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In contrast to Donald Trump, Paul Ryan, the Republican Speaker of the House, styles himself a serious public policy expert, but Ryan’s repetition of Ronald Reagan’s assertion that “the federal government declared war on poverty and poverty won” doesn’t make it true and it leaves open the path for demagogues like Trump.
 Ryan’s latest anti-poverty initiative, A Better Way, is full of rhetorical tricks, homilies, and general goals for reducing poverty, but it has almost no policy detail. How could it when he proposes to consolidate federal programs and decentralize them to states and local communities to manage? If he made detailed proposals, then he would violate his own ideological principle that local people know best. Before making that leap into the unknown, we might want to check to see if his premise is correct. What effects, if any, have federal policies had on poverty? 

In 1964, the year President Johnson annunciated the “war on poverty” theme, the official poverty rate in the U.S. was 19%. Ten years later in 1974, it was 11.1%, a 40% reduction. Just one of the great accomplishments of the billions of dollars spent to fight poverty was the dramatic reduction of poverty in that decade among the elderly from over 30% to about 15%. Poverty among female-headed households declined from 45% to 36%. (All figures from the U.S. Census Bureau.) Both groups have much lower poverty now.  Other policies contributed to this success, too, that were virtually costless for the government, such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 that mandated equal economic opportunity for jobs and public assistance.  But it is typical of Republican argumentation to exclude public benefits from the analysis of poverty as if these benefits don’t “reduce and prevent poverty”.  If we include all of the benefits, then the poverty rate today is 4.8% (according to Christopher Jencks of Harvard University
). What Ryan means when he criticizes the high rate of poverty is that non-market income doesn’t count.  Although no significant number of Americans has ever disagreed that the best way to get out of poverty is to have a job that pays a living wage, saying this doesn’t make it so.  
Consider the fact that the official overall poverty rate (which inconsistently includes some benefits but not others) went back up after 1974 to 15.2% in 1984 and then held almost steady until now. We should ask what happened to poverty once the Republicans changed anti-poverty policy.  One major change was the failure to maintain the value of the minimum wage; it wasn’t adjusted at all during Reagan’s eight years. If it had been adjusted for inflation, the minimum wage would be over $10 now.  As it is, over 20 million workers labor at jobs with low pay, 5.5 million of whom are parents who earn too little for them to rise above poverty, according to the Economic Policy Institute
.  Ryan writes in an op-ed touting A Better Way
 that his first goal is “reward work”, but does he advocate raising the minimum wage? He does not.  Moreover, the supplemental benefits that these low-wage workers qualify for, such as food stamps and Medicaid, he wants to cut. What about people who aren’t working at all? Americans who had worked, but were laid off, usually qualify for Unemployment Insurance. The UI program kept 4.6 million people out of poverty during the Great Recession, according to the National Academy of Sciences.  As everyone but Ryan seems to know, ten million people were thrown out work during the Great Recession; there was no mass epidemic of laziness. But Ryan wants to cut unemployment benefits. 
Adults who aren’t working and have rarely worked are a small group that is disproportionately made up of single mothers.
 The Republican Party already addressed their situation in 1996, as Ryan pointed out in his op-ed. They passed (and Bill Clinton signed) the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunities Reconciliation Act of 1996, which forced almost all recipients of Aid to Families with Dependent Children to go to work (rather than to job training and school) and it capped lifetime cash benefits, now called TANF. The welfare rolls dropped dramatically from 4.5 million adults to 1 million in 2012.  In the strong jobs market in the Clinton years, many did succeed in finding jobs, although most were minimum wage and many were part-time, which is the kind of work one can do if you don’t have training and education and you have dependent children. Then the 2001 recession and the Great Recession threw many of these mothers out of work without a way back to public assistance.  In 2013 3.6 million mothers in poverty received no cash assistance (according the Congressional Research Service, a source also cited by Ryan).
  Ryan not only acknowledges their plight, but proposes that these poor mothers need help with education, training, child care, transportation, and other services that could improve their employability and earning potential. No serious policy expert disagrees. What are his specific proposals? There are none:  A Better Way urges (p. 8) “we must work with our community partners” as the method to address them. He has nothing to say about the responsibility of government for affordable child care (if we insist that poor single mothers go to work) or of employers to provide a living wage and paid family leave.  Instead, Ryan writes that the solution is for minimum wage workers “to build on that success by saving and investing”!  
In short, the Republicans’ “better way” to end poverty is a mystery shrouded in pious rhetoric about the local control rather than federal bureaucracy, measuring results (the Task Force Report touts a new federal government commission to decide on the metrics), and making work pay.  Many voters are attracted by Ryan’s earnest concern about poverty while others, not knowing that the current federal system that he wants to change through big cutbacks because he claims it doesn’t help, when on the contrary it has helped quite a lot, become infuriated about the alleged waste of taxpayer dollars and angry at the lazy recipients and their Democratic Party defenders.  Will this gambit work yet again at the polls in 2016? 

� Reagan is quoted in Ryan’s House Task Force report, A Better Way. 


� Christopher Jencks, “The War on Poverty: Was It Lost?”, The New York Review of Books (April 2, 2016) figure 2. 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.epi.org/people/david-cooper/" �David Cooper� and � HYPERLINK "http://www.epi.org/people/doug-hall/" �Doug Hall�, “Raising the federal minimum wage to $10.10 would give working families, and the overall economy, a much-needed boost” (EPI, March 13, 2013). 


� “Republicans Offer a ‘Better Way’ to Fight Poverty”, San Antonio Express-News (June 7, 2016). http://www.expressnews.com/opinion/commentary/article/Republicans-offer-A-Better-Way-to-fight-7968761.php?cmpid=gsa-mysa-result


� Health and Human Services, Welfare Indicators and Risk Factors, 13th Report to Congress, Table IND 2a.


� Thomas Gabe, Welfare, Work, and Poverty Status of Female-Headed Families with Children: 1987-2013


(Congressional Research Service, November 21, 2014).  � HYPERLINK "https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R41917.pdf" �https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R41917.pdf� 








2

