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United Way of Rhode Island

Emergency calls on food, foreclosures jump sharply

If Congress fails to
extend benefits, R.I.
situation can only get
worse, official says

By PAUL DAVIS
JOURNAL STAFF WRITER

PROVIDENCE — The
state’s already-strained safety
net could be torn by a future
one-two punch, experts said
Thursday.

Community agencies, food
pantries and homeless shel-
ters will be hurt by likely state
and federal budget cuts next
year, they said. The cutbacks
will mean less food and fewer
services for struggling Rhode
Islanders, now at a record lev-
el.

The problem could get
worse quickly if Congress fails
to extend benefits for thou-
sands of out-of-work Rhode
Islanders, said Charles J. Fo-
garty, director of the state De-
partment of Labor and Train-
ing. Those benefits expire in
December.

“In the short term, we have
some challenges and there are
no easy answers,” said Fogar-
ty, one of a handful of speak-
ers at a Basic Needs forum
sponsored by United Way of
Rhode Island at the Provi-

dence Marriott.

Out-of-work Rhode Island-
ers have already exhausted
their savings and face a bleak
job market, Fogarty said.

“It’s not that people don’t
want to work. The jobs aren’t
there.”

The jobless rate remains
high and the state lost jobs in
August and September, he
said.

“At some point, some-
thing’s got to give,” said Mi-
chelle Wilcox, chief operating
officer at Crossroads Rhode
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Island. The number of people
seeking help at the Cross-
roads  homeless  shelter
reached record levels in Au-
gust, September and October,
she said. At the same time, the
cost of services has far out-
stripped the agency’s funding,
she said.

“It’'s terrifying” to think
about what will happen if the
numbers continue to grow,
and state and federal lawmak-
ers cut funding further, she
said.

“We keep appealing to a
dwindling number of folks
who can support us.”

Other agency directors ex-
pressed similar concerns.

At United Way Rhode Is-
land, the number of calls to
the agency’s 2-1-1 hot line is up
sharply, said president and
CEO Anthony Maione.

During the first nine
months, the number of calls
from Rhode Islanders seeking
food jumped by 206 percent
compared with the same peri-
od a year ago, he said. The
number of foreclosure-related
calls increased by 115 percent.

At the same time, social-
service workers have endured
cuts in pay, benefits and
hours, said Westbay Commu-
nity Action CEO and Presi-
dent Jeanne M. Gattegno.

The agency helped feed
1,600 households this year,
she said.

“More than a third of them
own homes. They are taxpay-
ers” who have must choose
between paying the rent or a
utility bill, putting gas in the

car and eating, she said.

Sandra M. Powell, director
of the state Department of Hu-
man Services, offered the one
bright spot at the forum.

She said state workers re-
cently streamlined the appli-

cation process for food
stamps, now called the Sup-
plemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program.

During a one-week pilot
program in Providence, state
workers were able to provide
benefits to applicants within a
day or two, rather than a week
or month, Powell said.

Agencies facing budget
cuts and a growing client base
“have no choice but to deliver
services more efficiently,” she
said.

They must also work more
closely with other agencies.

“We can’t do business in
the way that we’ve done it in
the past 25 years. We don’t
have the resources.”

Speakers Thursday said
they are worried about cuts
that will be made by a new bi-
partisan super committee in
Congress.

The 12-member committee
must find at least $1.2 trillion
in cuts spread over the next

decade. .
Their recommendations

are due on Nov. 23, and could
include changes and reduc-
tions to a number of pro-
grams, including SNAP, said
Trinity Tomsic, deputy direc-
tor for the Federal Funds In-
formation for States.
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