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In Gloversville, perception of poor tough; lives of poverty tougher

By Michael Lamendola Gazette Reporter

March 11, 2012

GLOVERSVILLE — Local belief has it there are signs in New York City subways that say “Come to Fulton County, where welfare benefits are the best in the state and the living is cheap.”

If such signs exist, John Rogers has never seen them. “I was in Grand Central [Station] and I did not see the signs,” said Rogers, director of financial assistance for the Fulton County Department of Social Services.

The signs, he said, are myths perpetrated by people frustrated about social welfare programs in general, especially at a time of recession when so many people are losing jobs or worried about their jobs.

Gloversville Mayor Dayton King is one person who has heard the urban myth and says he thinks there is some truth to it. He thinks that people on social services are coming to Gloversville for a reason and that the influx has helped cause the city’s high rate of poverty.

The Gloversville micro area, which includes surrounding areas, tops the state with the highest percentage of families in poverty, 13.4 percent of 15,600 families. It also tops the state with the number of people collecting food stamps. The data is according to the U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey, released in December.

According to King, people are flocking to Gloversville because of the abundance of cheap housing, a result of the city’s loss of population since its heyday as a leather industry center. “We used to have 23,000 people, now we have 15,000,” he said. “You can get an apartment for $500 a month and heat is included.”

On his Facebook page, King has advocated controlling the influx of people to the city. “We could hypothetically raise the rent so they can’t afford to live here,” he said in an interview.

“Housing attracts a certain type of person,” King added. “We have the Fulton County jail and we have Tryon [Division of Youth facility, a state-run juvenile detention center, now closed], and people come up and live here and reside here,” he said, implying that families come to the area to be near imprisoned members.

King also views poverty as a choice. “People need to be more responsible with their lives. People have choices to make. A woman who has two children and is in poverty — that is a choice. You make a choice to have two children,” he said.

He also says that people on welfare are not working for their benefits and abusing the system, buying expensive food such as lobster and steak at grocery stores. “It pays more not to look for a job.”

King said the system is broken when a person gets more money for having more children. “I think people abuse the system because the rules allow them to do that,” he said.

King, 33, earns about $39,000 as mayor. He is a somewhat recent arrival to Gloversville, having grown up in Northville. “I was sheltered from [poverty] in Northville. I grew up in a mostly single-family home, but here we have more two-family homes and more apartments,” he said.

His comments came in response to an earlier story in The Daily Gazette that outlined the U.S. Census data, and in which he was not quoted. “This has given us a lot of notoriety,” he said of the ranking.

He calls himself a social liberal but a fiscal conservative.

Counter view

Poverty is high in Gloversville for many reasons, according to Sheila Harrison, but not because of the welfare benefits. Harrison is executive director of the New York State Public Welfare Association, an advocacy group representing 58 local social services districts. “It is not because the benefits are higher. Benefits are mandated by state law and all are the same throughout the state,” she said. There are regional variances for rent and heat subsidies, again set by the state.

In Fulton County, the basic monthly welfare grant to a family of four is $386. There’s a separate rental subsidy of $307 and an additional subsidy for heating, which ranges from $38 to $127. In total, then, a family of four could collect $1,247 in welfare subsidies per month, or $14,964 per year, through the Fulton County DSS in direct assistance.

“People on public assistance are still in poverty,” Harrison said.

Rogers said DSS provides three different types of assistance: Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, food stamps and Medicaid.

TANF, which is considered traditional welfare, provides financial assistance that can be used for any purpose. It usually goes to a single, pregnant woman or to someone with children. Food stamps are used to purchase food; Medicaid is health insurance.

Each level of assistance has its own income threshold, with guidelines for TANF the most restrictive. TANF lasts 60 months. When it runs out, state and local assistance, called safety net services, kick in and can last indefinitely.

As of February, DSS reported that Fulton County had 415 people on TANF, of which 86 were adults and the rest children. There were 103 safety net clients, almost all of them adults. The county had 9,000 people on food stamps and 13,000 on Medicaid and Family Health Plus, which is a state supplemental insurance program.

The federal government pays TANF benefits and food stamp benefits. State and local governments share the cost of safety net programs and share the cost of Medicaid with the federal government.

Rogers said Medicaid is capped but still costs Fulton County about $13 million annually. Food stamps amount to $1.2 million in annual outlays.

Rogers said people can be on TANF, collect food stamps and receive Medicaid, but not everyone who receives food stamps is on TANF. He also said there is nothing in the law the prevents people from using food stamps to purchase expensive food items like steak and lobster. As a point of clarification, Rogers said, people no longer get food stamps; they get an electronic benefits card which they use to make transactions. “You may see someone use the card and think they are on welfare,” he said, when they are actually on food stamps.

There are no state or federal residence requirements to receiving assistance, Rogers said. “If someone is already receiving assistance, the county they are coming from is responsible for the month of the move and the following month,” he said. “If they are on welfare, they are eligible for it.”

Harrison said people relocate not for benefits but “because they know people in other parts of the state.”

Push for work

People receiving welfare are required to look for work as a condition to receiving benefits, and Fulton County has an aggressive welfare-to-work program and anti-fraud service, Rogers said. “If someone comes in to apply for cash assistance, the day they are interviewed they meet with someone in our employment unit and are put on a job search and scheduled for a welfare-to-work orientation,” he said.

The county also makes applicants take a literacy test, to determine their skill sets, and take a job readiness class, where they learn resume writing and interview skills. If they are found to abuse drugs or alcohol, they can lose their benefits, Rogers said.

“We have people going to work all the time,” Rogers said.

Even so, most of these jobs are entry level or something with a temporary employment agency, mostly paying minimum wage, he said. “We could always use more jobs, for sure. If someone is able and wants to work, they can find a job,” he said.

Fulton County has consistently had one of the highest unemployment rates and lowest average weekly wage rates in the state. It once was home to a thriving leather and glove-making industry, but the industry is a shadow of the heyday. Local economic development officials have worked to attract jobs to the area, clustering them mostly in industrial parks outside of Gloversville, with limited public transportation options.

Fulton County DSS will provide child-care funding, Rogers said, “but it has been cut through the years. People with children are guaranteed child care.”

The county provides no child-care subsidies to low-income families not receiving social services.

Denis Wilson, executive director of the Fulmont Community Action Agency, a human services organization that helps economically and socially disadvantaged people in Fulton and Montgomery counties, said “there are many factors that determine poverty.”

Factors include housing stock, lack of transportation, lack of job opportunities, and “unexpected factors in someone’s life, such as a death in the family and the loss of a job. I have been doing this for 16 years and those are reasons I hear from people,” Wilson said.

Face of poverty

Poverty has many faces in Gloversville. One of them belongs to Wendy Baker, 38, who fits the U.S. Census profile of the working poor in the city almost to a T.

Census data shows that of the 15,000 families in Fulton County more than one third are led by females and that one-third of this number have some college and one or more children. Approximately 43 percent of this cohort lives in poverty.

Baker grew up in Duanesburg but has lived in Gloversville for 18 years. She is the mother of five children, ranging in age from 7 to 18, and the head of her household. She has some college education and works as a manager at a local store where she earns approximately $25,000 annually.

“I live paycheck to paycheck. My bank account has 30 cents in it and sometimes I have $60 or less to buy incidentals like shampoo and conditioners,” Baker said.

Baker qualifies for food stamps but refuses to accept them. Her family is on Medicaid. She has turned to Fulmont for help, however. Her children went to Head Start, a federally funded preschool program that provides education, health and nutrition to low-income children and their families, which she said made it possible for her to continue working. She also used Fulmont’s Wheels to Work program, which has since been discontinued through funding cuts. The program helped her fix up a car she purchased and used to drive to and from work. Before she had a car she walked to work, as there is no public transportation to her job.

Wilson said the Wheels to Work program helped people find and keep employment. “Transportation is a problem and it is a root cause in a rural area. Here was a program that tried to address that and the state ran out of money,” he said.

Baker’s children all received assistance through Fulmont’s Women, Infant & Children’s food supplement program.

Baker said she isn’t sure how she fell into poverty. “I had a child when I was young and I moved here,” she said. “It happens. I am not better off than some people but I am not as bad. I could be worse off.”

She added, however, that she likes living in Gloversville. “I think it is a choice to live here, but it is not horrible,” she said. She and her boyfriend, father of four of her children, own a house, which they bought at low cost and repaired. Four of her children are attending school and one is getting a GED. And she loves her job.

Baker said it is near impossible to find decent housing in Gloversville for less than $600 a month, without utilities. “How do people live if welfare is not paying everything?” she asked.

Her boyfriend, she said, helps support their children. Otherwise, she said, she would probably collect welfare. She thinks she could improve her life by going back to college, “but there are not a lot of jobs around here.”

Role of the schools

Another measure of poverty in Gloversville is the percentage of students in the Gloversville Enlarged School District who receive free and reduced meals. For Gloversville, 70 percent of the students qualify, with individual schools in the district having a much higher percentage, said interim school Superintendent Clifford Moses. The state average was 47 percent, according to the state Department of Education.

“We provide breakfasts and lunches and we will provide lunches when we have half-days, because that may be the only hot meal they will get that day,” he said.

Moses said the district recognizes that poverty is an issue and has taken steps to address it. “We do as much as we can through counseling. We have someone housed at the school from DSS all the time and we have school social workers and counselors who go above and beyond working with kids,” he said.

The district started a parenting room program where parents can have lunch with their children, meet with counselors in a private setting and use computers to work on resumes. In addition, the district plans to maintain its after-school programs and alternative high school and vocational education programs when other districts are cutting programs due to fiscal problems.

The district is working with Fulton County District Attorney Louise Sira to combat chronic truancy and has programs to reduce its high drop-out rate, Moses said. “The key is to involve the parents.”

King said Census data numbers have given the city notoriety but that the issue of poverty goes back generations. “We should help people. It is our responsibility. But I don’t think we should provide beyond basic requirements,” he said.
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