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July 21, 2011

Dear RuFES Action Network,

KEEP IT

Spending Cuts and the Social Safety Net:

Struggling Rural Families Face An Uncertain Future

As policy debates continue in Congress with billions of dollars in proposed spending

cuts, it's hard not to worry about what may end up on the chopping block.

Rural working families are already facing a higher cost of living, a difficult economy and

an ever-diminishing social safety net. Amid the policy negotiations, you may want to

keep an eye on the programs that help rural low-income working families Keep It in

your community — like energy assistance and nutrition programs.

This week's Alert highlights two recent Carsey Institute issue briefs, which suggest

how during current budget shortfalls, more proposed cuts are likely to significantly

impact low-income working families in your rural communities. The facts and figures in

these briefs can help you frame discussions with budget decisionmakers, inform people

in your community, and build coalitions of practitioners to prepare for budget cuts.

How can energy assistance programs continue to keep the heat on?

The first Carsey issue brief, Household Reports of Energy Assistance Receipt Increased

48 Percent During Recession: Proposed Cuts Threaten Vulnerable Families, focuses on

energy assistance programs. The brief discusses the importance of these programs in

the midst of a recession, and examines an increasing need in the face of proposed

funding cuts. Some of Carsey's findings include:

During the recession, there was a rapid growth in the demand for energy

assistance. From the winter of 2006/2007 to the winter of 2009/2010 there was a

48 percent increase in households that reported receiving energy assistance

(compared to a less than one percent increase the winter before).

Many families in need do not receive energy assistance due to limited

resources and strict eligibility rules. Only 16 percent of eligible families

received energy assistance in 2008. Many more families in need are considered

ineligible due to strict income guidelines that often do not take the energy burden

of a household into account.

The highest rates of energy assistance are in rural areas. This is especially

true in the rural Northeast and Midwest and among rural low-income single parent
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homes. Less-energy efficient homes and harsh winters drive up energy costs.

As the Carsey brief points out, energy assistance is an important component of the

social safety net for many rural people — especially during times of economic

recession. The National Energy Assistance Directors' Association projects that the

number of eligible applications will increase in eighteen states by 10 percent or more

during 2011. However, President Obama's 2012 budget proposes cutting $2.5 billion

from the current $5.1 billion energy assistance fund.

To learn more, you can find the brief HERE.

How can nutrition programs feed a growing need?

The second Carsey issue brief, Rural and Central City Residents with Multiple Children

Likely to Be Hardest Hit by Proposed WIC Cuts, focuses on funding for nutrition

programs like the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and

Children (WIC). The brief discusses the importance of WIC — which provides pregnant

or post-partnum women, infants and children up to age 5 with nutrition education and

checks or vouchers for buying food — to the health of low-income rural families. Using

data from the 2007 and 2010 Current Population Survey's Annual Social and Economic

Supplement, some of Carsey's findings include:

Households in rural and central city areas are more likely to receive WIC

than their suburban counterparts. In 2010, four percent of both rural and

urban respondents reported receiving WIC, compared with about two percent of

suburban respondents.

Rural families with three or more children are more likely to receive WIC

than those with two children. Nearly half (47.2%) of rural households with

three or more children reported receiving WIC.

Employed rural families also receive WIC. While unemployed respondents

were more likely to report receipt of WIC benefits, in rural areas nearly 4% of

employed respondents reported receiving WIC.

In the past, there has generally been a political commitment to WIC as a crucial

nutrition program. However, the 2012 WIC funding recently passed by the House of

Representatives in June is $733 million less than 2011 funding levels. In addition,

the current pressure to reduce the federal deficit will likely have serious implications

for future WIC funding — and therefore on their ability to serve vulnerable rural

families.

To learn more, you can find the brief HERE.

_____________________________________________________________________

In the current policy debates, the human cost of spending cuts is usually glossed over.

However, as illustrated in these two Carsey briefs, there are real consequences for

struggling rural families. Holes in the social safety net mean risking the lives and

livelihoods of the most vulnerable.

We hope these Action Alerts energize your RuFES deeds and aspirations. Help us spark

more RuFES action! How? Simply contact us with any news, ideas or opportunities

that can help your RuFES colleagues across the nation.
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Your RuFES Action Team,

John Molinaro, Janet Topolsky, Kelly Malone, Elsa Noterman

Aspen Institute Community Strategies Group
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