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Overview

• The gulf between social welfare programs and the 
residents for whom they are designed is starker in San 
Diego than any other major California county.

• San Diego's denial rates are the highest and its enrollment 
rates are at or near the bottom for social welfare programs 
when compared to other California counties or other major 
metro areas nationwide.

• Courts have found the county's income limits for 
healthcare to be too restrictive. The county has some of 
the strictest anti-fraud programs in the state.

• The state obligates counties to run the programs, but it 
has made profound cuts to the funding the counties get, 
leaving them to find a way to keep social aid programs 
running.

• San Diego County supervisors resent this mandate, calling 
the state a deadbeat and fighting it in court and in public.

Out of Reach
Over the last few years, we had heard bits and pieces about San Diego County's social welfare programs. 
A lawsuit demonstrated how strict the county's limits were for providing health care coverage for the 
poor. News stories about controversial anti-fraud policies hinted at overriding policy decisions. An annual 
report pegged San Diego's provision of 
food stamps at the bottom of the heap 
nationwide.

We wanted to know if these were isolated 
incidents or examples of a larger pattern. 
With this in mind, we partnered with 
the Rose Institute of Local and State 
Government at Claremont McKenna 
College to take a wider look at county 
services and compare San Diego to 
California's other major counties.

A team of Claremont McKenna students, 
guided by fellows and professors, spent 
months studying the 12 largest counties in 
the state. The completed report provided 
a look at a wide range of county services 
— including these public assistance 
programs we'd been tracking. The section 
of the Rose Institute report dedicated to 
these programs confirmed that there was 
indeed a strong trend across San Diego's 
social welfare programs.

From there, we spent the next several months interviewing more than 100 sources and reading piles of court 
filings and studies. The resulting series seeks to explore the gaps in San Diego County's safety net, the roots 
of those gaps and the impacts on the residents who need help.
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Devoid of health insurance and denied coverage by the county of San 
Diego, Michele Quemuel lost sight in both her eyes. She believes she 
would still be able to see if the county hadn't denied her coverage. 
Photo: Sam Hodgson.
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San Diego's Safety Net: Riddled With Gaps
By KELLY BENNETT and DAGNY SALAS

PART ONE

Michele Quemuel clutches her mom's elbow as she navigates the hallway in a 1970s-era home in Spring Valley. She frowns, 
testing the ground beneath her feet before taking every tentative step. Her white cane whacks a plastic chair and she jumps 
a bit, startled.

Quemuel is 36 years old and legally blind, her 
sight totally gone from both eyes. She believes 
she would still be able to see if San Diego 
County hadn't denied her health care coverage 
in 2002.

Back then, Quemuel was waitressing at a Spring 
Valley retirement community, in a job that paid 
$7.32 an hour. When her work started deducting 
more from her paycheck for health insurance, 
Quemuel opted out and lost her coverage. She 
didn't think she could afford it.

Her insurance had been a necessity. Quemuel 
always went to the doctor regularly. She needed 
to. She'd been a diabetic since high school.

So she applied for help from County Medical 
Services, a program that pays for essential care 
for poor, uninsured patients. A county worker 
told her that she made too much money to 
qualify. The county's cap was $802 a month. 
Quemuel earned $935. Her parents, retired and 
on fixed incomes, couldn't help.

Two years passed. Quemuel didn't go to a 
doctor. She didn't get insulin. She started having vision problems. What she could see seemed dimmer. Even then, she 
couldn't afford medical treatment. She says she didn't know how bad it could get. She felt like she didn't have any other 
choice.

On July 1, 2004, a doctor declared her legally blind.

The next year, the limits that had kept Quemuel out of the health care program were declared illegal. Courts have since 
forced the county government to increase its income caps twice in the last five years, boosting them to what is now nearly 
$1,500 a month.

But that came too late for Quemuel. Almost six years later, she lost her job and is reliant on her family to take her wherever 
she needs to go.

The worst part, she says, is not being able to see her mom and dad.



San Diego County's safety net is riddled with gaps like the one Quemuel fell through.
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A voiceofsandiego.org investigation has found that the county government's historical resistance to provide social welfare 
programs has left a wide chasm between last-resort aid and those on the bottom rungs of economic survival.

Those gaps have left the sick like Quemuel to get sicker. They have locked applicants in months of bureaucratic and legal 
runaround. They have kept help out of the hands of professionals who've fallen on hard times during the recession. It has 
sometimes taken a judge's order to force the county to provide even a minimum level of help.

The state obligates counties to run aid programs including food stamps, welfare for families and medical help, and to provide 
care for adults who can't support themselves. But it has made profound cuts to the funding the counties get, leaving them to 
find a way to keep the programs running.

While other counties have embraced the charge to provide the services, San Diego County supervisors have rebelled against 
picking up the slack.

The elected officials have battled the state over the fine print of what they're obligated to provide. They've created such 
restrictive policies that courts have had to intervene. They've instituted some of the most far-reaching anti-fraud policies in 
the state.

And they make few apologies for it.

"It is a tough task, because it's a balancing act," said Supervisor Dianne Jacob. "But if I take police officers off the street to 
hand out welfare checks to those who don't deserve it because I've eliminated a fraud program, am I doing my job? I'd say 
no."

Poverty reached a 50-year high last year in San Diego, and the people who use these programs don't have a single profile. 
Their ranks include the weathered faces of the homeless and harried single parents with many mouths to feed. They are low-
income students trying to break generational cycles of poverty. They are former mortgage brokers and hotel workers. They 
live in households where two incomes have been lost, their livelihoods dashed by the economic recession.

"Geographically, a person who lives in San Diego who's poor has no less need for these programs but they have more 
difficulty getting them," said Katie Murphy, an attorney with the Western Center on Law and Poverty, a statewide advocacy 
firm that successfully sued to raise the county's income limits on the health care program.

The gaps in the safety net have a wider cost: The San Diego region left nearly $110 million in federal funds on the table in 
2007 because so few county residents receive food stamps, according to a leading anti-hunger group.

There has been a trickle of news about the county programs in recent years, as lawsuits and studies focus temporary 
spotlights on the county's care for its poor. But those aren't isolated cases.

The VOSD investigation found a wider pattern of holes across San Diego's safety net. Across California's 12 largest 
counties, San Diego ranks at or near the bottom for connecting the poor with several key aid programs, according to a study 
conducted by the Rose Institute of State and Local Government at Claremont McKenna College and done in coordination 
with the investigation.

VOSD interviewed more than 100 participants, applicants, advocates and county officials to put together a comprehensive 
picture of the last-resort programs for people in economic strife.

Among the findings, San Diego County has:

• The lowest enrollments: For five years, an annual study has pegged San Diego at the bottom of 24 metro areas 
nationwide for enrolling eligible residents in food stamps. The county is among the bottom three of the state's 12 biggest 
counties for providing CalWORKs, which is welfare for families, and Medi-Cal, which is public health insurance, to those 
estimated eligible for it, according to the Rose Institute.

• The highest denial rates: San Diego County turned down the largest percentage of applicants for both food stamps and 
welfare for families compared to the state's largest counties, according to the Rose Institute.
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• Dwindling funding: While the number of San Diego County cases has gone up 71 percent for food stamps and welfare 
for families since 2002, state and federal funding has increased by only 17 percent.

These aren't all of the county's social service programs. The Health and Human Services Agency's $1.8 billion budget covers 
everything from adoptions and foster care to mental health services and public health.

But together, food stamps, CalWORKs, Medi-Cal and County Medical Services make up the county's major social welfare 
programs, meant to provide an economic and medical safety net for a wide spectrum of needy San Diegans.

Denied

Juan Aguilar knows what his life could look like if he hadn't gotten help: He'd be back at his old job cooking and cleaning at 
a taco shop on El Cajon Boulevard.

Aguilar is a 23-year-old father, husband and business 
student. And he's been fighting with the county for a year 
to get the help for which he qualifies.

He worked full-time for nearly all of the four years it took 
him to finish his associate's degree. He barely had time 
for his toddler daughter, Genesis. And when he transferred 
to San Diego State University, the work-school balance 
toppled.

With his friend's urging, Aguilar applied for food stamps 
and cash aid through CalWORKs a year ago. The program 
helps low-income students with children to finish getting 
their degrees and permanently pull themselves out of 
poverty.

When Aguilar first applied, the county sent him a letter: 
Denied.

That was an error. A county worker saw Aguilar's tuition 
money in his account, and counted him over the limit. But 
that money was from Aguilar's student loans and grants, 
which are exempt from the calculation.

Aguilar nearly gave up. But an advocate helped him 
contest the denial in an April hearing. He won. The judge 
ruled that Aguilar was due back payments for both 
programs, which he received.

But even after the judge's ruling, Aguilar still had problems. 
He didn't get his cash aid for several months. One month, 
he didn't receive his food stamps. By November, he was 
so frustrated with the county he nearly quit his unpaid 
internship to return to restaurant work to pay the bills.

Finally, in December, after months of fighting, he received his missing aid.

The county denies a lot of applicants.

It denied more than half of food stamps applicants in fiscal year 2008. And it denied more than 60 percent of the applicants 
for CalWORKs. San Diego's denial rates are the highest of any of the 12 counties in the Rose Institute analysis.
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County leaders say they just follow rules that the federal and state governments set.

"I don't think we make any apologies," Supervisor Greg Cox said.

But in some cases, like Aguilar's, those denials are based on county errors.

A 2008 state audit found that out of a sample of 15 denied food stamps applications, county workers improperly 
rejected two — both without adequate explanation or 
documentation in the file.

Like Aguilar, some applicants find an advocate and 
request a hearing to overturn the denial.

The county says less than 1 percent of applicants who 
appeal their denials are successful. But it's impossible 
to know how many people don't realize that the county's 
"no" doesn't always mean "no."

Aguilar is a savvy business student — his La Mesa home 
is piled with papers he's kept to use in his appeals to the 
county. Now he's anticipating his university graduation 
this spring, not working in the restaurant.

But after getting his back payments in December, his 
January CalWORKs payment didn't arrive. He believes 
he's eligible and supposed to receive aid. Aguilar 
requested a hearing and got the money in the meantime, 
but he'll have to wait for another judge's ruling to see if he 
can keep it.

Aguilar is back to fighting with the county.

Bottom of the Heap

Again and again, San Diego County ranks at or near the 
bottom in enrolling eligible participants in social welfare 
programs:

• Last for food stamps: San Diego enrolled 35 percent 
of eligible residents in 2007, the lowest nationwide, 
according to the most recent report from the Food 
Research and Action Center, a nonpartisan anti-
hunger group.

• Last for Medi-Cal: San Diego County was the only 
one of the state's 12 largest counties to enroll less 
than half of the eligible residents in Medi-Cal's largest 
category in 2007, according to the Rose Institute 
study.

• Third from last for CalWORKs: San Diego County 
enrolled about 64 percent of eligible residents in 2008 
for the welfare-to-work program, ranking third from 
last out of the 12 counties in the Rose Institute study.
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County officials reject the idea of comparing themselves to other places, saying they only track their performance over time. 
They said they know they can always do better and noted that food stamps participation has grown significantly in the last 
year. But it's too early to tell if that's a function of the 
recession or if new outreach efforts are paying off.

They hypothesize that San Diego's demographics — 
impacted by immigration, the military, the county's 
large college campuses and tribal areas — complicate 
comparing the county to others. Officials offered no 
numbers to quantify that impact.

Knowing how many people are eligible for the aid but 
not getting it is impossible, said Dale Fleming, director of 
strategic operations for the county's Health and Human 
Services Agency.

But it is possible to estimate it. The Rose Institute study 
bases its estimates on an individual's income, number of 
children, and, in the case of CalWORKs, unemployment. 
The actual number of San Diego residents who are eligible 
depends on factors that weren't measurable in the study, 
such as underemployment, savings or car values. Those factors would be present in all 12 counties, not just San Diego.

County officials say the state makes them handle these programs, tells them how to run them and doesn't give them enough 
money to do it. If the state or federal governments want the programs to extend further, it's their responsibility to send more 
money, Supervisor Jacob said.

"I get out in my communities quite a bit. I have not heard from any of my communities that we need to hand out more food 
stamps or I need to pass out more welfare checks," Jacob said.



Michele Quemuel lost her sight and her independence.

She cut her waist-long hair up to her chin so she can care for it. She's not working. Her boyfriend picks out her outfits in 
the morning. She sometimes sits and listens to the TV, unable to see the picture, or walks around the mall, asking sales 
clerks to describe the items on sale. She's half-heartedly trying to learn Braille and is thinking of trying to bowl in the Special 
Olympics.

Quemuel's disability means she receives state medical care now. But she relies on her parents for everything. Rides to four 
doctors for her various check-ups. Trips to the pharmacy for more insulin. Laundry.

The last time she could see her parents, they were younger and healthier.

Her father is 77 years old and walks slowly these days, shuffling his feet around the house. Since Quemuel went blind, her 
70-year-old mother was diagnosed with cancer, went through chemotherapy and had a pacemaker installed.

Life hasn't just changed for Quemuel; it's changed for her family. They aren't sure how much longer they can support her like 
they do.

"Why did she fall through the cracks?" her sister, Marla Quemuel-White, asks.

She invokes her little sister's family nickname.

"Why did 'Chele fall through?"



When her husband lost his job, Christine Hyatt became the sole 
income provider to the couple and their three children. Now, she is 
frustrated with the daunting process of trying to obtain food stamps 
from the county of San Diego. Photo: Sam Hodgson.
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County Government Resents Bearing Safety Net's Burden
By KELLY BENNETT and DAGNY SALAS

PART TWO

Christine Hyatt is the face of the newly needy. Two years ago, she never imagined she'd apply for government aid. And she 
never knew the process would be so difficult.

In early 2008, she'd been promoted to a trainer at a hotel and casino near the Las Vegas Strip, her husband worked as a 
sushi chef and they were renting a new condo.

By the end of the year, everything had changed. 
Hyatt and her husband, Hudson, lost their jobs. 
They moved back to San Diego. Pregnant with 
her third child, she slept on a couch in her sister-
in-law's garage. He slept on the floor with their 
two toddler daughters.

Last spring, Hyatt landed a full-time job at an 
insurance company and her husband took a 
chef's job at Jack's in La Jolla. They found an 
apartment in Chula Vista and began to feel like 
things were getting better. Then, a few months 
later, it happened again. Hudson lost his job 
when the restaurant closed.

Without savings, they felt the effects right away. 
They let their phones get turned off so they 
could buy groceries. She hoped for leniency 
from the landlord on late rent checks. When they 
needed food, they relied on help from his mother 
and aunts.

A final notice from San Diego Gas & Electric 
announced in big red letters that she had 48 
hours to pay her bill or her electricity would be turned off. She called and said she had $10 to her name and successfully 
begged for them to give her until the next paycheck.

Hyatt needed help. She applied for food stamps in October.

"It was hard for me to stomach," the 27-year-old said. "It was 'Me? Me?' If it wasn't for my kids I wouldn't have done it."

The county sent her a letter with an appointment time in the middle of a weekday. She couldn't take time off from work, but 
the form offered a number for rescheduling. Hyatt called, leaving three phone numbers and a time and day that would work.

A second letter came, saying she missed her appointment and had to reschedule. She called again, but didn't hear back. A 
final letter in December delivered the news that she'd been denied for failing to make her appointment. No mention of the 
phone calls.

Hyatt said she knows she needs to try again to get on food stamps but is reluctant.

"It's so disheartening," she said. "At first I was like, 'Forget it.' It's pretty sad. It's meant for people who are where we are 
right now."
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The math is simple: The county has faced a barrage of people applying for last-resort economic and medical aid, yet the 
resources deployed to put that aid in people's hands have failed to keep pace.

That may seem inevitable during a recession that's socked nearly everyone, from professionals to businesses to 
governments. But in San Diego County that reality is the result of an ingrained political culture and a complex battle between 
local and state government that's dragged on for decades. It has left a gulf between residents and social welfare programs 
that is starker than in any other major California county.

San Diego County offers these numbers and blames the state:

• The county government expects to handle 71.4 percent more food stamps and family welfare cases in fiscal year 2010 
than it did in 2002.

• At the same time, the county's funding from the state and federal governments for those programs has increased just 17 
percent because of the state's decision to suspend its cost-of-doing-business increases in 2001.

• In response, the county has cut staff by 2.5 percent over that time.

• The county estimates the state shortchanged it $32.4 million in state and federal funds alone this year for running food 
stamps and family welfare, known as CalWORKs. The state issued the county $99.9 million in state and federal funding 
for those programs this year, according to the Health and Human Services Agency.

Counties statewide have experienced similar hits recently. But San Diego stands out.

It ranks at or near the bottom in enrolling eligible residents in social welfare 
programs among California's 12 major counties and denies applicants for 
food stamps and welfare for families at a higher rate than any of its peers. 
The courts have twice in the last five years forced it to pay the medical 
bills of more of its poor, and its anti-fraud focus has tested constitutional 
privacy rights.

In the end, the situation boils down to this: The state obligates counties 
to run the programs, but it has made profound cuts to the funding the 
counties get, leaving them to find a way to keep the programs running. 
Here, the county's five elected supervisors rebel against the idea of 
picking up the slack.

"We feel the state is a deadbeat," Supervisor Pam Slater-Price said. "They 
say, 'Oh, we're giving you this program, aren't you so happy? And here's 
some money for about two years and then we're going to take the money 
away but guess what? You still get to do the program.'"

Other counties have embraced the charge to be the safety net. San Diego 
hasn't — even though it's been forced by the court to provide aid.

David Janssen has seen life on both sides of that ideological divide. He 
served as San Diego County's chief administrative officer until 1996, moving on to the same post in Los Angeles.

In San Diego, he said, county officials resented the state and tried to tighten eligibility rules to provide for fewer people if the 
state didn't send enough money for a program.

"L.A. had exactly the opposite philosophy, that they were the provider of final resort — they provided as many services to 
as many people as they could," Janssen said. "They believed that San Diego had chosen not to provide the services, for 
whatever reason."
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Resenting the State

San Diego County officials abruptly put poor residents on notice in 1991: We're ending your health care coverage at midnight 
on March 19.

The state had cut back its funding for patients who have no other way to pay their medical bills two years earlier, leaving 
counties stuck with the tab. The county was fed up with spending its own money.

Advocates for the patients fought back, suing the 
county after receiving the notice. The county, in 
turn, sued the state, saying it was Sacramento's 
responsibility.

The state had picked up the bill since the mid-
1960s. But in 1989, the state cut funding, leading 
the county to issue the midnight deadline two 
years later.

The county did get some money back from the 
state, but it ended up with the responsibility. 
Today, county officials still resent that.

With that newfound responsibility and pressure 
from community members, the county committed 
in the late 1990s to funnel about $27 million a year 
from the landmark tobacco settlement to health 
care efforts, including expanding health care for 
the poor.

But that wasn't enough. Residents sued again 
in 2005, arguing that the county's $802 monthly 
income limit was too low, leaving scores of San 
Diego's poor without access to vital health care. 
The courts agreed, forcing the county to raise its 
income limits to now nearly $1,500 and driving 
home whose responsibility it was to provide the 
care — the county's.

The current supervisors have carried this legacy 
forward from previous boards, blaming the state 
for leaving the county in charge of its poor.

Janssen said the county's fight is futile.

"Apart from everything that's happened over 25 
years — it's a county obligation," he said.

San Diego has historically received a low share 
of state tax money beyond just the social service 
funding. After the anti-tax Proposition 13 passed 
in 1978, San Diego County's already low tax rate 
locked in low returns from the state, becoming one factor for how San Diego County receives state funding.

Only one county out of the state's 12 largest received a smaller slice from the state for general purposes than San Diego, 
according to a study by the Rose Institute of State and Local Government at Claremont McKenna College.
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San Diego received $359 per capita in 2007, while Los Angeles got $451 and Sacramento $571.

"You ended up with Prop. 13. That undid any logical relationship between state funding and programs and it's been a 
constant battle ever since," Janssen said.

'It's Irrelevant to Them Who Paid What'

Some counties actively go above and beyond the bare minimum required by the state.

In Santa Clara County, officials say they prioritize spending extra local dollars to make sure their programs run smoothly.

Last year, Santa Clara spent $902,000 extra on CalWORKs and $565,000 extra on food stamps, said Will Lightbourne, 
director of Santa Clara's social services agency. That's on top of the $8.6 million and $1.5 million it is required to spend on 
the two programs.

The money went to paying worker salaries, overtime and training to deal with the flood of new applications.

"At the end of the day, the person who must not suffer is the client. It's irrelevant to them who paid what," Lightbourne said. 
"I can honestly say our board does not begrudge these services."

Santa Clara isn't alone. Counties such as San Francisco and Alameda have pitched in their own money, too, said Frank 
Mecca, executive director of the County Welfare Directors Association of California.

San Diego County supervisors reject the notion of backfilling state cuts or spending more than the minimum required. They 
say it's a matter of fiscal principle.

The current five supervisors say their decade-and-a-half tenure has corrected fiscal problems that previous boards created.

"The county was filled with some very compassionate souls and they weren't getting basic business done," Supervisor Ron 
Roberts said.

A Culture of Resistance

A few years ago, Roberts stumbled upon the fact that San Diego had the lowest food stamps enrollment in the country.

He and Pam Slater-Price had begun looking for ways to combat childhood obesity and to address poor communities' 
access to healthy food. Community members had a simple answer: Sign more people up for food stamps to give them more 
opportunities to buy healthy food.

But when Roberts began to push for more outreach to increase enrollment, he said the county's Health and Human Services 
Agency officials were surprised.

They'd assumed the Board of Supervisors wouldn't support spending money to tell more people about the program. They 
thought they were following the board's direction to apply rigorous standards to applicants and to root out fraud, not to find 
new people who might qualify.

Those staff attitudes developed over time and need to change, Roberts said. "They were assuming that maybe a statement 
by one supervisor was speaking for the whole board."

Roberts said he wasn't thinking of one supervisor in particular. But it's not hard to figure out where agency officials would've 
developed their sense of the board's priorities.

When the five supervisors came to office in the 1990s, the county was buzzing over welfare fraud.

The district attorney had busted a massive fraud case early in the decade, charging a ring that included five former county 
employees with embezzling up to $1 million. It was the largest welfare fraud scheme in San Diego County history at the time.

In the mid-1990s, a national movement declared an end to welfare dependency, and San Diego County was a leader in 



County supervisors have rebelled against picking up the slack left 
by the state of California's funding cuts on social welfare programs. 
Photo: Sam Hodgson.
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pushing welfare recipients to get a job.

Supervisor Bill Horn said enrollment isn't the 
way to judge the county's welfare program.

"The success of the program is not how many 
people are on the program," Horn said. The goal 
is to get people off the assistance, he said.

Bob Ross ran the county's Health and Human 
Services Agency before he took the top post 
at a statewide health foundation, the California 
Endowment.

San Diego's priorities are deeply rooted, he said.

"You have to understand the philosophical 
underpinnings first. This is a county that 
believes in limited government whose primary 
responsibly is public safety," Ross said. "And 
health and human services has consistently 
taken a backseat to public safety in counties, in 
communities like San Diego, where public safety 
is strongly and deeply valued."

The Bottleneck

Early one afternoon in October, the line to apply for food stamps and aid applications snaked around the lobby and out into 
a courtyard at a county center in Chula Vista. A young man sat on the floor, slumped against the lobby wall with his baby in a 
carrier beside him. A woman who left her five kids at home jostled for position in line. Conversations buzzed about lost jobs 
and the long waits. The lines shifted slowly forward.

They had to wait there for hours. Some were there for a second day in a row.

The scene in Chula Vista that day was the scene at the Oceanside center two weeks earlier, the scenes in El Cajon and 
Lemon Grove on the days in between. It is the scene repeated around the county amid a struggling economy.

The county acknowledges the long waits but said a new business model will increase efficiency.

It has contracted out to private companies, trained workers to manage more than one program and created a toll-free 
number for incoming calls.

"We manage to the funds that we have," said Dale Fleming, a top official at the Health and Human Services Agency. "And if 
the funding isn't enough, we try to change the way we do things so that we can increase our capacity to serve."

Even advocates for the poor say at least one program is showing positive signs — food stamps. Last April, county 
supervisors approved a plan to increase its enrollment, offering nonprofits the most direct access to the county in years. 
Nearly 30,000 participants joined the program by the end of 2009.

"I'd rather have there be bumps in the road when we're trying to improve things rather than not trying to improve things," 
said John Lucero Criswell, executive director for the San Diego Hunger Coalition.

But the county's capacity hasn't increased enough to keep up with demand.

The county doesn't process applications fast enough. Counties are required by federal law to process food stamps 
applications within 30 days.
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San Diego County failed to meet the federal standard for more than four out of 10 applications each month for the first six 
months of 2009, according to the state Department of Social Services.

Melinda Battenburg, a spokeswoman for a local chapter of Service Employees International Union, said workers can feel the 
strain. Eligibility workers who used to see five to six clients a day now see more than eight. They used to spend more than an 
hour with each client, but now only have 45 minutes, she said.

The county says its new streamlining efforts will make the process more efficient.

But because of the county's track record, advocates and regulators are watching.

In 2008, the U.S. Department of Agriculture concluded California's food stamps enrollment was unacceptable. The agency 
has been more closely monitoring four counties, including San Diego.

Though participation is increasing, it's unclear how much credit the county can take — and how much is a function of the 
recession increasing the need, said Dennis Stewart, who oversees California for the USDA's Food and Nutrition Service.

"I do want to reserve judgment, because process is valuable," Stewart said, "but outcomes are better."
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From the Appeals Court to the Colbert Report
Posted: Monday, February 1, 2010 2:40 pm

The welfare fraud investigator peered in Yesenia Valenzuela's closet. The investigator opened the laundry hamper, peeked in 
the bathroom, looked in the nearly empty fridge.

Valenzuela knew she had to let the visitor search her Lincoln Heights home. The county sends district attorney investigators 
to welfare applicants' homes to look for inconsistencies — like men's clothing for someone claiming to be a single mom — 
and to make sure their children live there.

Applicants don't have to agree to the home visit, supporters of the anti-fraud program say. But if applicants turn the 
investigators away, they can't get the benefits.

That wasn't an option for Valenzuela. The 28-year-old said she needed the help. She'd injured her back in 2007 and lost 
her job at Walmart. She and her children were sleeping on a mattress on the floor. So the investigator came and searched. 
Valenzuela was approved for the aid from CalWORKs, the county's welfare for families program.

This is San Diego County's controversial Project 100%, a key piece of its approach to social welfare programs.

The program has come under fire over the last decade, sparking a class action lawsuit and a national debate about 
constitutional privacy rights. Backed by the American Civil Liberties Union, a group of local residents sued the county in 
2000, claiming the searches tread on their privacy rights just because they were poor.

The program survived the court challenge, but the appeals court judge writing for the minority in the case called the county's 
program "an assault on our country's poor."

"California's fifty-seven other counties do not have programs in place that go as far as San Diego's Project 100%," Judge 
Harry Pregerson wrote in his 2007 dissent, "but this ruling will surely set the new standard."

Project 100% drew national attention to San Diego County's policies.

The appeals court "effectively informed those on welfare that their homes are not as sacred as those belonging to the rest of 
the citizenry," the Harvard Law Review said.

A house editorial from The New York Times argued that the case signaled a loss of privacy rights.

"When the government is allowed to show up unannounced without a warrant and search people's homes, it is bad news for 
all of us," it said.

Comedian Stephen Colbert lampooned the anti-fraud program for essentially creating an à-la-carte constitution, with 
barebones packages for the poor and deluxe rights for those in higher income brackets.

The majority of judges on the appeals court, however, declared the visits reasonable considering applicants are seeking 
direct government money.

"Moreover, the home visit are conducted with the applicant's express consent, thus, further reducing the applicant's 
expectation of privacy," they wrote in a 2006 decision.

The program's chief, Commander John Haley in the District Attorney's Office, said he's trying to heal wounds caused by the 
controversy. Haley said the investigators have been retrained and their policies for the home visits have been revised. The 
most controversial part of the program — the walk-through of the applicant's home — is now only supposed to be used as a 
last resort to clear up any remaining questions about eligibility, Haley said.

"We don't want to be seen as adversaries," Haley said.
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Some advocates say the push against fraud is just a smokescreen.

"The belief in the advocate community has always been that the Project 100% thing is not about fraud but it's about saving 
money — make it more humiliating and more difficult to be on welfare so it serves as a deterrent," said Clare Pastore, a 
University of Southern California law professor.

County officials said taxpayers expect them to run efficient programs.

"What we're trying to do is keep from having any major scandal that quite honestly could be more of a threat than anything 
else to a program," said Ron Roberts, county supervisor.

— KELLY BENNETT and DAGNY SALAS



At the farmers market in City Heights, customers are able to use food 
stamps to purchase their fruits and vegetables. It's a helping hand for 
the customers and a boon for the farmers. Photo: Sam Hodgson.
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The Wider Regional Cost of the Safety Net's Holes
Posted: Monday, February 1, 2010 6:25 pm

On a gray Saturday morning, vendors carry crates of produce, shake out tablecloths and prop up tents for the City Heights 
Farmers Market.

Here, people can use food stamps to buy fresh fruits and vegetables, and stretch their benefits further than in the store. By 
spending at least $5 at the market, they can receive $5 in tokens, sponsored by nonprofits, to buy more produce.

Wearing a leather jacket and overalls, Lorrie Scott runs from tent to tent checking on farmers and vendors. Scott's farm in 
Valley Center burned down in the 2007 wildfires. Now she manages several of the county's farmers markets that accept 
food stamps. The program is now known as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program and participants spend benefits 
loaded on an electronic debit card.

San Diego County enrolled 35 percent of eligible people in food stamps in 2007, according to a national anti-hunger group. 
Despite growth in the program in recent months, the county's low participation rate leaves a clear opportunity, Scott said.

If the county enrolls more people in the program, farmers at the market could sell more, she said, earning more money to 
grow their businesses and keep prices steady. The same boosts might apply for local grocers and small business owners.

Eli Hofshi, a farmer at the City Heights market 
who sells lettuce, radishes, cabbage and daikon, 
said customers pay with food stamps for about 
one-quarter of his sales.

"There's no better way to help farmers," Scott 
said. "It just opens a whole — another avenue of 
revenue."

We've been publishing a special report this week 
on the wide gaps in the county's social services 
safety net. San Diego's low participation in 
social welfare programs impacts the wider 
economy, as well.

Local business owners generally aren't aware 
that the region's low participationin food stamps 
hurts them, said Michelle Zive, who heads a 
nonprofit nutrition advocacy group.

"I can't assume why they should care but I can 
ask a business owner to come to the table and 
educate them and say, 'Did you know you were 
losing money?'" Zive said.

The county left nearly $110 million in state and federal funds on the table because of its low participation rate in 2007, 
according to a report from the Food Research and Action Center. Every $5 a food stamp recipient receives translates to 
$9.20 spent in the local economy, the U.S. Department of Agriculture estimates.

"This is money that could be boosting San Diego's economy, whether it's you that needs the help or your neighbor," said 
Ellen Vollinger, FRAC's legal director. "This isn't a time when we can afford to operate like that."

— KELLY BENNETT and DAGNY SALAS



Out of Reach Is an Ongoing Series 
Please visit www.voiceofsandiego.org/voice_special_reports/county for the 
latest and contact Andrew Donohue at 619.325.0526 or andrew.donohue@
voiceofsandiego.org with any questions, observations or tips.
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The Political Challenge
Posted: Tuesday, February 2, 2010 1:55 pm

In our special report Out of Reach this week, we've been detailing the wide gaps in San Diego County's safety net for the 
poor. We've talked about how the county's conservative political culture plays a role in that and how the county's been 
challenged in court over its policies.

Now, the county's track record in delivering social services could also be up for a political challenge this year.

As we were reporting this story, we heard state Democratic Assemblywoman Lori Saldaña criticize a number of the better-
known aspects of the county's social aid safety net as she laid the groundwork for her challenge against Republican 
Supervisor Ron Roberts.

"Here is a county that had to be sued to provide healthcare for its poorest residents, which is exactly what counties are 
supposed to do," Saldaña told us.

She said county officials are leaving money on the table by not maximizing their participation in federal programs, an issue 
we detailed yesterday. "There's really a pattern here of the county not taking advantage of the funding that is supposed to 
help the poorest people," Saldaña said.

If there is a district in the county where her argument would hold, it would be in District 4, the most urban and Democratic of 
the five supervisor districts.

But Roberts points back at Saldaña. She's been in Sacramento, he said, while the state has frozen its funding for the 
programs it forces counties to administer. That's an angle we explored in the second part of our series.

"For somebody from the state to be criticizing the county because of the way it conducts its business and runs its programs, 
I think rings kind of hollow," Roberts said. "Then why don't you stop taking the money?"

— KELLY BENNETT and DAGNY SALAS


