


The past two years have been extraordinary in virtually every sense   
of the word. Communities across our state faced extraordinary loss and 
hardship throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, while also showing 
extraordinary resilience and compassion in the face of it. Families lost loved 
ones and their livelihoods, and navigated complicated systems in search of 
relief, while also joining together to create mutual aid programs to support 
their neighbors.

State lawmakers also faced extraordinary tests of their profession, 
operating in a first-ever virtual legislative session where communities 
demanded action to meet the extraordinary moment. And in 2021, the 
lawmakers took enormous strides toward making our state more just and 
equitable. After years of our advocacy, legislators passed a capital gains 
excise tax, funded the Working Families Tax Credit, increased the 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) grant, and added 
protections for low-income consumers from harmful debt collection tactics.

In fall, Poverty Action traveled around the state — mostly via Zoom, but 
sometimes in person — to hear from people living on low incomes about 
their experiences and ideas for future policy change. We heard stories of 
hardship, frustration, and exhaustion, but as importantly, we heard about 
how COVID-related policy responses — such as expanded unemployment 
insurance, federal stimulus checks, and the state’s Immigrant Relief Fund 
— helped people survive this extraordinary time. We also heard that we 
can’t go back to the “old normal” that routinely allowed people to fall 
through the cracks of our frayed safety net.

The stories and demands of parents, students, friends, family members, and 
workers bolster our belief that a just and equitable Washington state is not 
only necessary, but possible.

As we kick off 2022, we must again come together to stand in solidarity 
and build on the momentum in support of low-income communities and 
communities of color across our state. 

To be sure, it will take all of us to make this happen. It will take all of our 
calls, emails, and virtual visits to our lawmakers. It will take all of us 
testifying and sharing our stories. And it will take lawmakers forwarding 
bold, innovative policies that remove barriers and create pathways 
toward economic and racial justice.

We hope you will join us in this extraordinary task. 

In solidarity,

Marcy Bowers, Executive Director



At Poverty Action we believe that in order for us to live our lives 
with safety and dignity, we must transform the systems that are 
harming us into systems that we can trust. And the only way to 
do that is to center the lives and stories of Washingtonians who 
have experienced poverty at the tables where those changes can 
be made. 

We are fighting for a world where every person can put food on 
the table, pay for our families’ everyday needs, and pursue our 
own goals in life, no matter who we are or where we come from.
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Kent

 •  Residents feel that more community resources — like access to 
transportation, food delivery, and mental health support — would 
improve their wellbeing and sense of safety.

 •  Debt from court involvement, child support payments, and payday 
loans make it hard to reach financial stability. Options to build 
credit or savings feel out of reach.

 •  Those insured through Apple Health dental insurance are left with 
expensive bills and unresolved dental issues due to high out-of-
pocket costs. They feel like they are being taken advantage of by 
dental care providers.

 •  The eligibility requirements and application process for basic 
needs assistance are confusing, and applicants feel like the 
assistance they do qualify for is not enough. The assets and savings 
restrictions imposed in order to qualify seem unfair.

Vancouver

 •  There are not enough mental health 
supports to meet the need in the area. 
Police are not equipped to respond 
to nonviolent situations and people 
experiencing mental health crises.

 •  Eligibility requirements to get basic 
needs assistance are too strict, and the 
income limits are too low.

 •  Apple Health insurance is not enough 
to meet dental and vision care needs, 
forcing people to save up or turn to 
cheaper, less effective options for 
treatment. Delayed care because of 
long wait times for an appointment 
sometimes ends up requiring 
emergency room services.

 •  Residents say there are not enough 
resources when facing housing 
insecurity or homelessness. They 
feel unsafe in their communities, are 
treated unfairly by landlords, and 
increasingly worry about their financial 
and overall wellbeing.
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Each year, our policy agenda is informed by the conversations   
and feedback we hear from people living on low incomes and in 
communities of color throughout Washington. Every other year, Poverty 
Action staff and board members conduct listening sessions in towns and 
communities whose demographics reflect the communities we work 
alongside. In 2021, we met with community members in Kent, Vancouver, 
Yakima, and Spokane.
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Yakima

 •  Workers must risk their income when exposed to COVID-19 
or because of increased need to care for family.

 •  High debt from medical bills, student loans, and payday 
loans forces families to make tough decisions when it 
comes to health care, food, education, and paying off debt.

 •  Residents experience racial profiling by police in their 
community and believe police need training on addressing 
implicit bias, responding to instances of domestic violence, 
and working with the Hispanic* community.

 •  Individuals run into roadblocks when trying to access 
basic needs assistance. Changing eligibility requirements, 
programs that don’t accommodate seasonal income, 
and lack of access to technology and translation services 
prevent many from getting the help they need.

 •  Residents find it extremely difficult to get dental care and 
feel neglected by the oral healthcare system. Not getting 
access to this care impacts their mental health, school 
or work performance — and in severe cases can be life-
threatening. 

Spokane

 •  Residents mostly rely on neighbors and family members for financial 
support, safety, and information on where to find resources.

 •  Making just slightly more money can lead to loss of food and cash 
benefits, forcing residents to spend more time and resources to 
make sure they meet their basic needs.

 •  Debt from medical bills and student loans is a barrier to saving 
money, building credit, and covering emergency expenses, pushing 
residents even further into debt.

 • Residents are experiencing anxiety and depression from trying to  
 make ends meet and provide for their families.

* Yakima residents who attended the listening session self-identified as Hispanic



Overview

We all deserve to have what we need to survive and live healthy lives.   
No one should ever have to worry about how to pay for their next meal  
or next month’s rent. This is possible when we have fully funded safety net 
programs and when we are treated with dignity and respect when we ask 
for help.

The goal of state-funded safety net programs is to protect adults and 
children from the harmful effects of deep poverty. However, the people 
making enormous profits from paying us lower wages and raising 
consumer costs use negative stereotypes about people living in poverty to 
influence our representatives and keep us from standing together against 
injustice. Too often, well-funded efforts bury the voices of those most 
impacted when policy decisions about safety net programs are made, 
pushing those of us struggling to get by deeper into a cycle of poverty. 

ISSUE #1
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Over the years, the state legislature has voted to pull funding away from 
programs that protect our community, leaving our safety net full of holes 
and families unable to meet their basic needs. The legislature has 
maintained recession-era policies, such as strict time limits on the 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program, that create 
barriers to access for Black, Indigenous, Latin@, and other communities 
of color. Existing hardships have only worsened as the COVID-19 crisis 
has continued, most deeply harming those of us with the lowest incomes. 

“The people who could use the program as well, who are just 
barely above that marker, we get stuck in that same boat of 
like, ‘well, we could use that program, but we’re not poor enough.’

Vancouver Listening Session participant

“Just because I have anxiety and that’s a mental 
illness, doesn’t mean that I don’t realize what you’re 
saying about me and how you’re treating me.”

Kent Listening Session participant, on applying 
for basic needs assistance

“You can’t get HEN if you’re on TANF or SSI, but 
you can get HEN if you’re on ABD, which is helpful  
— but [my mom] couldn’t find a place to live.”

Kent Listening Session participant
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What We’re Doing About It

Poverty Action is dedicated to strengthening basic needs supports and 
advocating for policies that ensure a baseline of economic security.  
Our safety net work is focused on three programs: one that supports 
families with children (TANF), and two that support adults with disabilities 
(Housing and Essential Needs – HEN and Aged, Blind, and Disabled – 
ABD). To ensure everyone is treated with dignity and respect when 
accessing these programs, we support meaningful improvements such as:

•   Extending protections put in place in response to the pandemic     
 that offer equitable access to financial help and ensure financial       
 stability.

•   Increasing cash grants to meet the real, everyday needs of those   
 of us living on the lowest incomes.

ISSUE #1

While the legislature added some temporary protections during the 
pandemic — which have resulted in more equitable access to financial 
help — once these policies expire, families of color will once again be cut 
off from safety net programs at a much higher rate and have a harder 
time getting assistance. The legislature has a responsibility to make sure 
all of us can get the help we need no matter our race, where we live, or 
where we come from.

We know what it costs for families to meet their most basic needs in 
Washington, and our safety net programs only pay a fraction of this cost. 
This fraction is a lifeline of critical support, but only a shadow of what is 
needed to provide people an exit out of poverty toward the possibility of 
good health and peace of mind. 



ISSUE #2

Overview

We believe that Washington can be a state without poverty where the 
wealthy pay what they owe, and nobody struggles to make ends meet. 
Poverty Action works to simplify the process for getting the financial help 
we deserve and to expand easily accessible cash assistance. We are the 
experts in our own lives and know how to meet our needs better than 
anyone else.

For decades, the state legislature has voted to give large corporations 
huge tax breaks and subsidies while financial relief has only been granted 
to those of us deemed “worthy” of help. Corporations profiting from these 
policy decisions spread false narratives to divide the “deserving” from the 
“undeserving,” leaving those of us who cannot work — or can’t find work 
— to fend for ourselves. This sends the harmful message that people 
running large corporations can be trusted with billions of our tax dollars, 
but families struggling to get by on low incomes can’t be trusted with a 
few hundred dollars. Instead of tightly controlling resources in a state with 
plenty to go around, we should make cash benefits available to all.
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Just within this last week, I have stood outside of a church for 
two hours to get clothes for the kids. I have used the community 
center to help with rent because I can’t work full time. I’m a 
single mom with two kids and I have a good job, but I have 
$80,000 in loans. If my tire got a nail in it, I panic. There goes our 
food benefits for the month. It’s just a constant stress and hustle, 
but that’s just a part of receiving benefits and trying to take care 
of your family.

Spokane Listening Session Participant



ISSUE #2

What We’re Doing About It

Poverty Action supports direct cash assistance to the people of Washington 
state through: 

•   Adding funding for resources and outreach to ensure equitable access   
 to the Working Families Tax Credit.

•   Supporting efforts to implement a guaranteed basic income. 

•   Passing progressive revenue solutions to fund cash assistance      
 programs and making these programs as widely available as possible.

9

1  Washington State Budget & Policy Center:
https://budgetandpolicy.org/schmudget/the-working-families-tax-credit-is-a-proven-
tool-for-better-health/ 

Through easily accessible unrestricted cash assistance, we can live 
healthier lives, afford stable housing, and focus on our families, 
education, and career goals1.  

We know this works! In 2021, parents in Washington shared with us that 
receiving monthly checks through the expanded Child Tax Credit helped 
pay for back-to-school supplies, childcare, debt they couldn’t previously 
afford to pay down, and household bills. Most notably, parents shared 
that the monthly payments meant they did not have to choose between 
essential household needs, and that their overall feelings of stress and 
worry were reduced. We all deserve the trust and opportunity to care for 
ourselves and our families in the ways we know best.



ISSUE #3

Overview

All Washingtonians, no matter our race, where we live, what insurance  
we can afford, or how much money we make, want to live a healthy life.  
Our kids should get to be kids without suffering dental pain. Seniors 
should enjoy retirement without worrying how to pay for routine dental 
visits. And parents should be able to put their money towards their 
family’s future instead of medical debt from preventable emergency 
dental procedures.

Many of us in Washington are unable to access dental care because it’s 
far too expensive — even for routine, preventative care — and most   
of the time our other bills, rent, and children’s wellbeing must come first.  
We heard from listening session participants that even when they have 
access to Apple Health, the state's health insurance program, very few 
dentists in their area will accept their insurance, forcing them to travel 
long distances to find the care they need or go without. Left untreated, 
poor oral health can lead to overall health complications and even death. 
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I am disabled and only have so much to work with per month. 
I have to prioritize food, medicine, and housing.

Friday Harbor Resident

For years, the Washington State Dental Association has used its influence 
to block legislation that would increase equitable access to dental care: 
authorization of statewide dental therapy. Dental therapists are dental 
care professionals who work under the supervision of licensed dentists to 
provide high quality care for a lower cost. Currently, dental therapists are 
practicing on tribal lands across Washington, providing culturally 
competent and affordable care. Dental therapists are trained on a 
limited range of commonly needed services, so the cost of education and 
certification is significantly less than what is required to be a dentist, creating 
an affordable pathway to quality employment in the healthcare field. 



What We’re Doing About It

Poverty Action supports policies that prioritize the health and wellness of 
Washingtonians by boosting access to affordable and comprehensive 
dental care by:

•   Maintaining current investments in the Medicaid Adult Dental 
program. In 2021, the state doubled funding for Medicaid Adult Dental 
reimbursement rates, helping incentivize more dentists to see more 
Medicaid patients. 

•   Expanding dental therapy across Washington state. 

I opted to take out four teeth a month or two ago just because I 
literally could not stand the debt I would've had to repair them.  
I can't afford dentures either or anything that would replace 
those teeth. So, I'm just kind of stuck with the pain. I think that 
we need dental therapy in Washington.

Spokane Listening Session participant

11

ISSUE #3



Overview

All of us should be able to live with safety, dignity, and power over our own 
futures. The money we pay in taxes should go to programs that keep us 
safe, not to a broken model of policing that disproportionately targets 
people of color. Poverty Action supports the movement that emerged in the 
summer of 2020 calling for true police accountability and defunding police 
to invest in communities of color. Black lives matter. 

In communities across Washington state, excessive funding is devoted to 
police departments while programs that make our neighborhoods truly 
safe go underfunded. In Washington, over four times as much state funding 
is budgeted for prisons and policing than for cash assistance and tax 
credits for working families.  
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2  Washington Department of Corrections biennial budget,     
Washington State Office of Financial Management:
https://ofm.wa.gov/budget/state-budgets/gov-inslees-proposed-2019-21-budgets/
agency-detail-budgets/310

3  Washington State Patrol biennial budget, Washington State Office of Financial Management:
https://ofm.wa.gov/budget/state-budgets/gov-inslees-proposed-2019-21-budgets/
agency-detail-budgets/225

4  How States Spend Funds Under the TANF Block Grant: Washington, Center of Budget   
and Policy Priorities, 2021: 
https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/tanf_spending_wa.pdf

5  Thirteen-Year Effort to Implement a Working Families Tax Credit Ends in Success, Rockefeller 
Foundation, 2021: https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/case-study/
thirteen-year-effort-to-implement-a-working-families-tax-credit-ends-in-success/

ISSUE #4

Washington Department of Corrections 2019 budget: 

$1.2 billion2

Washington State Patrol 2019 budget: 

$379 million3

TANF spending on direct cash assistance in 2019: 

$142 million4

Total expected WFTC payments in 2023: 

$250 million5



For too long, the state legislature has voted for policies that criminalize 
poverty, paving the way for an era of mass incarceration and lax oversight 
of police practices, alongside sweeping cuts to basic needs programs.   
In Washington state, police are authorized to seize any valuable property 
that they determine to be associated with certain drug-related crimes, 
even before the person being charged goes to court. If found innocent, the 
owner must navigate a complex process to have their valuable belongings 
returned. Each year, police departments in Washington state keep millions 
of dollars in revenue6  from seized property, creating a profit incentive for 
police officers.

Instead of subjecting communities of color to over-policing and unfair 
property seizure – wasting valuable resources on failed models rooted in 
racism – we can create healthy neighborhoods by meeting basic needs.   
It's time for a different approach that turns its back on the failed policies  
of the past.

What We’re Doing About It

Poverty Action is working to further a world with racial and economic justice by: 

•   Working to end unfair property seizure and police violation of civil liberties. 

•   Supporting movements to redistribute resources from policing to social  
 programs. 

•   Strengthening and expanding the police accountability measures       
 passed in the 2021 Legislative Session. 
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6  Policing for Profit: The Abuse of Civil Asset Forfeiture: Washington State Profile, Institute for 
Justice, 2020: https://ij.org/report/policing-for-profit-3/?state=WA

ISSUE #4

Growing up, I was told never to call the police because they 
might hurt someone in our household, or me. I never thought of 
them as a safety net.
Kent Listening Session Participant

I work with kids and it’s sad, because I’ve heard them say how they 
feel their parents’ fear, like ‘Here comes the police and they’re 
gonna arrest me.’ Or 'Hide because the police are going to get you.' 
We don’t talk about how it’s a system that is going to protect us. 
We learn that they’re part of a system that oppresses us.

Yakima Listening Session Participant

Total expected WFTC payments in 2023: 

$250 million5



Overview

We believe that we all should have what we need to support our families 
and have a valued voice in the decisions that affect our lives, regardless 
of whether we have been impacted by the criminal justice system.

In Washington state, life after incarceration is difficult as people struggle 
to obtain housing, employment, education, and reunite with family.  
Our system of court-imposed fines and fees, called Legal Financial 
Obligations (LFOs), trap many people and their families into cycles of 
debt and poverty. Nearly every person convicted in a Washington court 
receives a bill for LFOs at sentencing. The bill can include the cost of a 
public defender and a flat charge for each day spent in jail. Furthermore, 
Washington law mandates that LFOs have an annual interest rate of 12 
percent – one of the highest in the nation. Most people assigned LFOs 
have limited incomes and struggle to pay these fines after incarceration. 

In 2018, the legislature voted to pass strong reforms to our state’s LFO 
system. Courts now must take into account a person’s ability to pay, 
allowing judges to waive interest on LFOs that are not considered 
restitution. The 2018 law also prohibits the practice of jailing people who 
cannot afford to pay their LFOs. But even with these important reforms, 
many in our community still struggle to pay, limiting the chance to regain 
stability after incarceration.

ISSUE #4

What We’re Doing About It

Poverty Action supports policies that provide the opportunity for us to 
reclaim our lives and support our families following incarceration by:

•   Eliminating mandatory fines and fees at sentencing and expanding 
who qualifies for waived interest so that fewer of us impacted by the 
criminal justice system get trapped in LFO debt in the first place.
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We are poor because the system ensures we stay poor.

Yakima Listening Session participant

I think debt is holding me back from exploring my full potential and 
becoming anything I’d really want to be. I’d love to be a lawyer but 
I just can’t take out any more loans, so it’s really holding me back. 
But it would mean freedom and security for me and my family 
— and peace of mind that I could help other people with that kind 
of a degree that are struggling as well.

Spokane Listening Session participant



For years, certain legislators have voted to cut funding for programs 
meant to protect us from the impacts of poverty and provide help when 
we fall on hard times. The ongoing pandemic drained already 
underfunded safety net programs, urging our lawmakers to add avenues 
to financial relief for those of us most impacted. 

To build on the historic progress made in the 2021 Legislative Session and 
create a world where we all can put food on the table, pay for our family’s 
everyday needs, and pursue our own goals in life, it will take all of us 
standing together and ensuring that those of us who have experienced 
poverty get a seat at the table where real change can be made. 

We invite you to stand with us and thousands of other community 
advocates from across the state to take part in building a Washington 
where we have a say in the policy decisions that affect our lives. 

Visit us online and sign up for our Network News emails for opportunities 
to use your voice and to stay updated on our work.

We are poor because the system ensures we stay poor.

I hope that our voices will be heard — that they will not remain 
muffled so that we can achieve our goals. That our children can 
achieve their goals. That there is support for their studies. Where 
all young people feel involved — feel heard above all.

Yakima Listening Session participant
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