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Thank you, Chairman Boustany, Ranking Member Doggett, and Members of the Subcommittee for the invitation to
appear before you today. My name is Rebecca Vallas, and I am the Director of Policy of the Poverty to Prosperity
Program at the Center for American Progress.

Without vital programs such as Social Security, nutrition assistance, Unemployment Insurance, and tax credits for
working families, America’s poverty rate would be twice as high as it is today, and more than 40 million more
Americans would be poor.' Indeed, using a measure of poverty that takes these and other important programs into
account, our safety net cut poverty by more than 40 percent between 1967 and 2012.1

In addition to mitigating poverty and hardship in the short-term, our nation’s safety net is an investment that pays long-
term dividends. For example, a growing body of research finds that children helped by programs such as the Earned
Income Tax Credit, or EITC, and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, or SNAP, have improved health, do
better in school, are more likely to graduate high school and attend college, and have increased employment and earnings
in adulthood.™ And boosting a child’s family income by just $3,000 per year is associated with a 17 percent earnings
increase in adulthood.”

A strong safety net is of the utmost importance to all of us as Americans, given that most of us will experience
significant economic insecurity at some point during our lives. Indeed, fully half of all Americans will experience at least
one year of poverty or near-poverty at some point during our working years. That number rises to 80 percent if you add
in those who experience unemployment or need to turn to the safety net for a year or more.” While staggering, these
statistics should come as little surprise given that common life experiences such as job loss, birth of a child, and illness
are among the main causes of poverty and hardship.

As we seek to ensure a strong safety net, ensuring program integrity must be a top priority. Thankfully, programs such as
Unemployment Insurance, or UI, Social Security Disability Insurance, or Disability Insurance, and Supplemental
Security Income, or SSI, are extremely efficient and have very high payment accuracy rates, exceeding 90 percent.
Importantly, just a tiny fraction of improper payments in these programs are due to fraud—the vast majority result from
administrative error or lack of understanding of complex program rules. We must work together to ensure that payment
error rates remain low —and providing the Department of Labor and the Social Security Administration with adequate
administrative funding to conduct necessary program integrity activities is of critical importance to achieving that goal.

In addition to keeping fraud and abuse as rare as possible, achieving the goal of program integrity also requires that we
ensure that benefits are paid timely to those who are eligible to receive them. Likewise, simplifying the work rules in



Social Security’s disability programs and improving Social Security’s earnings reporting process would make it easier
for beneficiaries to work up to their capacity —while reducing needless overpayments. Reforming the SSI asset limits
that have not budged in nearly three decades, as the SSI Restoration Act would do, would enable beneficiaries to build
modest precautionary savings and to plan for the future —while reducing needless but common overpayments that result
when beneficiaries have savings that exceed the artificially low limit of just $2,000 for an individual. And ensuring that
SSI beneficiaries may participate in medical clinical trials without jeopardizing their SSI or Medicaid eligibility, as the
bipartisan Ensuring Access to Clinical Trials Act would do, is another commonsense step that would prevent senseless
hardship to individuals with life-threatening illnesses, while also reducing needless overpayments.

Importantly, as we strive to keep improper payments rare, we must take a hard look at proposals that aim to enhance
program integrity to ensure that they will not lead to unintended consequences that would weaken critical programs and
cause significant hardship for struggling individuals and families. And we must acknowledge the critical importance of
providing the agencies that administer these vital programs with the administrative resources they need in order to ensure
program integrity.

Unemployment Insurance, Disability Insurance, and Supplemental Security Income
provide critical protection to American workers and their families

Unemployment Insurance keeps unemployed workers and their families afloat

The Unemployment Insurance, or U, system was established in 1935 as part of the Social Security Act. Ul protects
workers and their families against hardship in the event of job loss by temporarily replacing a portion of their lost wages
while they seek reemployment. Ul is primarily funded by employer contributions via payroll taxes on behalf of their
workers. A worker must have worked and paid in to Ul in order to receive benefits upon qualifying job loss. She must
also have lost a job through no fault of her own, and be “able to work, available to work, and actively seeking work.”

Ul is a federal-state program with minimal federal requirements and .
tremendous state ﬂesibi%ity. States are largely free toqset and adjust Average Ul benefit (2014):
employer tax rates, benefit levels and duration, and eligibility criteria— for S317 per week

instance, what type of work history is required and what sorts of work $1,268 per month

search requirements an individual must satisfy in order to qualify for !

benefits. There is thus considerable variation in state UI programs.

Historically states have had maximum benefit durations of 26 weeks or Federal poverty level for a
longer. However, in a recent trend, eight states have reduced the number .

of \xg/eeks of benefits available to fewegr than 26 weeks, with Florida cutting famlly of 3 (2014):
off benefits at just 14 weeks." $1,649 per month

The recent economic downturn offers a stark reminder of the critical

importance of the Ul system. While benefits are modest, averaging just over $300 per week and replacing 46 percent of
wages for the typical worker, Ul protected more than 5 million Americans from poverty in 2009, when unemployment
was at historic heights."# In addition to mitigating poverty and hardship, UI also functions as a powerful macroeconomic
stabilizer during recessions, by putting dollars in the pockets of hard-hit unemployed workers who will then go out and
spend them in their local communities. This in turn boosts demand, helping to prevent the spread of job loss. Every
dollar of Ul is estimated to generate $1.55 in economic activity,'" and the UI system led to the creation of nearly 2
million jobs at the height of the Great Recession.™ Additionally, Ul also prevented 1.4 million foreclosures between 2008
and 2012

Effective as Ul is, it fails to reach many unemployed workers in their time of need. As of December 2014, the UI
recipiency rate— the share of jobless workers receiving UI benefits—fell to an historic low of 23.1 percent. Moreover,
the United States has one of the least generous Ul systems in the developed world. Jobless benefit programs in European
nations and most other OECD member countries programs generally serve significantly larger shares of their
unemployed populations, provide benefits that replace a significantly higher share of worker’s previous earnings, and
offer benefits for far longer durations than the United States’ UI program.*! Additionally, most other countries require
employers to offer severance pay, which comes in addition to jobless benefits.
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Social Security Disability Insurance and Supplemental Security Income are critical lifelines

Social Security Disability Insurance has been a core pillar of our nation’s Social Security system for six decades, offering
critical protection when Americans need it most. Today, nearly all Americans—90 percent of covered workers ages 21 to
64 —are protected by Disability Insurance in the event of a life-changing disability or illness that prevents substantial
work M About 8.9 million disabled workers —including more than 1 million veterans —receive Disability Insurance
benefits, as do about 149,000 spouses and 1.8 million dependent

children of disabled workers.*" Most Disability Insurance Average SSDI benefit (2015):
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60 or older X" $1,165 per month
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benefit in 2015 is about $1,165 per month—not far above the federal
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beneficiaries, Disability Insurance is their main or sole source of income.*™ Benefits are so modest that many
beneficiaries struggle to make ends meet; nearly one in five, or about 1.6 million, disabled-worker beneficiaries live in
poverty. But without Disability Insurance, this figure would more than double, and more than 4 million beneficiaries
would be poor ™

Signed into law by President Nixon in 1972, Supplemental Security Income, or SSI, serves as another core component of
our nation’s Social Security system, providing critical financial support to Americans with very limited resources who
are elderly or have significant disabilities but who lack a sufficient work history to qualify for Social Security. SSI is a
means-tested program, and in order to qualify, an individual must have both very low income and assets (the asset limit
is $2,000 for an individual and $3,000 for a couple). About 2.1 million low-income seniors age 65 or older receive SSI,
as well as 4.9 million non-elderly adults and just under 1.3 million children with significant disabilities or severe
illnesses. ™ It is important to note that many SSI beneficiaries, while lacking the necessary work history to be insured for
Social Security, have worked and paid into the system but may simply lack the requisite number of quarters or the recent
work history that is needed.

The maximum SSI benefit in 2015 is $733 for an individual, but most beneficiaries receive significantly less. The
monthly benefit averaged just $541 per month™ —well below the federal poverty line for an individual —and SSI on its
own is not enough to protect someone from poverty. But for the seniors and persons with significant disabilities and
severe illnesses who are helped by SSI, it is nothing short of a lifeline, as most have no other source of income.

The modest but vital assistance that these programs provide makes it possible for beneficiaries to live independently,
keep a roof over their heads and food on the table, and pay for needed, often life-sustaining, medications. Without these
programs, many beneficiaries would be homeless or institutionalized as few have access to alternative sources of
support.™"

Eligibility criteria are stringent and only workers with the most serious disabilities and illnesses qualify
In order to qualify for Social Security disability benefits, an individual must meet the Social Security Administration’s

strict disability standard, which is used for both Disability Insurance and SSI: A disabled worker must be “unable to
engage in substantial gainful activity,” or SGA —defined as earning $1,090 per month for 2015 —“by reason of any
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medically determinable physical or mental impairment which can be expected to result in death or last for a continuous
period of not less than 12 months.”*" In order to meet this rigorous standard, a worker must not only be unable to do his
or her past jobs, but also—considering his or her age, education, and experience —any other job that exists in significant
numbers in the national economy at a level where he or she could earn even $270 per week.*"Proving eligibility requires
extensive medical evidence from one or more “acceptable medical sources” (licensed physicians, specialists, or other
approved medical providers) documenting the applicant’s severe impairment or impairments and resulting symptoms . **"!
Under this stringent standard, fewer than 4 in 10 of applications are approved even after all levels of appeal *iMany
wait a year—and in many cases much longer—before receiving needed benefits. Underscoring the strictness of the
disability standard, thousands of applicants die each year during the eligibility determination process.*™ Of those who
live long enough to receive benefits, one in five Disability Insurance beneficiaries die within five years of being
approved™* and beneficiaries have death rates three to six times higher than other people of their age ™"

The OECD describes the U.S. disability benefit system, along with those of Canada, Japan, and South Korea, as having
“the most stringent eligibility criteria for a full disability benefit, including the most rigorous reference to all jobs in the
labor market.”** Social Security disability benefits are also considerably less generous than most other countries’
disability programs. With Disability Insurance benefits replacing 42 percent of previous earnings for the median earner,
and SSI benefits at just three-quarters of the federal poverty line for an individual, the United States is ranked 30th out of
34 OECD member countries in terms of replacement rates.”* Many countries’ disability benefit programs replace 80
percent or more of previous earnings.***"

Social Security disability beneficiaries live with a diverse range of severe impairments and health conditions, such as
chronic heart failure, end stage renal disease, multiple sclerosis, advanced cancers, significant intellectual disabilities,
and severe mental illness. And while SSA data categorize beneficiaries according to their “primary diagnosis,” many
beneficiaries—particularly those with mental and musculoskeletal impairments™*—have multiple serious conditions.

Few beneficiaries are able to work at all, but for those whose conditions improve, the Social Security
disability programs contain strong work incentives and supports

Social Security Administration policies include strong work incentives and protections to encourage beneficiaries to
attempt to return to work. Disability Insurance beneficiaries may earn up to SGA —$1,090 per month in 2015 —without
losing any benefits. Those able to earn more than SGA for more than 12 months enter a nearly three-year “extended
period of eligibility,” during which they receive a benefit only in the months in which they earn less than SGA "
Thereafter, if at any point in the next five years their condition worsens and they are not able to continue working above
that level, they may return to benefits without having to repeat the lengthy disability determination process.**" These
policies are extremely helpful to beneficiaries with episodic symptoms or whose conditions improve over time.

SSI beneficiaries are encouraged to return to work as well. Their benefits are reduced based on their earnings —after the
first $85 of earnings each month, which is not counted against the benefit—but only by $1 for every $2 of earnings.
Beneficiaries who are able to do some work will thus always be better off with both earnings and a reduced benefit than
just the benefit alone.

Yet, unsurprisingly given how strict the Social Security disability standard is, most beneficiaries live with such
debilitating impairments and health conditions that they are unable to work at all, and most do not have earnings.
According to a recent study using pre-recession data, just 16.9 percent of beneficiaries did any work during the year.
The vast majority of those who worked earned very little, and just 2.9 percent earned more than $10,000 during the
year—hardly enough to support themselves. ™™

XXX Viii

Notably, if a significant share of Disability Insurance beneficiaries were able to work, one would expect a sizeable
percentage to take advantage of the previously described work incentives in order to maximize their earnings without
losing benefits. But beneficiaries’ work patterns indicate otherwise. Less than one-half of one percent of beneficiaries
maintain a level of earnings just below the substantial gainful activity level ' Further underscoring the strictness of the
Social Security disability standard, even disabled workers who are denied Disability Insurance benefits exhibit extremely
low work capacity afterward. A recent study of workers denied Disability Insurance found that just one in four were able
to earn more than the substantial gainful activity level post-denial X"
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Growth in Disability Insurance was expected and mostly the result of demographic and labor market shifts

As long projected by Social Security’s actuaries, the number of workers receiving Disability Insurance has increased
over time, due mostly to demographic and labor-market shifts. According to recent analysis by Social Security
Administration researchers, the growth in the Disability Insurance program between 1972 and 2008 is due almost entirely
(90 percent) to the Baby Boomers aging into the high-disability years of their 50s and 60s, the rise in women’s labor-
force participation, and population growth.* The increase in the Social Security retirement age has been another
significant factor. Importantly, as the Baby Boomers have begun to age into retirement, the program’s growth has already
leveled off and is projected to decline further in the coming years as Boomers continue to retire .

Moreover, it comes as no surprise —and presents no crisis—that action is needed to address Disability Insurance’s
finances by late 2016. In 1995, Social Security’s actuaries projected that the Disability Insurance trust fund would be
able to pay all scheduled benefits until 2016, the OASI trust fund until 2031, and the combined trust funds until 2030 X
The projections in the 2014 Social Security Trustees Report look remarkably similar, with Disability Insurance expected
to remain solvent until 2016, OASI until 2035, and the combined funds until 2033.*" Furthermore, the present situation is
nothing new. Since Disability Insurance was established in 1956, Congress has repeatedly rebalanced the trust funds to
keep both on sound footing amid demographic shifts and other changes. Rebalancing—by adjusting the share of payroll
tax contributions that go into each fund—has occurred in a bipartisan manner repeatedly and whenever needed over the
years, with additional revenues being directed to the OASI fund about half the time, and to the Disability Insurance fund
about half the time *" Congress has never allowed a drop in scheduled benefits to occur. It should again enact a modest,
temporary reallocation to equalize the solvency of the funds, as called for in the President’s FY 2016 budget.

SSI provides a vital lifeline for children with significant disabilities and severe illnesses

Along with Medicaid and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, SSI serves as a central pillar of our nation’s
current system of family-centered care for children with significant disabilities and severe health conditions. In this
system, the primary responsibility for the wellbeing of a disabled child rests with the child’s parents and family.
Together, these supports play a fundamental role in making it possible for children with disabilities to live at home with
their families and in their communities. In the United States, about 6.6 million—or 9 percent— of school-age children
have activity limitations resulting from one or more chronic health conditions.*™" But just about 1.3 million—or 1.6
percent—of U.S. children receive SSI. The vast majority of children with disabilities do not qualify for SSI either
because their disabilities do not meet Social Security’s strict standard or their families do not meet the program’s
financial eligibility criteria.

In order to qualify for SSI, a child must have one or more medically determinable physical or mental impairments
resulting in “marked and severe” functional limitations; he or she must also live in a family with very low income and
less than $3,000 in assets. According to a 2012 GAO report, SSA has consistently denied a majority of children’s
applications for SSI over the past decade using this strict definition of disability ¥ The maximum monthly benefit is
$733 for 2015, but most children receive less; SSI benefits to children average $653 per month. SSI helps families meet
the additional costs of raising a child with a significant disability; partially offsets lost parental income due to caring for a
disabled child; helps families provide basic necessities to care for a disabled child at home instead of in an institution;
and assists in providing children with disabilities with a stable, secure home environment and the opportunity for
integration into community life, including school as children and work as adults. SSI program rules contain strong work
and education supports and incentives to encourage youth with disabilities receiving SSI to gain early work experiences
such as internships and summer jobs, to complete high school, and to pursue higher education and training .*™

We must work together to ensure program integrity and strengthen vital programs

Any instance of fraud or abuse is one too many, and ensuring the integrity of vital programs must be a top priority. While
extremely rare, instances of fraud or abuse tend to receive significant attention in the media and risk diminishing the
public’s trust in and support for critically important programs. However, in addition to keeping fraud and abuse as rare as
possible, achieving the goal of program integrity also requires, for example, that we ensure that benefits are paid timely
to those who are eligible to receive them; that backlogs are minimized so that individuals with severe health conditions
do not die by the thousands waiting for the benefits they need'; that state UI phone systems work properly so that
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unemployed workers can timely access jobless benefits while seeking to get back on their feet; that beneficiaries do not
get hit with large overpayments despite doing everything right and faithfully reporting their earnings; and that program
rules are not stuck in the past, preventing beneficiaries from having even modest savings. Moreover, as Congress seeks to
ensure program integrity, it is crucial to acknowledge the importance of providing the agencies that administer these vital
programs with the administrative resources they need in order to prevent improper payments and conduct critical
program integrity work.

Improper payment rates are low and the vast majority are not due to fraud

The states are primarily responsible for program integrity in the Ul system, but the Department of Labor, or DOL, works
aggressively with states to minimize improper payments. States have two primary program integrity tools: Benefit
Payment Control, or BPC, and Benefit Accuracy Measurement, or BAM. Each state has a BPC unit dedicated to
preventing, detecting, investigating, and recovering improper payments. Additionally, state BAM units are charged with
conducting rigorous investigations of a random sample of claims to measure the accuracy of UI benefit payments. BAM
investigations serve as the basis for estimates of UI improper payments." DOL has an array of additional program
integrity activities underway, such as increased use of data analytics; development of an automated data exchange to
promote the receipt of timely information from employers to verify reasons for separation and earnings upon returning to
work; and the recent establishment of the UI Integrity Center of Excellence in cooperation with the New York State
Department of Labor."

In 2014, UI’s net payment accuracy rate was over 91 percent." Excluding improper payments due to states’ increasingly
complex work search requirements, the net payment accuracy rate was over 92 percent.™ Importantly, the vast

majority —75 percent—of improper payments are not due to fraud, and overpayments due to fraud equal 3.19 percent of
all benefits paid.” Moreover, the Ul system is very effective at recovering improper payments: Two-thirds of established
overpayments were recovered in 2013. Notably, the rate of improper payments is dwarfed by the share of unemployed
workers who are eligible for but do not collect UI benefits. According to analysis published by the Federal Reserve Bank
of St. Louis using DOL data, roughly half of jobless workers eligible for UI claimed benefits. If all unemployed workers
eligible to collect UI were to do so, the additional expenditures from these “unclaimed benefits” in 2009, near the end of
the Great Recession, would have been nearly seven times that year’s rate of improper payments .

The Social Security Administration, or SSA, operates similarly rigorous program integrity activities. For example, SSA
conducts reviews of at least half of all allowances at the initial and reconsideration levels for both Disability Insurance
and SSI disability benefits, before benefits are paid. SSA maintains multiple levels of quality review for its state
Disability Determination Services, or DDSs, and operates an Office of Quality Performance, or OQP, which conducts
quality assurance reviews of samples of initial and reconsideration determinations. The SSA Office of Disability
Adjudication and Review, or ODAR, operates a Quality Review initiative, which reviews samples of favorable
Administrative Law Judge, or ALJ, decisions before benefits are paid, as well as samples of favorable ALJ decisions
after the fact to assess compliance with agency policy. SSA is required to conduct continuing disability reviews, or
CDRs, in all cases where improvement in a beneficiary’s condition is considered possible. Additionally, SSA’s Office of
the Inspector General, or OIG, operates an array of activities to detect and root out potential fraud. For example, SSA and
the OIG jointly run the Cooperative Disability Investigations program, with CDI units in more than 25 states
investigating individual disability applicants and beneficiaries, as well as third parties, for potential fraud.

The SSI overpayment accuracy rate in FY 2014 was 93 percent. The leading causes of SSI improper payments are
financial accounts —i.e. where an applicant or recipient exceeds the allowable resource limit of $2,000 for an individual
or $3,000 for a couple—and wages." The Disability Insurance overpayment accuracy rate was even higher, at 99
percent. As with UI, the vast majority of overpayments in Social Security’s programs are not due to fraud. For example,
as discussed below, delays in processing beneficiaries’ earnings reports and adjusting benefits accordingly can result in
substantial overpayments despite beneficiaries having faithfully reported their earnings.
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Adequate administrative funding is needed to ensure program integrity

State UI administrative funding is paid for by the Federal Unemployment Tax Act, or FUTA, a 0.6 percent federal tax
that employers pay on the first $7,000 of wages (or $42 per worker) each year. Despite this dedicated source of funding,
the allocations that the states receive to administer their UI programs has been eroding for the past two decades. As the
National Association of State Workforce Agencies noted in a 2013 report:

States argue that even in good economic times they do not receive enough administrative funds to
administer their programs as well as they would like. Since 1995, the federal government has not
adjusted grants to states for administration of their UI programs for inflation (except for the one percent
increase in fiscal year 2010). When adjusted for inflation and normalized at a base two million average
weekly insured unemployment level, base funding for State Ul Administration is at its lowest level
since 1986.™

Insufficient administrative funding has resulted in staffing shortages at state agencies and substantial deterioration in
customer service. For example, when Pennsylvania’s Department of Labor closed a UI Claims Center in 2012, thousands
of jobless workers trying to access their needed benefits via the state’s phone system were confronted with endless busy
signals—literally for days on end.™ Similarly catastrophic systems breakdowns have occurred across the country.™ And
insufficient administrative funding contributes directly to improper payments i

SSA’s administrative costs are less than 1.3 percent of the benefits it pays out each year.™ In recent years, SSA’s
administrative budget has been significantly underfunded. Congress appropriated over $1 billion less for SSA’s
Limitation on Administrative Expenses (LAE) than the President’s request between FY 2011 to FY 2013. Additionally,
in FY 2012 and 2013 Congress appropriated nearly half a billion dollars less for the agency’s program integrity activities
(such as continuing disability reviews and SSI redeterminations) than the Budget Control Act of 2011 authorized.*™ As a
result, during a time of increasing workload due to the Baby Boomers entering retirement and their disability-prone
years, the agency lost over 11,000 employees—a 13 percent drop in its workforce—hampering the agency’s ability to
serve the public and keep up with vital program integrity activities.*" In a positive step, the FY 2014 budget bill provided
the agency with full funding at the FY 2014 Budget Control Act levels for program integrity activities.""' But in FY
2015, SSA received $218 million less for LAE than the President’s request.*" This directly translates into diminished
capacity for program integrity efforts. The President’s FY 2015 budget request would have allowed SSA to complete
98,00 more continuing disability reviews and 367,000 more SSI redeterminations during this fiscal year i

SSA requires sufficient administrative funding in order to make timely and accurate benefit payments and to serve the
public. Adequate resources support claims processing and disability determinations at the initial levels so that the right
decision can be made at the earliest point in the process and needless appeals can be avoided. Additionally, adequate
resources are needed to address the tremendous backlogs that have emerged at the ALJ hearing level. The average wait
time for an ALJ hearing is well over a year—and closer to two years in many hearing offices—and as noted previously,
thousands of applicants die each year waiting for much-needed benefits.*™ And callers encounter frequent busy signals
and lengthy wait times to get through to a call center representative on SSA’s 1-800 number.

Adequate administrative funding is also required for the agency to ensure that benefits are paid to the right person, in the
right amount, at the right time. For example, SSA reports that the average processing time for beneficiaries’ earnings
reports is 270 days, which results in large and preventable overpayments, and can be tremendously disruptive to
beneficiaries who are all of a sudden—through no fault of their own—hit with an overpayment that they are required to
repay. Adequate resources are also needed to perform continuing disability reviews, which are estimated to save $9 in
benefits for every $1 spent on reviews; the agency currently has a backlog of nearly 1.3 million reviews due to
inadequate funding ™ Providing the agency with adequate administrative funding to keep up with its workload and
conduct critical program integrity activities—as the Social Security Fraud and Error Prevention Act championed by Rep.
Becerra and Ranking Member Doggett would do—should be a commonsense, bipartisan step.
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Commonsense steps would strengthen programs and reduce improper payments

In addition to providing the agencies charged with administering these programs with adequate administrative resources,
there are several commonsense steps that would strengthen and simplify vital programs while also reducing improper
payments. For instance, simplifying the work rules in Social Security’s disability programs would make it easier for
beneficiaries to work up to their capacity —while reducing needless overpayments. Several proposals for a benefit offset
in the Disability Insurance program merit consideration, such as the Work Incentive Simplification Proposal, or WISP, as
well as the benefit offset proposal outlined by the Consortium for Citizens with Disabilities.™

Additionally, improving Social Security’s earnings reporting and recording system, including providing for online wage
reporting for both Disability Insurance and SSI beneficiaries, would also help to prevent overpayments stemming from
failure to adjust benefits based on beneficiaries’ earnings. And SSA should consider using its continuing disability
review enforcement model to help prevent overpayments before they happen. Currently, SSA uses a computer algorithm
to determine which cases should be prioritized for review. SSA should also use it to identify the beneficiaries most in
need of counseling about their benefits, to prevent overpayments rather than just to detect them after the fact.

Furthermore, reforming SSI’s outdated asset limits —which have scarcely budged since the program’s establishment in
1972 —would enable beneficiaries to build modest precautionary savings and to plan for the future, while reducing the
needless but common overpayments that result when beneficiaries have savings that exceed the artificially low limit of
just $2,000 for individuals and $3,000 for couples (or disabled children living with their families). In recognition of the
need to reform SSI’s counterproductive asset limits, the SSI Restoration Act would raise the asset limits to $10,000 for
individuals and $15,000 for couples (and disabled children living with their families), and index the limits to inflation.
Education and retirement savings should also be excluded from counting against the SSI asset limit, to enable recipients
to access education and skills development and to plan for a modest retirement.*"The Achieving a Better Life
Experience, or ABLE Act, which was enacted last year with overwhelming bipartisan support in both the House and
Senate, is evidence of the widespread bipartisan support that exists for enabling youth and adults with disabilities to build
savings.

Worth noting, the SSI Restoration Act would also update key components of how the program counts beneficiaries’
income for purposes of determining the amount of their SSI benefit, which would further promote work while reducing
overpayments.™i And the bipartisan Ensuring Access to Clinical Trials Act would ensure that SSI beneficiaries may
participate in medical clinical trials without jeopardizing their SSI or Medicaid eligibility. This legislation would prevent
senseless hardship to individuals with life-threatening illnesses, while also reducing needless overpayments.

Program integrity measures must take care to avoid unintended consequences

Importantly, as we strive to keep improper payments rare, we must take a hard look at proposals that aim to enhance
program integrity to ensure that they will not lead to unintended consequences that would weaken critical programs and
cause great hardship for struggling individuals and families. Several of the proposals being discussed today raise
significant concerns along these lines.

H.R. 2511 (the “SAIL Act”) takes the wrong approach

For example, H.R. 2511, the School Attendance Improves Lives, or SAIL Act, the stated purpose of which is to boost
school attendance by youth with disabilities receiving SSI, raises significant concerns. Education is the key to success,
and ensuring that all young people have access to a high-quality education must be a foremost national priority.
However, the SAIL Act would penalize our nation’s most vulnerable youth—those with significant disabilities and
severe health conditions —for experiencing interruptions in their schooling. Youth who receive SSI may experience
school absences for many legitimate reasons, and could experience significant hardship due to loss of benefits.

Many SSI beneficiaries are too sick for full-time school. According to the National Survey of SSI Children and Families,
14 percent of SSI beneficiaries ages 13 to 17 were hospitalized at least once in the prior year, 4.9 percent were
hospitalized three or more times, 36.9 percent made at least one visit to an emergency room, and 39.3 percent had at least
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five doctor’s appointments.™" When these obligations are combined with speech, physical, occupational, respiratory,
mental health, and other types of therapy, along with times that a child is too fatigued, ill, or in pain to attend school, it is
not surprising that children with disabilities may incur absences from school. Indeed, many SSI child beneficiaries are
terminally ill, and school attendance must take a backseat to medical and palliative care. In 2013, the SSI benefits of
4,484 children —nearly 7 percent of the SSI childhood caseload —were terminated because the child died ™"

Moreover, homelessness and poverty can lead to interruptions in school enrollment and attendance gaps. Households in
poverty —such as families of children who receive SSI—experience extremely high rates of geographic mobility and a
high risk of homelessness.™ Gaps in school attendance may occur due to frequent moves, inability to meet enrollment
requirements (proof of residency, legal guardianship, health records, etc.), lack of transportation, and the need to put in
place services and supports under an Individualized Education Plan following a move to a new school district. And while
the number of youth ages 16 and 17 who are homeless and receive SSI is unknown, in the 2012-2013 school year 16
percent of homeless students in public schools received Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) services.

Ixxvii

Additionally, students with disabilities are substantially more likely to be bullied than their peers without
disabilities.™"% Children and youth who are bullied are more likely to have school absences, and in some cases parents
may seek alternate placements in different schools in order to keep their children safe, potentially leading to gaps in
school enrollment.™™

Furthermore, students with disabilities are disproportionately likely to be suspended or expelled from school. According
to UCLA’s Civil Rights Project, 13 percent of children with disabilities were disciplined with at least one out-of-school
suspension in the 2009-10 academic year—nearly twice the rate of children without disabilities.*** More than 6 percent
of children with disabilities were suspended more than once, and suspension rates are even higher among children of
color with disabilities. The SAIL Act would increase the financial burdens that disability and school discipline place on
struggling families by removing SSI when a student is suspended, whether the reason for the suspension is just or unjust.

These are just a few examples of why removing a disabled child’s needed SSI benefits due to school absences is the
wrong approach and would lead to significant if unintended hardship for youth with disabilities and their families. Rather
than penalizing students with disabilities for school absences, policymakers should focus on enhancing and promoting
SST’s work and education supports, informed by the results of the Youth in Transition Demonstration and the PROMISE
Initiative, both of which are currently exploring options to more effectively support transition-age youth receiving SSI.
Additionally, policymakers should prioritize expanding access to vocational rehabilitation for transition-age youth, by
enabling youth under age 18 to access VR services to allow for a seamless transition from special education to vocational
programs, and boosting investment in VR to address lengthy wait lists.***

H.R. 918 (the “Double Dip Elimination Act”) would reduce disabled workers’ financial
security and penalize work attempts

Policymakers and elected officials on both sides of the aisle have long shared the goal of helping people with disabilities
work. However, H.R. 918, the Social Security Disability Insurance and Unemployment Benefits Double Dip Elimination
Act, which would cut Disability Insurance benefits for individuals who attempt to return to work, represents a step in the
wrong direction that would undermine this bipartisan objective. Proponents of this measure say it is needed to prevent
“double dipping.” However, cutting benefits for disability beneficiaries who lose a job through no fault of their own and
must turn to UI to partially replace their lost wages would punish them for attempting to return to work and push them
and their families deeper into poverty.

As detailed above, Social Security’s disability programs contain strong work supports and incentives for those who may
be able to return to work as their conditions improve. As a result, disability beneficiaries may experience job loss that
would legitimately enable them to qualify for UI. If beneficiaries attempt to return to work and subsequently get laid off
from their part-time jobs, they may qualify for UI just like any other similarly situated worker. However, H.R. 918 and
other similar proposals would punish disability beneficiaries for attempting to return to work —as they are encouraged by
law to do—by cutting their Social Security benefits or by putting them at risk of losing their eligibility for benefits
entirely.
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As noted previously, Social Security disability benefits are extremely modest. Disability Insurance benefits average
$1,165 per month, just over the federal poverty line, and 1.6 million disabled workers receiving Disability Insurance—or
one in five—already live in poverty. Without Disability Insurance, more than 4 million current disabled-worker
beneficiaries would be poor."* According to the Government Accountability Office, for the less than 1 percent of
individuals served by Disability Insurance or UI who qualify for benefits under both programs, the average quarterly
combined benefit in FY 2010 was $3,300—or just $1,100 per month.™i These modest benefits provide nothing short of
a lifeline for disabled workers and their families when they need it most. Yet the cuts proposed by H.R. 918 would push
disabled workers and their families into or deeper into poverty, jeopardizing their ability to keep a roof over their heads
and afford needed, often life-sustaining medications.

Finally, Americans must work and pay into the UI system in order to receive benefits in the event of a qualifying job
loss. Yet the cuts proposed by H.R. 918 single out disability beneficiaries for second-class treatment under the Ul
program, denying them the protection they earned and penalizing them for trying to return to work. Disability
beneficiaries who lose a job and qualify for unemployment insurance should not be treated differently from other
workers; they should be permitted to access the modest benefits they have worked hard to earn.

Supporting work by people with disabilities has long been a bipartisan priority. But by cutting vital benefits for disability
beneficiaries who seek to return to work and lose a job through no fault of their own, H.R. 918 marks a significant step
backward. In order to give people with disabilities a fair shot at employment, policymakers should focus on removing
barriers instead of cutting already meager Social Security disability benefits. For example, raising the minimum wage,
strengthening the Earned Income Tax Credit for workers without qualifying children, ensuring paid leave and paid sick
days, expanding Medicaid in the nearly two-dozen states that have declined to do so, and increasing access to long-term
services and supports would allow more people with disabilities to enter and remain in the workforce ™"

H.R. 2504 (the “CUFF Act”) would be a step backward

The Social Security Act prohibits individuals who are fleeing to avoid law enforcement from receiving benefits under
any of Social Security’s programs. Previously, SSA implemented this provision of the Act by suspending or denying
Social Security benefits anytime there was an outstanding arrest warrant, regardless of whether or not the individual had
any knowledge of the charges against them. SSA frequently suspended or denied benefits in cases where warrants were
so old and so minor that the law enforcement entity that had issued the warrant had no intention of pursuing it. SSA also
frequently denied benefits in cases of mistaken identity —for example, Rosa Martinez, a 52-year-old disabled woman
who in 2008 was notified that she would lose her disability benefits because of a 1980 arrest warrant for a drug offense in
Miami, Florida. (Ms. Martinez had never been arrested in her life, had never used illegal drugs, and had never even been
to Miami. She was also 4 foot 10, fully eight inches shorter than the individual identified in the warrant at a height of 5
foot 6.)™*" After two class action lawsuits challenged SSA’s policy, it was found to be overbroad and in violation of the
Social Security Act. SSA now appropriately suspends or denies benefits only in cases where an individual is actually
fleeing to avoid law enforcement. The CUFF Act would mark a return to a failed, overbroad policy.

Conclusion

As we seek to ensure a strong safety net, ensuring program integrity must be a top priority. Thankfully, the UI, Disability
Insurance, and SSI programs are extremely efficient and have very high payment accuracy rates, exceeding 90 percent.
We must work together to ensure that payment error rates remain low —and providing DOL and SSA with adequate
administrative funding is of critical importance to achieving that goal. Likewise, steps such as simplifying the work rules
in Social Security’s disability programs, improving Social Security’s earnings reporting process, harnessing predictive
modeling to prevent overpayments before they happen, and reforming SSI’s asset limits would strengthen Social
Security’s programs while reducing needless overpayments. Importantly, as we strive to keep improper payments rare,
we must take a hard look at proposals that aim to enhance program integrity to ensure that they will not lead to
unintended consequences that would weaken critical programs and cause significant hardship for struggling individuals
and families. And we must acknowledge the critical importance of providing the agencies that administer these vital
programs with the administrative resources they need in order to ensure program integrity.
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