, which substantially reduced the number
of families qualifying for cash assistance, nonprofit services—such as child
care and job training—became essential components of the work-oriented
system of assistance." Asa result, the infrastructure for delivering safety net
benefits has aptly been called a “policy field which varies by policy and

from community to community, depending on governmental arrangements

and the strength of the nonprofit sector.”? Within this array of diverse ac-
tors, local governments often play a pivotal role. They can assist nonprofit

providers in finding and renovating space or they can reinforce “not-in-,

my-back-yard” (NIMBY) sentiments of local residents.” Local governments

" make important decisions about the distribution of block grants such as

CDBG and SSBG. They can determine whether CDBG funds are closely
targeted on the needs of low-income residents and select which agencies
receive SSBG funds and for what purposes. Mayoral leadership is especially

important in coordinating initiatives that require the engagement of mul-

tiple agencies and prograins.*

BUILDING THE LOCAL SOCIAL SAFETY NET

Table I Local Government Strategies for Strengthening the Social Safety Net

Strategy . Actions Policy Examples

Connector Connect low-income residents Chicago’s campaign to expand
to existing state and federal EITC take-up rate
assistance ’

System Builder Qversee new connections New York City’s EarlyLearn
among local organizations to NYC merged child care,
promote more effective service Head Start, and universal
programs; combine state and prekindergarten funds to
federal income streams in support system redesign
new ways .

Chicago’s Regional Housing
) : Choice Initiative
Program Innovator Launch new programs to support San Francisco’s health care
~security and opportunity for access program Healthy
low-income residents San Francisco
New York City’s Social Impact
Bonds
Advocate Suppart nonprofit efforts to secure  San Antonio’s support for

federal, state, and local funds;
may require matching grants

Lobby to secure additional state
and federal funds for low-
income residents or to change
federal, state, and local
programs to support more

_effective local action

Suppott coalitions of nonprofits
advocating for low-income
residents

Choice and Promise
Neighborhoods program

* Mobilization to increase
Community Development
Block Grant Funds

Local governments can also act as program innovators. During the Great
Depression, New York’s mayor Fiorella LaGuardia set the pace for introducing
innovations to support poor New Yorkers.® After the 1970s, however, limited
city resources and the political invisibility of low-income residents in many
localities meant that only the wealthiest cities—or those with strong politi-
cal support for the poor--introduced innovations that required significant
spending. But even localities with limited resources can introduce smaller-
scale innovations. "

Finally, local officials can also act as advocates for their low-income com-
munities. They can decide whether to apply for competitive state and fed-
eral grants, and they can use their political connections to secure additional
federal, state, and local the resources for programs that serve low-income
residents, Local governments can support nonprofits with matching funds,
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which are often required for federal grants. Such engagement signals to fed-
eral granting agencies a level of commitment and orgamzatlon that makes
successful implementation more likely.
Local governments have also used their political connections to lobby for in-
creasing the pool of resources to assist low-income residents. During the Great

Depression of the 1930s, local governments—especially big cities—pressed
“Washington for assistance to the poor, advocating for work and relief programs.

Banded together in the U.S. Conference of Mayors, big cities constituted a pow-
erful intergovernmental lobby. Although concerns about the safety net never
topped the agenda of such organizations, the urban lobby could be counted on
at that time to keep concerns about poverty and opportunity on the national
agenda. However, as big cities lost population and responsibility for urban so-
cial programs devolved to the states beginning in the 1980s, cities lost much of
their political clout in national politics." Today local governments—even big
cities—have become a much weaker force in national politics and are much
less likely to prioritize the needs of low-income residents in their interactions
with state and federal officials. As table 2 shows, most discretionary low-income
block grants programs, which are most vulnerable to cuts and erosion in value,
have declined substantially since 2001.

There is little systematic research detailing what local governments do to
strengthen the local safety net or identifying which governments are more
likely to launch particular kinds of initiatives. Many local governments are
content to leave full responsibility for the social safety net to the state, counties,
and in some states the townships, all of which already bear formal financial
and administrative responsibilities for some aspects of the net. Others may
decide to take leadership roles in addressing poverty. In 2007 the National

" League of Cities surveyed its members to chart local antipoverty initiatives.

Although the survey’s very low response rate (fewer than a hundred responses
from the 1,600 local NLC members) limits its representativeness, more than
half of the respondents reported having no antipoverty initiatives in place and
no plans to devise such initiatives. Of those that reported launching an anti-
poverty scheme, typical plans included creating a coordinating agency; setfing
a target for action (such as Earned Income Tax Credit outreach); focusing on
particular neighborhoods or groups; or other policy-specific initiatives, such
as efforts to reach the unbanked.”

" Just as there is no representative portrait of [ocal antipoverty initiatives,
there are no broad assessments that evaluate which types of local interven-
tions are most effective at reducing poverty. Local economic development

BUILDING THE LOCAL SOCIAL SAFETY NET
activities have been criticized as ineffective because they are “swimming
against the tide” of policy incentives that leave some places poorer than
others.” Yet, many local government initiatives promote access to federally
supported benefits that directly reduce poverty, such as affordable housing,
medical care, food assistance, and cash benefits. Even though local govern- -
ments devote a small proportion of their budgets to redistribution, their.
critical roles as connectors, system builders, innovators, and advocates make
them essential partners in building a strong social safety net.

Table 2. Tunding History of Major Discretionary Low-Income Block Grant Programs

Program Year Funding in FY Change in funding Change in funding

of inception 2011 (millions) since 2001* since inception*

Preventive Healthand 1982 $80 -64% 57%
Health Services Block
Grant }

Public Housing Capital 1998 $2,040 -46% -40%
Furd

Community Development 1982 33,336 : . -39% -57%
Block Grants

Training and Employment. 1982 $2,884 -38% -55%
Services Block Grants ‘

Home Investment 1992 . $1,607 . -29% -32%
Partnership Program )

Maternal and Child Health 1982 $661 -27% -22%
Block Giant

Native American Honsing 1998 3649 -21% -21%
Block Grant

Mental Health and 1992 $2,102 -20% ~5%
Substance Abuse
Block Grants

Child Care and 1991 $2,223 -12% 89%
Development Block
Grant .

Commurity Services 1982 $678 -11% -18%
Block Grant

Education for the 1981 $15,567 35% 128%
Disadvantaged (Title 1)

Low income Heating and 1982 54,701 86% 12%
Energy Assistance o

* Adjusted for inflation

Source: Douglas Rice and Will Fischer, “Proposal to Greatly Expand ‘Moving to Work’ Initiative Risks Deep
Cuts in Housing Assistance Over Time” {Washington, D.C.: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, January
10, 2012), http://www.cbpp.org/files/I-10-12hous.pdf, accessed June 6, 2013; Office of Management and Budget

documents, House Conference Report 112 331; and other sources.
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LOCAL GOVERNMENTS AND THE GREAT RECESSION

The Great Recession presented local governments with a set of contradictory

pressures. As local and state funds plummeted, the recession strained city bud-

gets and the nonprofit sector at the same time that poverty rates soared.” The
poverty rate grew from 12.3 percent of the population in 2006 t0 15.0 in 2011. 2
Even so, between 2009 and 2011, federal stimulus funds shielded local govern-
ments from the full impact of the recession and offered opportunities to launch
new programs and coflaborations. Local governments responded in different
ways to this conflicting set of pressures. The Great Recession confronted each
of these localities with new strains that have tested traditional local responses
and engendered experimentation, The engaged, the weak, and the avoidersall
confronted the recession with different experiences, resources, and political
will for implementing strategies to assist low-income communities.

Engaged Local Governments

Localities—and especially big- to medium-sized cities and some affluent’

suburbs—approach their responsibilities for enhancing the quality of life
and addressing safety net issues with a mix of preferences and resources. For
economic and political reasons, they may prioritize enhancing the quality
of life for business, the middle class, and affluent residents; but they also are
pressured politically to strengthen the safety net. Cities are likely to have sig-
nificant numbers of low-income residents and especially be home to popula-
tions with incomes well below the poverty line. These localities experience
strained financial resources but often possess a well-established public and
nonprofit organizational infrastructure for assisting low-income residents.

The recession has enhanced the fiscal strain and resulted in cutbacks of key
services, diminishing the quality of life in the vast majority of these places.
But, at the same time that the recession has battered the finances of these
cities, federal ARRA funds have made possible some new initiatives. This
combination of stress and new resources prompted many local governments
to engage as connectors, system builders, innovators, and advocates for the
safety net, even as others have taken actions that may undermine the net in
the future.

'GONNECTORS Cities have long played the role of connector, linking benefi-
ciaries to federal and state benefits through local public bureaucracies. Some
cities extended this role in the 1990s by initiating campaigns to encourage
take-up of the Earned Income Tax Credit.” Initially brought together by

BUILDING THE LOCAL SOCIAL SAFETY NET

the Center for Budget and Policy Priorities, a Washington-based nonprofit
organization, some cities developed strategies for reaching constituencies
eligible for the expanded benefits, In 2000, Milwaukee and Chicago launched
outreach campaigns that became models for other cities, These campaigns
typically engage a broad spectrum of organizations, including nonprofits and
businesses, but the leadership of city officials is essential for their success. As
urban outreach campaigns developed over time, they built a system of free
tax preparation, the community Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (VITA)
program (supported by the Internal Revenue Service), which helps protect
low-income filers from being pressured to accept high-interest “instant-
refund” loans offered by commercial preparers,

Cities have also launched outreach campaigns to encourage take-up of
SNAP benefits, which vary widely across localities. For example, in 2011, the
Food Research and Action Center estimated that in Detroit g7 percent of
those eligible reccived benefits, compared with only 56 percent in Los An-
geles and 40 percent in San Diego. The relatively low take-up rates in cities
with high immigrant populations points to the need for targeted outreach
among immigrants. Yet cities also enact regulations that limit the take-up
of SNAP benefits. Although in 2007 New York State ended the requirement
that applicants for food stamps be fingerprinted, New York City continued to

-require fingerprinting as part of its effort to combat fraud. In 2012, the state

ended the fingerprinting requirement in New York City, opening the door

- for increasing the take-up of benefits.” The expansion of the SNAP benefits

as part of the ARRA made SNAP the most important safety net program
during the Great Recession.

SYSTEM BUILDERS A host of local actors administer the local safety net. When -

local governments step into the role of system builder, they make it much
more likely that these local actors can cooperate effectively toward the same
goals. The well-established antipoverty organizations in many cities first ap-
peared during the War on Poverty. Many urban community action agencies
and community development corporations have had decades to build their
organizational capacities and political credibility. Some community-based
organjzations, which Nicole Marwell calls machine-CBQs (community-based
orgaiizations), have nurtared close ties to state legislators that allow them to
tap significant funding streams.* Big cities are also home to philanthropic
institutions, many of which trace their origins to the Progressive Fra. Large
community foundations, such as the Chicago Community Trust, which focus
on geographic communities, rarely have robust counterparts in the suburbs.®
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Although federal and state government programs provide most ofthe ft-md:mg
for nonprofits, philanthropic dollars provide critical support for ?rgamzatlon
building and new initiatives, both of which are essential for eff':ectwe s?fety net
systems. Public institutions that serve the poor, such as public hospitals and
subsidized public transit, are also largely found in cities, although the nun;ﬁ-
X
The local nonprofit infrastructure provides cities with a great resource for
building partnerships to address the problems of low-income neighborhoods.
Yet, in most cities this infrastructure has developed largely haphazardly and
struggles to meet the growing needs created by the recession. N(.)nproﬁts
found it difficult to stay solvent in this tightly restricted fiscal climate. A
2010 study by the Urban Institute revealed that 42 percent of nonprofits ran

a deficit in 2009 as funds dried up or payments from state governments fell .

behind. Smaller nonprofits, which typically have little cushion, were hardest
hit, A 2011 survey of human service nonprofits in Los Angeles County f01.1nd
that half were stable and half struggling.” The survey revealed that organiza-
tions providing basic services for the poor—including shelters and affprd—
able housing—failed at twice the rate of other services. It also showed .that
organizations in neighborhoods with a high percentage of African A1;ner1can
residents were far more likely to disband than were organizations in other
neighborhoods.? Some local governments have made decisions that a,.rellikely
to harm their nonprofit infrastructures. The city of Lynchburg; Virginia, for
example, made headlines in 2010 when it decided to withhold CDBG funds
from nonprofits and instead use them exclusively for city projects.?

While fiscal stress may result in a stronger organizational base by promot-
ing mergers and efficiencies, this outcome is most likely when an umbrella
organization can oversee a planned process of change. It is unlikely to oc-
cur spontaneously from below. However, few metropolitan areas contain
organizations with the capacity or authority to-promote wholesale reorga-

‘nization. The survey of Los Angeles nonprofits, for instance, noted only “a

few examples of innovative collaborations, partnerships, mergers, or social
enterprise initiatives* In some regions, associations of non;.!ro_ﬁts sought
to cope with the pressure by encouraging nonprofit organizations to merge
or share functions. Yet, resistancé to such strategies meant that some groups
folded during the recession.” -
The recession also sparked new partnerships among city governments,
counties, and nonprofits that represent steps in the right direction, In many

of these cases, local government did not act as the system builder but sup-

ported others actors, including nonprofits and counties. Given the housing
" crisis associated with the recession, many of these collaborations concerned

BUILDING THE LOCAL SOCIAL SAFETY NET

homelessness. For example, Fairfax County, Virginia, in suburban Washing-
ton, D.C., assumed the role of system builder in a major anti-homeless cam-
paign that began in 2008. The county took the lead in building an effective
partnership between the cities of Fairfax and Falls Church and a wide array
of nonprofit organizations, faith groups, and corporate sponsors to launch
an anti-homelessness campaign. The campaign, which became a national
model, reduced homelessness by 16 percent in Fairfax despite the recession.®
Local governments have also supported collaborations initiated by private
and nonprofit organizations, In Portland, Oregon, Habitat for Humanity—~with
the help of a major private donor—bought a number of foreclosed properties
and abandoned lots. The city, with its strained finances, played little part in
the initiative but plans to build public support around this sizeable private
investment in affordable housing.® Across the country, the combination of
local initiative and additional funds available through ARRA had a significant
impact. The National Coalition to End Homelessness reported in 2011 that
homelessness did not increase during the recession.®
The end of the federal stimulus funds requires that cities use existing funds as
effectively as possible. Several cities have embarked on system building in hopes
of making the most of diminishing funds. For example, in 2012, the city of Chi-
cago launched a plan that aimed to end homelessness by redeploying existing
city funds to provide permanent supportive housing, implementing strategies
designed to prevent homelessness, and creating more effective administration
through a partnership with Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of Chicago.®
The city also introduced new funding to promote a more coordinated system
of early childhood education.* Similarly, in 2012, New York City redesigned
its child care progrants to make the system more effective.” The new prograr,

EarlyLearn NYC, merged three funding streams (child care, Head Start, and -
. universal prekindergarten), set new requirements on providers, and targeted

funds more directly on low-income neighborhoods. :
System building at the regional level is much more difficuit because it

involves the participation of multiple governments. Building regional sys-

tems for redistributive issues confronts especially formidable barriers since
local governments often prefer to shield themselves from the costs of low- -
income residents. However, the Chicago regior’s proposed pilot program, the
Chicago Regional Housing Choice Initiative, shows that regional collabora-
tion around redistribution can occur under the right conditions.?® This pilot
program established a consortium among five local housing authorities to
make housing choice vouchers more portable across the region, Overseen
by the Metropolitan Planning Council, a business-linked civic organization,

the initiative represented the work of a cluster of philanthropic and civic or-
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ganizations, as well as the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning (the
region’s metropolitan planning organization) and the Metropolitan Mayors
Council (a forum that promotes collaboration among the region’s mayors).

INNOVATORS Clities can also act as innovators in designing new approaches to
strengthen the safety net. Not surprisingly, affluent cities with some fiscal slack
are more likely to initiate significant innovations. In the past decade, San Fran-
cisco and New York have embarked on pioneering—but very different—strate-
gies for assisting low-income residents. With the support of organized labor
and a large contingent of liberal-minded residents, San Francisco launched the
health care access program Healthy San Francisco in 2007 Funded by a tax on
businesses that do not provide health insurance for their employees, the pro-
gram offers health services to uninsured residents whose annual income is at
or below 300 percent of the national poverty line. In 2003, San Francisco voters
approved a citywide minimum wage that was higher than the state minimum
and that rises every year to keep pace with inflation.*® While San Francisco has
followed a strategy championed by organized labor and its allies, New York

. City has pursued a path charted by transnational policy experts.® San Fran-

cisco’s strategy seeks to improve the security of low-income residents, whereas
the New York program aims to alter their behavior in hopes of opening new
‘opportunities. In 2006, New York City created a Center for Economic Oppor-
tunity (CEO) to incubate bold new ideas about poverty reduction. The CEOQ

has overseen a range of trial initiatives, including developing a new measure -
. for poverty (which showed a higher number of elderly poor than the federal

poverty measure). The CEO initiative that has received widespread attention

_ wasa pilot program of conditional cash transfers (CCTs), a poverty reduction
 strategy that had been implemented in the developing world. CCTs provide

cash assistance to program participants who meet various behavioral require-
ments, such as sending children to school, ensuring that family members re-
ceive adequate health screening, or undergoing job training. After receiving
inconclusive evaluation of the programs’ success, however, the city decided not
to renew the CCTs after the initial three-year pilot program.®

Yet New York continues to experiment with new strategges for social pro-
grams. In 2012, the city made headlines when it turned to social-impact bonds
to fund a program that aims to reduce recidivism rates among young men.#
Designed as a strategy to leverage additional funds for social purposes, social-
impact bonds elicit investments from private or nonprofit organizations to
support social programs. The investors receive a return on their funds only
if the program succeeds. The strategy has been used in Britain and Australia,
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but New York City’s program marks the first U.S. use of social-impact bonds.
In New York, the private bank Goldman Sachs offered a $9.6 million loan
to support the program. Depending on the outcome of the program, it will
lose money, make a profit, or come out even. The strategy raises a host of
questions about how contracts will be drawn up and how programs will be
evaluated. It also provokes a broader set of concerns. How does the prospect
of private investment alter public calculations aboitt investment in the safety
net? How would increased reliance on private dollars to fulfill public roles
affect the way public officials regard local, state, and federal regulation of the
firms on which they rely for funds?
Other cities have innovated on a smaller scale, often with nonprofits taking
the lead. The city of Seattle worked with the Neighborhood Farmers Market
Alliance to énhance the use of food stamps at farmers markets with a pro-
gram that doubled the value of purchases up to ten dollars a day. Philadelphia
has likewise collaborated with a local nonprofit, the Food Trust, to provide
supplemental funds for SNAP recipients who shop at farmers markets. These
kinds of initiatives can be 2 win-win for cities since they require little local

~ money or administrative time, and by publicly supporting the programs, city -

officials draw attention to them, increasing their chances of success.

ADVOCATES Finally, local governments can act as advocates in state and fed-
eral arenas to expand safety net programs; draw down additional federal
dollars in order to assist low-income residents; or support regulations, such
as the federal minimum wage and fair lending, that enhance the economic
security of low-income residents. :

During the recession, some urban leaders drew on their intergovernmental

tiesto improve conditions for their low-income residents, Faced with a com-.
bination of high unemployment in the construction industry and persistent.
poverty in many neighborhoods, Los Angeles mayor Antonio Villaraigosa
launched a creative campaign to speed up a major rail construction project
approved and funded by voters with a half-cént sales tax increase in 2008.9
Assembling a coalition of state and local officials, the mayor and his allies
convinced Congress to include a loan program of federally guaranteed bonds
in the 2012 transportation bill. In Los Angeles, the accelerated construction
schedule also created an apprenticeship program that set aside half of its
slots for veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan and for residents of low-income
2ip codes.* As this case suggests, mayors and other local officials can also
attach requirements to various types of federal dollars in ways that will im-
prove conditions for lower-income residents and communities,
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Local government support can make the difference in securing competi-

tive federal grants targeted at poor neighborhoods. In order to win fund- .

ing competitions such as the Obama administration’s Choice and P_romise
Neighborhoods initiatives (directed at building housing and‘ education, re-
spectively), localities must show strong multi-sector community engagement
around the plan. Although Promise Neighborhood grants have gone directly
to nonprofits, local government engagement is an essential component of
successful endeavors.® In San Antonio, mayoral leadership and city invest-
ment was critical to the collaboration among nonprofits, the San Antonio
Independent School District, and the San Antonio Housing Authority that
lay behind the successful grant application. _ .

The urban voice is also critical in drawing attention to holes in the safety
net. Simply by highlighting existing needs, local officials can drsz atte.ntion
to problems that might otherwise be ignored. Mayors have an u?cent;ve to
shine a spotlight on national problems that otherwise might be ignored or
labeled as urban issues alone. For example, the U.S. Conference of Mayors
annual hunger and homelessness survey, released during the holiday season,
aims to draw national attention to deficits in basic needs.*

Weak Local Governments

Some localities are home to a disproportionate number of low-income resi-
dents. Cities have traditionally shouldered this responsibility, although simce

1990 the number of poor'su_burbs has grown. The Great Recession expanded -
the number of extreme-poverty neighborhoods (those with poverty rates aboxte
- 40 percent) in the Midwest as well as in a number of Sunbelt cities.”” Locali-

ties with high poverty rates, farge clusters of concentrated poverty, and weak
fiscal bases confront serious obstacles in strengthening the social safety net.
In places with little inherited infrastructure for addressing poverty, su'ch
as poor suburbs, local governments often lack the-resources and admin-
istrative skills to improve the safety net. Recent research has shown that
these areas rarely possess a strong base of nonprofit and philanthropic or-
ganizations that can help strengthen the safety net.*® For example, in a 2010
study, Scott Allard and Benjamin Roth found that the ratio of poor persons
to nonprofits was significantly less favorable in high-poverty suburbs .than
in lower-poverty suburbs.* Some poor cities, such as Cleveland, enjoy a
strong nonprofit and philanthropic base, but others-—-especially those in the
Sunbelt, such as Fresno, California—lack a tradition of philanthropy and
nonprofit activity. The challenge for such places is to assemble a combina-
tion of public and nonprofit capabilities that recognize the “interdependent

and mutually reinforcing” relationship between these sectors.® Yet, given
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their weak starting point, these localities are unlikely to build such an in-
frastructure on their own, especially since they are faced with the pressures
generated by the recession. Their productive interactions with external
governments and agencies are essential for strengthening the safety net.

An examination of some strategies these areas have adopted in response -

to the recession reveals the significant challenges involved in building the
safety net in these weak places.

Detroit has taken the extreme step of dissolving several public agencies
and transferring responsibilities to nonprofits. In 2012, the city transferred
the functions performed by its Department of Human Services to outside
social service agencies. A long history of cofruption and mismanagement at
the department, combined with pressure from the state and federal govern-

- ments, lay behind the dramatic decision. The city also transferred workforce

development activities from the Workforce Development Department to a
nonprofit.* These moves will have an unknown long-term impact on the local
safety net, In the short term, these decisions likely ensure more competent
administration and the continued flow of federal funds. But over the longer
term they may sideline human services on the city’s agenda, leading to dis-
engaged local officials and fewer resources for the local safety net. Likewise,
delegating to nonprofits in itself cannot ensure more efféctive use of resources
or guard against corruption. Strong public oversight is essential to effective
nonprofit administration. '

In other areas, diverse collaborations—involving a mix of governments
and nonprofits—have emerged as a strategy for building capacity to address
growing need. This strategy has been particularly useful in settings where
multiple small poor suburbs face growing poverty. With 273 municipal gov-
ernments, the Chicago area has long been one of the nation’s most politically

- fragmented metros. Although the city remains home to the majority of the

regions low-income residents, suburban poverty grew to represent nearly

 half of the metropolitan area’s poor by 2010. In poor suburbs, such as those

in the southern part of the region, decentralization, political fragmentation,
and a complex tangle of responsibilities for the safety net has made it difficult
to build capacity for funding and delivering human services.s

While a degree of coordination has emerged from below, initiative from
above is needed to promote broader and more effective collaborations. Phil-
anthropic organizations based in the city of Chicago have worked to build
that capacity for over a decade, with generally limited results. The recession
and the possibility of accessing new federal funds, however, spurred new col-
laborations. Supported by the Chicago Community Trust, in 2009, nineteen
suburbs in Chicago's hard-hit south suburbs formed a collaborative to apply
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for federal funds through the Neighborhood Stabilization Program, part of
the federal antiforeclosure intiative. The trust supplied the funds for the col-
laborative to hire a housing director to apply for grants.” Although difficult
to create, this type of cross-municipality, cross-sector collaboration provides
small suburban governments with the administrative capacity necessary to
access federal funds. ' :

Looking to nonprofits and establishing collaborations to solve the problerns
of the local safety net have become widely accepted nostrums. Yet itis clear
from the experience of poor suburbs and very poor cities that neither comes
easily. Sustained interaction with engaged outside groups and substantial
new funds made available through federal stimulus funds accelerated the
moves forward in the Chicago region. Yet, many outside groups encounter
significant barriers when they attempt to build new capacities in poor places.
Distrust and parochialism may scuttle collaborations even with the prospect
of additional funds. Without the lure of new funds, it becomes harder to alter
existing practices.

Tn some poor places, the organizational deficit is so severe that experi--

enced city-based or regional agencies cannot gain a foothold. The southern
suburbs of Atlanta in Clayton County, where poverty grew rapidly after
2000, had little organizational base for addressing the new needs, a deficit
that has made it difficult for more experienced Atlanta-based qrganizations
to step in. As a staff member at one Atlanta nonprofit-described the prob-

‘lem, there are “just not enough energy and resources in Clayton to meet

both the philanthropists and service providers in that middle ground.™

Similarly, a Brookings-Federal Reserve study on concentrated poverty
showed that such areas often had weak nonprofit sectors and little capac-
ity to attract—and perhaps to use effectively—philanthropic dollars. For
example, advocates in West Fresno rued their inability to compete effec-
tively with the Bay Area and Los Angeles for philanthropic dollars but, at
the same time, some acknowledged that they lack the capacity to use such
funds effectively. Two newly established community development finan-
cial institutions in the area likewise noted problems in identifying projects
ready for investment.*® In the absence of adequate services, residents of
poor suburbs near cities are likely to turn to already burdened city services,
especially if they are recent transplants to the suburbs. But this option is
not available to many low-income people. In poor cities, such as Fresno
or Youngstown, Ohio, the poor have nowhere to go.

The difficulty of bringing philanthropic investment to poor suburban com-
munities is highlighted in figures 2 and 3. These maps present data about the

distribution of philanthropic human services grants from the largest private

>

-

Figure 2. Human Services Philanthropic Grants in Chicago Metro, 2007. Source: Sarah
R'eckhow and Margaret Weir, “Building a Resilient Social Safety Net,” Urban and Re-
gional Pf{licy and Its Effects, vol. 4, ed. Margaret Weir, Howard Wial, Harold Wolman, and
NanCY. Pindus (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2012), 301 Phﬂanth;opic :
spending includes the largest private foundation in the region as well as ali community
foundations. For a full description of the methodology. see Reckhow and Weir, 310-20
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foundation and community foundations in the Chicago and Atlanta regions
for 2007. In both metropolitan areas, philenthropic resources concentrated
in cities, to a much lesser extent in affluent and middle-class suburbs, and
hardly at all in poor suburban areas.

The importance of sustained engagement and substantial outside funds—
both to promote collaboration and to address need directly—suggests that
the problems confronting these areas will not be easily solved.

The Avoiders

Perhaps the most commeon response of local governments is to limit the
size of the population that relies on the safety net. The quest to separate
residential communities by income is one of the oldest themes in the history

of U.S. suburbanization.® For a century, the state laws governing municipal .
incorporation and zoning restricted the supply of affordable housing in most -

suburbs, preventing low-income people from moving into middle-class and
affluent communities. Affluent localities prided themselves on providing a
high quality of life for a population that relied on federal programs such as

Social Security, Medicare, and the home mortgage deduction but had little -

need of a local social safety net. Roads, good schools, and perhaps parks
were all these residents looked for from local government. These suburban

localities have been largely successful in maintaining their status by resisting

policies—such as inclusionary zoning and other affordable housing initia-
tives—that would make their cornmunities more economically diverse.

Even 50, demographic and economic changes meant that some traditionally
middle-class and affluent localities saw an influx of lower-income residents
during the 1990s and 2000s. Some of the shift can be traced to immigration.
In an effort to find housing near job centers, growing numbers of low-income
immigrants settled in affluent suburban communities, often relying on multiple
wage earners in a single household to pay the housing costs.”” The growing
numbers of lower-income residents in affluent suburbs has also grown through
what Alan Ehrenhalt has called “demographic inversion”—the relocation of
well-off whites to the city and the movement of middle- and lower-income
African Americans to the suburbs.* Finally, the recession has also boosted the
number of needy residents in many suburban communities. Exurban localities,
in particular, have experienced high foreclosure rates.

Middle-class localities have responded to the growth of low-income pop-
ulations in several ways. Many have sought to reduce the number of low-
income immigrants with measures including anti-immigrant ordinances;
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enforcement of housing codes in order to limit the number of residents in a
single dwelling; and police agreements with the federal government through
the 287(g) program and the Secure Communities program.® Although anti-
immigrant initiatives reflect fear and resentment of immigrants, they are often

‘explicitly linked to concerns about disproportionate use of city services by
-low-income immigrants.

Local governments can also make it difficult for agencies that serve the
poor—immigrant oriented or not—to locate in their area. They can enable
and réinforce NIMBYism by failing to assist nonprofit organizations seek-
ing to create new services. Services associated with the very poor—such as
homeless shelters—often have a difficult time locating in affluent suburban
communities & Some middle-income or affluent suburbs that decline to sup-
port a safety net regard such activities as beyond the scope of government
responsibility and therefore best left to religious organizations and volunteers.
Nor has the quest of the affluent to separate from the poor abated. Fulton
and DeKalb Counties in Georgia, for example, saw a'spate of municipal in-
corporations after 2005 as the lower-income populations in these counties
grew and county governments sought tax and service increases to address
new needs.® Since they have historically had little need for safety net services,
affluent and middle-class localities have weak nonprofit infrastructures.”

Yet affluent suburbs have the advantage of financial and institutional re-
sources when advocates do try to build a local safety net. Especially when
county governments offer support, efforts to create a stronger nonprofit ca-
pacity to address new needs have achieved some success even when local
governments remain on the sidelines. For example, in the affluent suburban
DuPage County in the Chicago metropolitan area, the DuPage Federation
on Human Service Reform relied on the county, local philanthropy, and a
Jocal university for financial and administrative support as it built an infra-
structure of support for the small but growing low-income population.

Even though some counties and nonprofits are collaborating to build a
safety net infrastructure in affluent suburbs, these initiatives require stronger
support from other levels of government. Efforts to build the safety net in
the suburbs encounter specific difficulties. The dispersed character of pov-
erty in the suburbs means that need is likely to be less visible than in cities.
Simply providing information about the growth of poverty is an important
undertaking for.suburban nonprofits. The dispersion of the poor and the
lower density of suburban life mean that ensuring effective transportation to
services is a critical element of the safety net. Moreover, because suburbs tack
the inherited base of services available in cities, they may decide to forego
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some services or find them too hard to create anew. For example, access to
specialist health care has been particularly difficult for low-income residents
in the suburbs. In the absence of adequate services in the suburbs, those in
need may rely on already overburdened city services, a phenomenon some
researchers have referred to as “suburban free riding®

STRATEGIES FOR THE FUTURE

Aslocal governments confront strained finances and high levels of need that
have lingered well after the recession officially ended, what strategies should
they consider for the future? The agenda of possible policy strategies calls on
“local governments to engage actively as connectors, system builders, inno-
vators, and advocates. But the strategies for enhancing the social safety net
and the quality of life in cities are not just tasks for local government; they .
rffquire activating other sectors and levels of government and building new
kinds of regional collaborations. The following are among the critical areas
for action and policies where local initiative is needed: '
Eliminate local barriers to the take-up of federal benefits and create outreach -
campaigns. Local governments can identify and eliminate barriers to take-
up of federal benefits, including unresponsive bureaucracies, poorly located
agencies, and unnecessary red tape: Local governments are ideally situated to
Taunch outreach campaigns that can reach program beneficiaries who other-
wise would not know they are eligible or may be reluctant to accept benefits.
The low take-up rates of SNAP benefits among immigrants suggests that
targeted outreach to immigrants is a critical area for the connector strategy.
. Look for opportunities—and avoid problems—that will emerge with the full
implementation of the Affordable Care Act. The full implementation of the
ACA will provide opportunities for linking health care systems with human
service systems. As states implement the act, big-city governments, in par-
ticular, should have a seat at the table to ensure that the systems they have
a.l.ready created are not advers'ely impacted by implementation of the ACA.
Likewise, engagement with ACA implementation will allow city govern-
ments to take advantage of opportunities to link hurnan services to health
care.® Local governments also need tobe attentive to the ways that the ACA
may present new challenges for safety net hospitals on which low-income
residents rely. '

Build coherent regional systems for delivering services. Over the past four

decades, the federal government with great fanfare devolved responsibilities

to-state and local governments and encouraged contracting out of government
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services. Yet, in promoting devolution and privatization, Washington took
little note of the need for coherent delivery systems. The current process for
creating and locating nonprofit service providers is too bottom-up te achieve
goals of efficiency and effectiveness in service delivery.

While national and regional nonprofit intermediary organizations have
sought to build more coherent systems and local governments have, on occa-
sion, tried as well, states can adopt a stronger role in ensuring adequate capacity
in places where need exists. Connecticut has taken a step in this direction by
creating a cabinet level position that liaises with the nonprofit world.®

Because there is no regional government, states or Metropolitan Planning
Organizations can monitor shifts in the location of need and identify holes
in the safety net. Federal policy can help by incentivizing the formation of
regional coalitions. Regional coalitions not only promote learning across
the system, they also provide critical support for advocates seeking to create
services in localities where local officials offer little support or stand in the
way of developing services for low-income residents. :

Address the special problems of highly distressed suburbs and cities. Poor

" suburbs and highly distressed cities have little capacity—either administrative

or financial—to address the needs of their low-income residents. State gov-
ernments can take the lead in organizing consortia of these areas and create
new models of multiservice nonprofit development. States can also reforin
systems of funding services in small low-income communities, especially
when these systems are overly decentralized. ' ' '

The federal government can revamp its grant system to enable consortia
of low-income suburbs to apply for federal grant programs. Reflecting their
focus on big cities, current grant rules assume cbnsi_derablé knowledge and
coherence among applicants. To allow poor suburbs to compete for grants,
the federal governmnent may need to offer funds for creating and sustaining
a consortium of local governments.*®

The weakness of the public sector in poor suburbs and highly distressed
cities means that the federal government may need to offer special assistance
so these areas can receive the kind of support they need. The mo del offered
by the HUD Strong Cities, Strong Communities pilot program could be
deployed more widely. The program brings federal employees from various
agencies in close collaboration with local officials, helping them develop re-
vitalization stratégies and connecting them with the federal resources that
will help them achieve their goals.” _

Open housing opportunities for low-income residents in job-rich affluent
and middle-class suburbs. Since 1987, the housing voucher program has been
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Vlinked to the goal of poverty deconcentration with pfovisions that allow
.voucher holders to “port” their vouchers to locations outside of the issuing
jurisdictions. Yet, in most jurisdictions, only a handful of housing voucher
recipients take advantage of this provision. The Chicago region’s pilot pro-
grar, the Chicago Regional Housing Choice Initiative, has taken steps toward
Pooling housing choice vouchers between the city and four suburban hous-
ing authorities. Federal support for pooling housing vouchers and making

them truly portable will allow low-income families to locate in areas closer -

to jobs, and often with better schools.

Reengage local governments as advocates for low-income residents in state
a.nd federal arenas. Local governments cannot be expected to spend substan-
tial sums on redistribution, But they can play an important role in advocating

for federal and state policies that strengthen the safety net.

The recession made it clear that the safety net is poorly equipped to re-
spond to sharp growth in need. Although the fully federal program SNAP
expanded rapidly to meet growing need after 2008, the TANF block grant
program has proven far less responsive to the growth in poverty.®® The work-
oriented welfare system performs pootly in a period when jobs are scarce,

- Moreover, TANF increasingly resembles, in MDRC president Gordon Berlin's

words, “a form of revenue-sharing for the states”® States have used TANF
funds for a wide variety of programs that make it difficult for them to shift
back to cash assistance in periods of urgent need. ' a '
One of the strategies permitted by the TANF Emergency Fund, authorized
as part of ARRA, was to allow states to create subsidized jobs for TANF re-
cipients.” However, the program ended in 2010 when the ARRA stimulus
funds dried up. Local officials who seek to strengthen the local safety net

should mount a lobbying effort to. make such a program part of TANF re-
authorization in the future. '
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Redistributive programs for the poor have never ranke.d highly on the pol-
icy agendas of U.S. cities, where variants of public c1_101ce tht?ory have lqlng
held sway. Inspired (knowingly or not) by a selective reading of Charles
~ Tiebout’s “pure theory of local expenditures, "which argues that resu‘ients, as
voter-consumers, will relocate to jurisdictions that provide them with their
preferred bundle of public goods, local politicians have been reluctarft tc:
increase the share of municipal budgets devoted to pro-poor programmuig.
While Tiebouf’s argument was initially conceived to tbeorize'the provision
of public goods in general, it has since been applied .Wlﬂ.] p_arfxcula_r force to
redistributive programs. Paul Peterson’s influential “a?:y limits ' thesis extends
the application of public choice theory to urban politics, arguing that upper-
income residents will shun the tax burdens associated with social spending,

expressing their discontent with pro-poor redistribution by “voting with

DISCUSSANT: NIK THEQODORE

their feet” and relocating to jurisdictions with lower rates of taxation. Ac-
cording to Peterson, “the pursuit of a city’s economic interests . . . makes no
allowance for the needy and unfortunate members of the society. Indeed,
the competition among local communities all but precludes a concern for

- redistribution” Instead, municipalities should pursue developmental objec-

tives, such as those that attract jobs and investment to an area. In a political
environment in which urban policies must pass certain “market tests,” redis-
tributive programis that favor lowet-income residents typically fail such tests.?

Margaret Weir makes a convincing case that although local governments

play a relatively small role in directly funding social programs, they have a
critical role to play in ensuring that a strong safety net exists for residents
in need. She characterizes these roles as connector (maintaining a sound
bureaucracy to assist needy residents in accessing federal benefits), system
builder (managing decentralized systems of service delivery), program in-
novator (developing new program miodels and approaches), and advocate
{bringing political pressure to bear on higher levels of government to support
pro-poor spending). These roles take on new urgency, she argues, in the wake
of the Great Recession and the mounting fiscal stresses facing municipalities
across the country.

And it is not just city coffers that are suffering. With rates of poverty and

.unemployment remaining persistently high well into what has been an ex-
traordinarily anemic economic recovery, many city leaders are dedicating

local resources to ensure both that low-income residents reccive the social
benefits for which they are eligible, and that entities in the public, private,
and nonprofit sectors that are responsible for program development, fund-
ing, and delivery meet their responsibilities. The Great Recession has starkly
revealed a set of problems that may appear to be cyclical—increasing eco-
nomic hardship and growing demands on the social safety net—but that

- actually is part and parcel of a secular trend toward growing inequality and

economic insecurity in U.S. cities. Well before the calamitous events that
led to the 2007-8 recession, warning signs were evident that the foundation
of middle-class living standards—stable jobs that provide fringe benefits
and opportunities for upward mobility—was being eroded. Captured in the
phrase “working poor” was the troublesome increase in jobs that pay below
a “living wage,” the growth in involuntary part-time work and temporary
employment, and the loss of middle-income union jobs, especially in manu-
facturing and construction sectors. Policy has played a part in this, as well,

“in particular the erosion of the minimum wage, whose value has fallen fairly
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