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$2:The first legal challenge to California’s work-

“fere program is being launched in Fresno Coufity

sHrough a lawsuit that claims welfare clients
have not been fairly advised of their rights to
.refuse low-paying jobs. :

The case was filed in Superior Court this
spring on behalf of local welfare recipients Car-
men Sanchez and John Sommers, both of whom
are enrolled in the Greater Avenues for Indepen-
dence program.

..: Attorneys with the Western Center on War

-and Poverty in Los Angeles, who filed the suit - '

jointly with Fresno-Merced Legal Services, said
that by not spelling out the options, Fresno

County is forcing people into lower-paying jobs

-and thus penalizin\g the poor.

.+#The purpose of\GAIN is to make individuals
self-sufficient,” said attorney Carmen Estrada. “If
a little bit more training can put them in a little

‘better position to make more money and become .

self-sufficient, isn’t fhat better?”.

Ernest Velasquez, Fresno County’s assistant
welfare director, said GAIN counselors tell
clients of their rights to refuse jobs, but try to
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% Jalance that fact by explaining that
minimum wage jobs can be the first

- §fep toward better jobs.

L. “We'd like to try to find a middle

- T

».Bround that allows us to explain
%~ 'what’s in it for .them in the long
..»:fun,” he said.
" Specifically, the Fresno case criti-
cizes contracts signed by all werk-

_-..fare participants, which attorneys

-+ say contain two major flaws.

-, . First, the contract says that a cli-
ent doesn’t have to take a job “if I
would end up with less income than

- *if I stayed on cash aid.”

- But it fails to explain that under

-~ ~welfare and'workfare laws, any

~<¢omparison between their salary

and their welfare grant should in-
clude what it will.cost to buy food

-~ without food stamps and health

"¢are without MediCal. It should also

~‘mmclude expenditures for things

“-%tich as union dues, taxes, child

care, transportation and uniforms.
- Also, once a client has participat-

- " ¢d in a training or education phase

—=of GAIN, they are asked to sign a
setond contract. Even that brief

N ,:g:a_&ement concerning the right to

.-Jurn down a job does not appear in

**%his second contract.

. .5 Several similar lawsuits against

“2GAIN are being prepared around

.. fhe state, according to Kevin Aslan-

ian, advocate for the Coalition of

... California Welfare Rights Organiza-

-"ions. :

* “-“That’s just one of many lawsuits

s»that.should be filed,” Aslanian said,

+%hut we haven’t been able to flush

;~gut the victims yet.”. .

... GAIN is a statewide program to

. g;;ft welfare recipients to work by

_Afering them a boost through sub-
sidized trairing, education or coun-
seling. A year ago, Fresno County

was the first of 13 counties to begin
the program.

Through the end of May, 492 peo-
ple have been sent to work here in
Jobs ranging from bartender tc data
processor, ‘from tax examiner to
roofer. Their average monthly sala-
ry is $686. ,

Original projections were for 817
placements by ihe end of June, &
goal that county administrators now
acknowledge as unrealistic.

However, numbers may improve
under a pilot program, scheduled to
begin later this' summer, that will
allow the county to subsidige all
welfare clients who take job® that
pay less than their grants, Velas-
quez said. - ‘

That program was made possible
by a federal decision to.waive the
100-hour rule, which automatically
cut off welfare when a client
worked more than 100 hours in
month. '

But because welfare grants only
keep people at or below the poverty
level, attorney Estrada speculated
that many GAIN participants may
become disillusioned and retum to
the welfare system within a year or
two.

The major hitch to GAIN 1ff Fres-
no and elsewhere has been the un-
expected number of people requir-
ing remedial education. Instead of
the state estimate of 20-30 percent,
more than half of the GAIN appli-
cants have failed tests of basic skills
such as reading and mathematics.

While GAIN is expecied to save
money in the long run, Fresno’s
wish list for this year’s program was
nearly twice as expensive as last
year’s — $18.6 million. However,
it's not certain the county will re-
ceive that amount because Gov.
Deukmejian’s proposal for a $250
million statewide GAIN budge' re-
cently was cut by $40 million.



