ROWEL Gearing Up To Launch Peer Advocacy Team 

Groups Will Help With Welfare Cases and Questions

by Moria Byrne, Chapters Organizer

Many ROWEL members and welfare recipients are experiencing new problems in understanding and receiving benefits. From food stamps to Medicaid, application procedures are becoming more difficult. In addition, there will be many, many new rules and new programs, such as Work First, that people must understand.

Currently, very few people affected by changes in the welfare programs understand what is happening to them and why. 

As an organization known for creating positive changes in our welfare system, many people have turned to ROWEL for our expertise on the welfare system and its rules. The overwhelming numbers of welfare case problems flooding the ROWEL offices inspired members to dream of and create a "Peer Advocacy" project. 

Peer Advocates will be available to each other when they are having problems getting benefits, understanding requirements, challenging unfair rules, and asking for hearings. Anyone who has survived the system is an experienced advocate; you may already know how to cut through all the red tape and the endless paperwork. ROWEL can strengthen that experience by offering resources and technical assistance, including information on the rules. 

The Peer Advocacy Project will allow members to create a network of experts who can help with similar problems throughout the state. The network will also provide a way for new members to get involved. For example, a woman having trouble with the new three-month food stamp re-certification could receive help from a peer advocate. That advocate will tell her what steps to take to get her food stamp case resolved, from providing paperwork to calling her state representative or requesting a hearing, if necessary. When her case is completed, she may be willing to become a "peer advocate" for the next person who has a similar problem.

The Peer Advocates network will help ROWEL keep up with the increasing demand for help and the quickly expanding growth of our membership. 

On its Internet page this July of 1998, DSS (Department of Social Services) brags that since January of 1993 over 111,415 people left the welfare rolls. They also list that the monthly number of recipients who have been sanctioned (had their TANF grant reduced) for not looking for work has increased from 27 in 1993 to 7,345. 

Many people are very concerned about DSS’ bragging. Their happiness is quite far away from the experience of many welfare recipients and many low income communities. 

Food pantries and shelters in Missouri have experienced a startling 20% increase in the past few years. According to the the Food Pantry Association’s Glenn Koenen, cutbacks in food stamp and TANF grants will cause three times as many pantries to run out of food this summer compared to last. 

Social service providers and advocates have also noted that the number of transitional Medicaid recipients hasn’t grown enough to make up for the dramatic cuts in cash grants. So people are getting "off welfare" somehow, but they are not keeping the Medicaid and other benefits still needed to protect families.

Most welfare recipients rely on caseworkers’ knowledge of the programs. The recipients don’t know how to follow up on case closing and sanction notices. A survey done in Iowa shows 40% of sanctions and case closings were done incorrectly. ROWEL members suspect that there are similar errors committed in Missouri. 

In the past, over 50% of Missouri welfare recipients who took their case to a hearing WON the hearing!

None of this can be achieved without you. ROWEL is searching for people interested in spending time as a peer advocate. We have received start-up funding from the St. Louis Archdiocese Catholic Campaign for Human Development. 

Right now, materials are being created to help us understand the rules and the steps to take to solve problems. 

Peer advocates will need to do some of the following tasks: inform welfare recipients about public assistance programs, help them through self-advocacy steps, gather information about what’s happening to families, help with general mailings and phone calls, train each other, and assist with outreach. 

For more information, please call 314-361-3400. Low income members can use the toll free number, 800-689-3401. We need you!

