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Washington State is seen as an economic bright spot. Our 
state economy is growing and unemployment rates are 
down. These numbers, while positive, mask a troubling trend 
— the wealth gap is growing. 

The number of families with children living in Deep Poverty 
(50% of the Federal Poverty Level or $10,210 for a family of 
three) has doubled in the last twenty years despite overall 
economic growth. Deep Poverty, especially when experienced 
early in life, damages health, social-emotional development, 
and educational attainment long past childhood. 

Tens of thousands of Washington families are working harder 
and still finding themselves unable meet their children’s basic 
needs, much less set them up for successful futures. Even 
worse, policy and budget decisions at all levels of government 
— from welfare reform to affordable housing policy — have not 
only caused poverty to rise, but rise more sharply for families 
and communities of color.

This is not acceptable. It is also not inevitable. We know what 
to do. We need to make targeted investments in communities 
with low incomes and communities of color. We need to 
implement solutions that raise fair revenue, build a robust 
safety net, and invest in our communities. 

Poverty Action’s 2018 public policy agenda proposes some 
much-needed solutions to combat poverty in our state, and 
is framed using a racial equity lens. It reflects the values and 
priorities gathered through statewide listening sessions, board 
meetings, and community events. Throughout the year, we will 
mobilize our network to act on these values in Olympia and in 
every corner of the state.

We will continue to lead the fight against poverty in our state, 
and fight for a Washington that is socially, racially, economically, 
and politically just. Together, we can ensure that everyone in our 
state has the opportunity to live lives of prosperity and dignity.

Thank you for joining us in this fight.

Sincerely,

Marcy Bowers, Director

DEAR FRIENDS,
Poverty is a systemic issue, which disproportionately impacts people at the 
intersections of race, class, gender, gender expression, sexuality, and ability. 
We understand that racism codified into law and policy, whether by design 
or accident, is one of the greatest perpetuators of poverty in America. For 
example, communities of color have been disenfranchised for centuries 
through poll taxes, redlining, segregated school systems, the war on drugs, 
housing policies, and much more.

In the US, it will take 228 years 
for black households to attain the 
assets and wealth — beyond income 
level or earning potential — of their 
white counterparts.

Since these barriers and disparities are created and maintained by public policies 
and practices, they can be addressed and eliminated through thoughtful public 
policy campaigns. To this end, Poverty Action infuses racial justice into every 
aspect of our work: in the questions we asked at listening sessions this fall, in 
our policy analysis, and in all components of our campaigns.

We support policies that build equitable communities with access and power 
for all.

In order to be included in Poverty Action’s legislative agenda, a public policy must: 

 • Create racial equity and address systemic problems that contribute to poverty,

 • Be supported by people living on low incomes,

 • Engage our members in the civic process, and 

 • Provide Poverty Action the opportunity to play a meaningful role on the issue.

We not only work to change policy, but also to challenge the myths about 
why people live in poverty. We do this by working with community members to 
share their personal stories with lawmakers, grounded within a systemic context.

Public policy has had an incredible impact on low-income communities and 
communities of color, yet we are humbled to witness how people with low 
incomes and people of color continue to make an incredible impact on 
public policy. Join us as we organize, share our stories, and ultimately create a 
more equitable Washington State!

OUR APPROACH
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MEETING BASIC  
NEEDS FOR  
ALL PEOPLE

RACIAL EQUITY ANALYSIS
Our communities are stronger when everyone can meet their basic needs and 
access opportunities from a position of stability. Yet, in Washington State, the 
number of families with children living in Deep Poverty (50% of the Federal 
Poverty Level) has doubled in the last twenty years. Not only has the wealth 
gap grown across our state, it has widened even more dramatically along racial 
and ethnic lines. Long-standing racial inequities in systems such as housing, 
education, and incarceration, combined with years of dramatic disinvestments 
in basic needs programs, have exacerbated the disproportionate impact of 
poverty in communities of color. 

Safety net programs provide support to families and individuals struggling 
with hunger, homelessness or unsafe shelter, and financial instability. These 
are the types of barriers that harm kids’ health and ability to succeed in school 
and parents’ ability to care for and support their families. Investing in basic 
needs support is a direct investment in our communities and a fundamental 
part of ensuring a baseline of economic security.

In Washington, only 27% of families 
with children living in poverty 
received TANF in 2014 – 2015.  
Twenty years ago, 75% did.

TEMPORARY ASSISTANCE FOR NEEDY 
FAMILIES (TANF)
Every child should have their basic needs met. Our state’s TANF system helps 
families with children in deep poverty reach economic security by providing 
limited cash assistance, childcare, and support in finding employment. People 
who receive TANF and WorkFirst (TANF’s associated employment program) 
engage in an immediate job search and participate in work-training activities.
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HOUSING AND ESSENTIAL NEEDS (HEN) 
AND AGED, BLIND, AND DISABLED (ABD)
We all hope that if something unexpected happens in our lives, we will have 
access to support and the opportunity for a decent quality of life. HEN helps 
people who are temporarily unable to work due to a physical or mental 
disability meet their basic needs. Recipients are not eligible for federal 
assistance, so they receive housing assistance and essential items, such as 
toothpaste and toilet paper, from the state.

ABD provides $197 per month in cash assistance to adults living with long-term 
disabilities who are in the process of applying for federal Supplemental Security 
Income (SSI). The ABD grant helps disabled adults who are unable to work meet 
their basic needs while they wait for federal SSI approval. Once a participant 
transfers to SSI, the federal government reimburses the state for the funds 
spent on that person’s ABD grant.

Ensure the state’s changing 
approach to Adult Dental 
maintains or improves 
affordable dental care. 

Preserve funding for HEN.

Pass legislation that allows 
free access to medical 
records for people appealing 
a denial of SSI/SSDI.

Increase the TANF 
grant amount to help 
families actually meet 
their basic needs. 

Invest in WorkFirst so it 
provides real educational 
and training opportunities. 

Expand Adult Dental to 
include access for elderly 
immigrants with disabilities 
who do not meet the 
federal qualifications for 
Medicaid Adult Dental.

Preserve and increase 
the ABD grant.

Eliminate or significantly 
increase TANF asset limits, so 
families with basic resources, 
such as a vehicle or money 
saved for a rent deposit, can 
participate in the program.

Reinstate the Child Support 
Pass-Through, which would 
allow parents to receive 
a portion of their child 
support directly rather than 
have it taken by the state to 
subsidize the TANF program.

POSITION

POSITION

POSITION

MEDICAID ADULT DENTAL
Having access to affordable dental care improves people’s ability to eat, work, 
and go to school. Routine dental care can prevent serious medical conditions 
like heart disease and stroke, and even death. Adult Dental is a partnership 
between the state and federal governments, which expanded to provide 
approximately 700,000 more Washingtonians with access to affordable dental 
care when our state implemented the Affordable Care Act. Yet, there are still 
many adults going without the care they need.
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BREAKING DOWN 
BARRIERS TO 
REENTRY

RACIAL EQUITY ANALYSIS
The US is the world leader in incarceration rates, jailing 25% of the world’s 
prison population. The incarceration rate in Washington State is the same as 
Russia and Iran, and only slightly behind Cuba. Racialized policies and practices, 
from the war on drugs to three strikes laws, in combination with higher arrest 
rates and more severe sentencing for people of color, have resulted in the 
incarceration of African Americans, Latinos, and Native Americans at much 
higher rates than their white counterparts. Post-incarceration life has also 
become more difficult because of limits on voting rights and unequal access 
to employment, housing, public benefits, and education. Poverty Action 
supports bills that provide opportunities for people to reclaim their lives, 
support their families, and participate in their communities after serving their 
sentences.

LEGAL FINANCIAL OBLIGATIONS (LFOs)
LFOs trap many people and their families into cycles of poverty, instability, 
and debt. LFOs are financial penalties assessed as part of a criminal sentence, 
only a small portion of which is used for restitution. These fines carry a 12% 
interest rate, one of the highest in the nation, which accrues while people are 
incarcerated. Most people assigned LFOs have limited incomes and struggle 
to pay these fines after their incarceration. When this happens, the courts often 
classify people as “failing to pay,” and then subject them to sanctions including 
arrest, re-incarceration, driver’s license suspension, and wage garnishment.

ENACTING FAIR AND 
REASONABLE CONSUMER 
PROTECTIONS

RACIAL EQUITY ANALYSIS
Everyone, regardless of their income, should have fair and reasonable 
consumer protections when they borrow money. Yet, exploitative debt 
collection practices and predatory lending can ensnare people in cycles 
of poverty. As longstanding racial disparities in wealth and income have 
continued, households of color are much less likely to have assets or cash 
on hand to handle unexpected expenses or a loss of income. As a result, 
predatory lenders aggressively target communities of color, putting 
households in these communities at a much greater risk for overwhelming 
debt than white households. Poverty Action advocates for both maintaining 
the consumer protections already put in place and enacting stronger debt 
and lending protections that will help Washington families avoid debt or 
lower their amount owed.

DEBT COLLECTION PRACTICES
Families fall into debt for a variety of reasons, including an illness, housing costs, 
or job loss. In the last decade, US households saw their debt grow by 11%, and 
the average household in the US owes nearly $134,000, including mortgages. 
Debt collection companies take advantage of this situation, depriving people of 
their hard-earned income through unfair collection practices. These companies 
have also increased their political power in recent years and promoted bills that 
would allow them to charge more fines and fees to consumers working to pay 
down their debts.

POSITION POSITION

POSITION

POSITION

Pass legislation that reduces 
or eliminates non-restitution 
LFO debt.

Prevent exploitative debt 
collection practices, 
particularly with medical 
debt, to help Washingtonians 
avoid debt or lower 
their amount owed.

Maintain the payday lending 
protections already put in 
place by the legislature. 

Strengthen policies and 
practices governing 
hospital charity care.

Oppose the creation of 
any new lending products 
that carry high interest 
rates and threaten to trap 
families in cycles of debt.

Pass the Washington Fair 
Chance Act to “ban the box.”

WASHINGTON FAIR CHANCE ACT  
(BAN THE BOX)
Many job application forms contain a checkbox that asks about criminal 
history. This checkbox often screens out applicants without providing them 
the opportunity to explain the circumstances of a past arrest or conviction. 
These boxes also minimize the skills, qualifications, and expertise of applicants 
— critical factors for employers to assess in the hiring process. “Ban the box” 
legislation would allow applicants a fair chance when applying for a job before 
being asked about arrests or convictions by prospective employers.

PREDATORY LENDING
Each year, payday lenders drain hundreds of millions of dollars from working 
class communities, seniors, and people of color. Payday and installment loan 
products carry huge fees and interest rates, and are designed with terms 
that borrowers usually cannot meet, forcing people into high-cost, long-term 
debt. In 2009 Washington State passed its first law to rein in payday lenders, 
saving Washingtonians $952 million in fines and fees. Consumers need strong 
protections, such as the 2009 payday lending reforms, which safeguard their 
crucial assets and ability to meet their basic needs, especially in times of crisis.
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BRIDGING THE 
OPPORTUNITY GAP

RACIAL EQUITY ANALYSIS
Sixty years after the Supreme Court ruled school segregation unconstitutional 
in Brown v. Board of Education, the legacy of “separate but equal” and 
institutional racism can still be observed in a variety of measures, including 
lower standardized test scores, lower grade point averages, higher dropout 
rates, more severe disciplinary measures, and lower college enrollment and 
completion rates for students of color. Washington State has the chance 
to ensure all kids will succeed by addressing the inequities in our state’s 
educational system.

EQUITY IN K–12 EDUCATION
All students, regardless of race, income, location, or ethnicity, should have 
equal access to the opportunity to learn. However, studies show that students 
living on low incomes, students of color, and students in rural areas have less 
access to educational opportunities than white or wealthier students. Closing 
the opportunity gap for these students is critical to ensuring all students have 
an equal chance to receive a good education and access opportunities to learn.

FAIR DISCIPLINE IN SCHOOLS
Every child deserves fair and equal disciplinary measures in schools that support 
their capacity to achieve academically and socially. However, criminalization of 
student misbehavior is rising sharply. Students, particularly students of color and 
students with disabilities, are increasingly disciplined through expulsion and out-
of-school suspension. This removes students from the learning environment and 
exacerbates the opportunity gap. We support de-escalation and trauma-informed 
training for teachers and administrators, among other techniques to decriminalize 
school discipline and stop the school-to-prison pipeline.

POSITION

POSITION

POSITION

Support funding and policies 
that increase access to higher 
education and training for 
people with lower incomes, 
as well as previously and 
currently incarcerated people.

Ensure that resources for 
education are distributed 
equitably, providing students 
experiencing the opportunity 
gap with the most support.

Support and strengthen 
equitable, compassionate, 
and effective methods of 
discipline in schools.

Maintain and expand 
funding for the I-BEST 
program that supports 
adult basic skills students in 
postsecondary occupational 
education and training.

Build systems to track 
progress over time to 
strengthen supports for 
under-performing schools and 
struggling students.

Maintain and expand funding 
for need-based financial aid 
such as the State Need Grant, 
College Bound Scholarships, 
and Opportunity Grants.

Expand the pipeline for 
educators and leaders who 
serve students facing the 
greatest opportunity gap. 

Reform student loan 
practices to prevent high-
cost debt as a result of 
accessing higher education.
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ACCESS TO HIGHER EDUCATION  
AND TRAINING
Everyone dreams of a better future for themselves and the ones they love. 
Yet many people in our state are unable to access the education they need 
to achieve their dreams of earning a degree, buying their home, or opening 
a small business. This severely limits their earning potential in the workforce, 
personal and professional growth, and ability to earn and save money.

Over 5,000 children in K– 2nd grade 
were suspended or expelled during 
the 2015 – 2016 school year. 
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BUDGETING TO INVEST 
IN WASHINGTON’S  
FUTURE

RACIAL EQUITY ANALYSIS
Our state revenue system is the most unfair in the nation and worsens the 
racial inequity created by long-standing barriers to economic security. Families 
living on low incomes, which are disproportionally families of color, pay up to 
eight times more in state and local taxes as a share of their income than their 
wealthier counterparts. Current regressive tax policies do not bring in enough 
revenue to meet the demands of our state — resulting in underfunded 
schools, a lack of infrastructure, and repeated cuts to safety net programs. 
All told, communities living on low incomes and communities of color face a 
double burden in our system: they pay a higher portion of their incomes in 
taxes, only to see fewer resources come their way.

Families with the lowest incomes 
in our state pay up to eight times 
more in state and local taxes, 
as a share of their income, than 
our state’s wealthiest families.

SUFFICIENT REVENUE
Our communities thrive when all people can meet their basic needs and 
have opportunities to prosper. Years of devastating budget cuts have caused 
thousands of Washingtonians to lose vital support services that they have 
relied on to make ends meet, get through hard times, and transform their lives. 
Moreover, our public institutions, from schools to housing to infrastructure, are 
suffering from decades of disinvestment. We must build upon our growing 
economy and create a more robust and fair revenue system that is able to meet 
the demands of our communities. We need new, progressive sources of revenue 
to maintain important services, create jobs and opportunities, protect our most 
vulnerable people, mitigate racial disparities, and ensure a secure economic 
future for our state.

WORKING FAMILIES TAX REBATE
The Working Families Tax Rebate (WFTR), which became law in 2008, is 
Washington State’s version of the very successful federal Earned Income Tax 
Credit (EITC). The EITC has moved millions and millions of people across the 
US out of poverty, the majority of whom were children. Yet, the state legislature 
has never funded the WFTR in the budget, missing a vital opportunity to boost 
incomes for more than 350,000 working families in our state. If implemented, the 
WFTR would refund a portion of the state retail sales tax to eligible households, 
reducing the tax bill for low-wage workers by as much as 30%, increasing 
their economic security and mitigating the impact of our state’s regressive tax 
structure on families with low incomes.

POSITION

POSITION

POSITION

Create and fund an equitable, 
statewide Children’s Savings 
Account program, which 
provides a larger “seed” 
deposit for children born into 
families living with poverty.

Create a progressive, 
steady revenue source 
that can support a healthy 
economy and meet the 
needs of our state, such 
as a capital gains tax. 

Close corporate 
tax loopholes.

Fund implementation of the 
Working Families Tax Rebate.
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CHILDREN’S SAVINGS ACCOUNTS
We all want our children to be able to pursue their aspirations, such as a college 
education; however, the financial burden of college can be a barrier for many 
families with low incomes. Children’s Savings Accounts (CSAs) are long-term 
savings or investment accounts established for youth ages 0-18 and allowed 
to grow until children reach adulthood. Many CSA programs provide an initial 
“seed” deposit, and savings are built by contributions from family, friends, 
and the children themselves. CSAs build assets over time to help today’s 
children access post-secondary education in the future, as well as take on 
entrepreneurship or homeownership.
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