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™\, ESPITE REPEATED publication
of the relevant statistics, many
Americans still believe the War on
Poverty merely represents a waste-
ful expenditure of government
funds. The taxpayers’ hard-earned
dollars, they feel, are used to trans-
form able-bodied men into idlers
and public parasites. The great ma-
jority of the poor receiving public
assistance, however, are simply un-
able to work. This includes more
than 700,000 blind and disabled
persons, more than 2 million aged,
and almost 4 million children.

In the casec of others requiring
aid, jobs alone have proved to be
inadequate remedies for their con-
dition. Of the total 1.1 million
mothers on the welfare rolls, some
are employable—but it is question-
able whether society would bencfit
in the long run if they worked
rather than tended to the rearing
and education of their children.
(This docs not apply, of course, to
mothers of older children, or where
effective day-care facilities are
available.) Of the 160,000 poor,
able-bodied fathers, many are in
fact employed most of the year, but
at wages which nevertheless keep
them and their families in poverty.

A great number of individuals
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move in and out of poverty (defined
as a family income beclow $3,000),
demonstrating that not all poor
people are without initiative or de-
sire to work. In any event, these
qualities do not necessarily keep a
person out of poverty. A hard-
working coal miner, steam engine
operator or farmhand, for example,
may easily lose his job bccause of
technological advances or a slow-
down of the economy.

Leaving aside, then, the problem
of causation, the question is: How
may the War on Poverty itself be
most effectively waged? My own
studies have led me to conclude
that an insurance scheme, adminis-
tered by a consortium of private
insurance corporations with the
help of some Federal underwriting,
is the surest answer.

Under this system, a beneficiary
would be guaranteed that should
his family income fall below a spe-
cified level of, say, $6,000 a year,

_the insurance would cover up to 50

per cent of the difference betwcen
the family income and $6,000.
Able-bodied individuals who are
out of work would be paid the same
benefits—in other words, a’ Ritar
mum of $3,000—only if they can
show that jobs are not available.
The merits of the plan become evi-
dent when it is compared to other
proposals currently being discussed.

One is a guarantced minimum
income, commonly referred to as
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the Negative Income Tax, advanced
by 2,000 economists who signed a
petition last year on its behalf. Un-
der this scheme, all poor people
would receive a monthly check from
the Federal government to keep
them above the poverty line. Sena-
tor William Proxmire was some-
what  overpessimistic when he
cracked that he doubted there are
2,000 citizens who support the
Negative Income Tax. A Harris
poll taken in August 1967, though,
reported that only 28 per cent of
the public favored the plan; a more
recent Gallup poll, taken in Janu-
ary 1969, shows a mere 4 per cent
increase in that figure.

The Office of Economic Oppor-
tunity has been urging a type of
guaranteed minimum income, while
the Department of Health, Educa-
tion and Welfare (HEw) and many
national and local leaders secem to
be dead-set against it. But whatever
its virtues, this approach is consid-
ered to have little political appeal.

Key members of the Johnson
Administration and such liberal so-
cial scientists as Alvin Schorr at
HEw and Alfred Kahn at the New
York School of Social Work, have
preferred a combination of in-
creased Social Sccurity benefits for
the aged and the introduction of a
monthly allowance per child for
every family regardless of need. A
program of this sort already exists
in many countrics throughout the
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world. Its main drawback as an an-
tipoverty device is that 60 per cent
or more of the payments would go
to the nonpoor. Then, too, its csti-
mated cost of up to $40 billion a
year make it a highly charged po-
litical issue.

The antipoverty insurance pro-
gram I suggest would only pay
out to those in danger of falling
into poverty, and hence would be
low in cost. At the same time, it
would be attractive and valuable
to a large scgment of the nonpoor,
just as automobile insurance is vital
for those who never have an acci-
dent, allowing them peace of mind
and a sense of protection.

Millions of Americans hover just
above poverty. Many are past mid-
dle age, but not yet eligible for So-
cial Sccurity. In the event of ill-
ness, they have to depend on their
children, relatives or relief for sup-
port. Others are small businessmen
and artisans—proprictors or non-
salaried workers—whose  income
fluctuates and who need sccurity
against extreme want. (A high pro-
portion of the small businesses
launched each year collapse.) These
people, T expect, would be inclined
to buy antipoverty insurance if it
were not priced too high, and would
favor a political program that pro-
vided it, even though they do not
at present support other schemes
having a similar objective.

Those alrcady  impoverished
would bz allowed to purchase poli-
cics when first issued and draw
benefits immediatelv. (Public as-
sistance could pay the premiums.)
From then on, only persons who
had insured themselves and held
their policies for a specified period
would be protected.

Antipoverty insurance would dif-
fer from Social Security, which only
pays benefits to persons who are
65 years or older and to some cate-
gories of the disabled. Since the
benefits are usually not sufficient to
take their recipients out of poverty,
they need to be supplemented. Fur-
thermore, Social  Security is a
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costly vehicle because it pays equal
amounts to the rich and the poor.

In contrast to existing uncmploy-
ment insurance programs, the bene-
fits of insurance against poverty
would not be conditional on the
fact or duration of previous em-
ployment, or on level of income.
The assumption is that if a person
is honestly willing to work but can
find none, he should be able to re-
ceive assistance until a job is avail-
able, and on a level sufficient to pro-
tect him from poverty.

ET30 KEEP PREMIUMS low, it
would be necessary to raise
funds from various sources. Janies

Farmer has suggested the sclling of
antipoverty bonds, patterned after
Seriecs E Defense Bonds. In addi-
tion to earning interest, they would
have a “social consciousnecss” ap-
peal. The Federal government, too,
might provide a subsidy. But be-
cause the insurance would have an
income from premiums and bonds
and would only pay out benefits to
the poor, it would require substan-
tially less funding than other anti-
poverty plans.

Administration of the program
by a ncw corporation—a consor-
tium of private insurance corpora-
tions and Federal representatives
(in proportion to government ap-
propriations)-—would create a kind

of antipoverty COMSAT able to draw
on the experience of the insurance
industry for smooth operation. And
it would be in the corporation’s in-
terest to promote job-training and
placement efforts, for they could
tangibly reduce its expenditures.

The importance of preservin~
the incentive to work would be rec-
ognized by a “deductible” policy
feature similar to those in several
accident and sickness plans. 1f a
person’s income falls below the
specified level, only half the loss
would be compensated. This also
means that if a recipient does work,
he would not be penalized by the
elimination of benefits, which
would be reduced by only 50 cents
for each dollar he earns until he
again moves above the specified
level.

To draw benefits, an insured per-
son would have to file a declara-
tion of total incone, perhaps on a
simplified version of the Internal
Revenue form, once cvery six
months. This could Dbz spot
checked, unless a return seems ob-
viously out of line, following the
existing pattern for tax returns or
car insurance claims. Studies show
that cheating is likely to bz at a
minimum, and much less costly
than under present welfare pro-
grams.

Antipoverty insurance would
not be a miracle cure for all of
poverty’s ills. It certainly does not
deal directly with many psycholog-
ical problems inflicting some of the
poor, such as alcoholism, drug ad-
diction, crime, the effects of slum
housing, and so on. But it does
seem to me to provide a relatively
inexpensive, efficient, and politi-
cally feasible way to combat the
poverty of those unable to work
and of the temporarily unemployed.
Equally important, by covering
both the poor and nonpoor it would
remove the debilitating stigma and
sharp division of the country into
“haves” and “have nots” that many
other antipoverty approaches en-
tail.
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