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Good morning, Chairman Oelslager, Vice-Chair Coley, Ranking Member Skindell, and members of the Committee.  My name is Col Owens.  I am a Senior Attorney with the Legal Aid Society of Southwest Ohio, and serve as Co-Chair of Advocates for Ohio’s Future.
I want to talk with you about the status of our workforce preparation services for participants in Ohio Works First and Food Assistance programs.
AOF strongly believes in a work initiative.  We recognize that work – a job – is the only way out of poverty.  Work benefits everybody – workers get paychecks, employers get employees, families get breadwinners, communities get services, and governments get tax revenues.    
The need for an improved work program is widely recognized.  In the last three years the caseload for Ohio Works First, Ohio’s TANF program for parents and minor children, has declined over 60%.  A primary reason has been the substantial reduction in JFS administrative funds during the recession – over $1 billion in combined state and federal funds.  County JFS staffs have been dramatically reduced.  For example, Hamilton County JFS went from over 1600 employees to 700-some in that period.   All the while, caseloads have increased substantially, because of the recession and the Medicaid expansion.  
 As a result, CDJFS’s have almost abandoned in-depth assessments of participants, to identify their barriers to entering work prep activities or employment.  Where barriers are identified, there are insufficient resources to address them.  And meanwhile, poverty has not declined.  
The Administration recognized this problem and proposed a “person-centered work program,” to provide intensive case management services to participants.   It focused on 16-24 year olds, to help them succeed before they lose hope.   It proposed  funding of $310 million to make this program possible, $240 million from TANF and $70 million from WIOA.  We supported that initiative.
The House took the case management initiative out of the budget, so that more in-depth attention could be paid to it.  Reps. Amstutz and Derickson have authored HB 196, which addresses these issues.  It provides for an intensive case management program, essentially as introduced by the Governor, and a separate voluntary program built around the Ohio Healthier Buckeye Council.  
There are challenges for any new program.  Counties are still starved for resources.   The three major programs that support working people, Medicaid, Food Assistance, and Child Care, are administered in three separate IT systems.  The new Ohio Benefits System is off schedule, and it is unclear when it will be able to incorporate programs other than Medicaid.  IT issues and personnel shortages increase the difficulty of implementing a new program.
However, there are great costs to not doing so.  The OWF caseload is all but disappearing.  Participants must generally comply with a work requirement to receive benefits.  If they cannot comply on their own, because of their barriers, and they do not get help from the agencies, they will not succeed.  They then face some bad options to obtain what they need - bad for them, bad for their communities.  We must maintain this program and strengthen its capacity to help participants succeed. 

AOF supports other important services in the budget.  These include:
· Improved permanency outcomes for abused and neglected children.  Lifelong families and connections are essential for these children.  Current resources are insufficient.  An additional $20 million per year is needed.  A study group must be created to address multi-system youth so parents do not have to relinquish custody to gain services.  Physical and behavioral health needs of children and families, including trauma and addiction, must be addressed to help families stay together.

· The Ohio Food Program and Agricultural Clearance Program must continue their successful public-private partnership.  State funding provided foodbanks is spent directly on food and related purchases.  Much is paid directly to Ohio farmers, providing outlets for their products that might otherwise go unused.   Ohio Foodbanks need an additional $2.75 million per year.  We also recommend an additional $10 million GRF with which to draw down $10 million in federal Food Assistance Employment and Training funds, to support work activities for Food Assistance participants ineligible for OWF.

· The Ohio House Trust Fund should be maintained at its present level. 

Thank you for this opportunity to testify, for myself and for my AOF colleagues.  We appreciate your attention and consideration.
I will be happy to answer any questions.
 
