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Maryland is the fourth-most-affluent state in the Union, but it also has more than 100,000 families that are struggling to get by. Ten of the state's 24 major jurisdictions have more than 8 percent of their families living in poverty, defined as a family of four living on less than $18,660 a year. In 2002 more than 384,000 Marylanders earned less than the poverty-level wage of $8.61 an hour.

Maryland workers also face a tight job market that has not recovered from recession. Economic restructuring during the past few decades has resulted in a significant loss of lower-skill jobs that paid good wages, particularly in manufacturing, and the number of new jobs does not equal the number of people looking for work. Further, Maryland has failed to set a state minimum wage higher than the federal standard, something 11 others states, including Delaware, and the District have done.

Many Marylanders are unprepared for work in an increasingly information-based economy. About 614,000 don't even have a high school diploma. Yet Maryland serves less than 4 percent of those in need of adult education and offers training and education to only 3.7 percent of its welfare recipients who are getting off the assistance roles and looking for work -- a figure almost 50 percent below the national average.

Meanwhile, state college tuition continues to increase, yet only about half of Maryland's financial assistance programs target economically needy students.

A report by the nonprofit Job Opportunities Task Force offers suggestions for addressing the needs of working poor families by developing more effective approaches toward adult education, post-secondary education, public assistance and workforce and economic development. Some proposals call for additional state spending, but others only require more effective policies and approaches.

For example, to help low-income workers increase their skills and employment opportunities, Maryland should allocate a larger portion of its post-secondary scholarship money to need-based aid and allow part-time students (who may be full-time parents) access to the aid program. In 2002 only 53 percent of Maryland's $76.4 million scholarship funds was awarded on the basis of need, and less than 1 percent was given to part-time students. 

The state should increase education and training opportunities by targeting half of the funds of the Governor's Discretionary Workforce Investment Act to a program aimed at low-income workers.

In addition, the Department of Business and Economic Development should permit (rather than prohibit) employers to use state training resources for workplace-based adult basic education.

The state further should assist welfare recipients to improve their skills and long-term earnings capacity by directing more participants to education and training services, something that is allowed under federal law and that other states capitalize on.

Finally, to ensure that public economic development programs are used to create family-supporting jobs, the state should adopt a comprehensive disclosure law that requires each company receiving a state benefit to disclose the number and quality of jobs created and retained. In these tight fiscal times, it is imperative that public funds are effectively and responsibly spent.

Maryland has an economic interest in helping low-income workers advance in their jobs. These workers lack financial stability and put a drag on the state's economy. With some assistance, many can get better jobs. Any cost to taxpayers would be repaid as these workers earn more, pay additional taxes and reduce their reliance on public assistance.

Maryland can and must do more to provide opportunities for those at the bottom of the economic ladder.
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