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The Dire Need for State Welfare Reform

The state’s interim Commissioner of the
Department of Transitional Assistance, Stacey
Monahan, is due to testify today in a budget
hearing before the Joint Committee on Ways and
Means, where the beleaguered agency’s mounting
welfare woes could be a hot topic with outraged
lawmakers.1 Yesterday, the Boston Globe editorial
page weighed in on the matter, “The system also
needs safeguards to prevent abuses. The Patrick
administration, which is pushing a $1.9 billion tax
plan for education and transportation, shouldn’t

underestimate how much irregularities in the welfare system undermine public support for government
programs more generally.”

Welfare spending and unemployment in Massachusetts have steadily increased. According to a CNBC
report, Massachusetts has the fourth highest welfare spending per capita in the nation.2 Earlier this
month, Department of Transitional Assistance Commissioner Daniel J. Curley was forced to resign
amidst a report showing 47,000 families receiving welfare funds were unaccounted for and $30 million
in food stamps were sent to people who were not eligible.3

In January, state officials admitted to 19,000 welfare recipients being unaccounted for at the time. This
was discovered after 19,000 mailings were sent back stamped “return-to-sender.”4 Due to the unknown
status of these 19,000 people, it’s plausible that some receiving MA welfare benefits didn’t necessarily
live in MA, which is prohibited.

In early July of last year, the Legislature proposed reforms that
would prohibit EBT benefits being used for “alcohol, lottery
tickets, tobacco, pornography, jewelry, tattoos, liquor stores,
casinos, strip clubs, gun shops, cruise ships and other items.”
The Governor sent the measure back to the Legislature shortly
after, seeking several changes and declared, “I’m not going to do
anything that makes vulnerable people beg for their benefits.”5

The Governor eventually agreed to support a companion bill
that would ban liquor stores, casinos, strip clubs, gun shops, and
cruise ships from accepting the cards.6

1 http://bostonherald.com/news_opinion/opinion/editorials/2013/03/picturing_progress
2 http://www.cnbc.com/id/31910310/page/13
3 http://bostonherald.com/news_opinion/local_coverage/2013/01/welfare_boss_resigns_wake_report
4 http://bostonherald.com/news_opinion/local_coverage/2013/01/welfare_recipients_%E2%80%98missing%E2%80%99
5 http://www.boston.com/metrodesk/2012/07/11/overrides/aeRmLQgehcK0CxzS7cUGAO/story.html
6 http://www.boston.com/metrodesk/2012/07/11/overrides/aeRmLQgehcK0CxzS7cUGAO/story.html
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There are a number of bills filed on Beacon Hill that take aim to tackle the ominous task of reform and
they deserve an up or down vote. House Bill No. 90 proposes putting photo identification on EBT cards. This
bill would take a step forward in battling the trafficking of EBT cards which has been proven rampant by
recent investigations. These illegal transactions include among other things, selling EBT cards for cash.

House Bill No. 92 proposes annual registration of people receiving transitional assistance benefits. Currently,
once a person is signed up for these benefits, they are automatically renewed annually. If this bill were
enacted, it could certainly make some progress in accounting for welfare recipients who receive this free
assistance.

House Bill No. 133 outlines a series of checks to eliminate fraud from welfare programs by requiring
strict verification of identity and assets before awarding the benefits. This is certainly a common sense
approach. This bill would eradicate duplication of assistance, deter fraud and verify the eligibility of the
recipient so the funds can be directed to those who actually need it rather than those taking advantage
of the system.

While these reform measures are a step in the right direction, welfare benefits have little oversight for
monitoring cash disbursements to recipients. Additionally, according to at least one report this morning,
John Polanowicz, the new Secretary of Health and Human services, admitted that his agency doesn’t
have the technology to prevent EBT cards from being used on alcohol, guns and pornography, despite
legislation that was passed last year to prohibit these expenditures.7

As state unemployment and welfare benefits continue to increase, the best solution to remedy the
problems facing our state is to adopt policies that make Massachusetts more economically competitive
which will result in more higher paying jobs and less dependents on our state’s welfare system.

7 http://bostonherald.com/news_opinion/local_politics/2013/03/chief_tech_lag_allows_ebt_misuse
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