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September 14, 1995

AMERICORPS:
A $575 MILLION BOONDOGGLE

INTRODUCTION

‘ As the Senate considers the Veterans Affairs, Housing and Urban Development,
and Independent Agencies appropriations bill, it must consider funding for Ameri-
Corps, President Clinton’s national service program. The House already has voted to
end funding for this program. While it is hailed by the Administration and its support-
ers as an innovative effort to expand educational opportunity through volunteerism,

it actually has evolved into a big-government, pork-barrel project. In an era of
budget deficits, the Administration is asking the American taxpayer to support a pro-
gram that funds bureaucracies and paperwork while forcing the Congress to look
elsewhere for cuts in order to fund the President’s pet program.

Although supporters maintain that AmeriCorps is a successful “program that en-
courages Americans to do volunteer work, helps people go to college and disperses
decision-making power from Washington to the states,”1 the rhetoric contrasts
sharply with reality. The Senate should follow the bold lead of the House of Repre-
sentatives and terminate AmeriCorps because it:

X Does little to help American families pay for college;
X Destroys the spirit of volunteerism;

X Removes participants from local communities where they are needed and
uses them to enlarge the federal bureaucracy;

X TImproperly funds partisan political activities; and

X Costs the taxpayers too much.

1 E.J. Dionne Jr., “AmeriCorps: Let It Live,” The Washington Post, August 8, 1995, p. A19.



FAILING TO HELP AMERICAN FAMILIES PAY FOR COLLEGE

AmeriCorps does little to help working families pay for college and fails to accom-
plish its stated goal of “expanding educational opportunity.”2 The program’s eligibil-
ity criteria allow any individual, regardless of income, to qualify for its benefits. For
example, President Clinton’s daughter Chelsea could receive the same educational
award voucher as more needy participants and could be selected over youth from
families who need help to meet the rising cost of post-secondary education. The only
requirements are the following:

© Participants must be citizens or legal resident aliens aged seventeen or older at
the commencement of service in many cases.

©® Participants may serve before, during, or after post-secondary education.
® Participants must have a high school degree to receive education vouchers.*

Thus, the children of wealthy and influential people can elbow out poor students.
As Senator Robert Byrd (D-WV) has noted, for every one AmeriCorps participant
(who may or may not need financial assistance) who receives college benefits, many
more needy students could qualify for Pell Grants.
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National and Community Service Trust Act of 1993, P.L. 103-82, Section 2, (b)(3).

45 CFR, Part 2522, Subpart b, Section 200 (a), (b), and (d).

The program does not restrict those without high school degrees from entering and receiving the compensation package; they
only have to agree to work toward obtaining their general equivalency diploma (GED) while being supported by the
taxpayers. Or the program can grant the participant a waiver from having to obtain a GED at all.

Congressional Record, August 3, 1993, p. S10119.



UNDERMINING THE SPIRIT OF VOLUNTEERISM

The generosity of AmeriCorps’ benefits also sends a mixed message about volun-
teering. Taxpayers do not need another program to do what millions of Americans al-
ready are doing. Private sector community service is thriving. There are numerous
state and local volunteer programs that idealistic young people may join. Surveys by
Independent Sector show that in 1994, 89.2 million Americans 18 and over volun-
teered in some capacity, for an average of 4.2 hours a week. They were not moved
by the lure of a lucrative government job, but by a spirit of true volunteerism and
genuine service.

In particular, volunteer activity is flourishing among college students across the
country. Campus-based volunteer student groups are expanding, and more schools
are encouraging students to volunteer by broadening their regular curricula to in-
clude service jobs.6 The federal Commission on National and Community Service is
calling on schools and colleges to encourage more students to perform volunteer
work," but almost every college and university in the United States already gives stu-
dents opportunities to earn school credit for participating in community service ac-
tivities. For example, Rutgers University, the site chosen by President Clinton to an-
nounce the AmeriCorps program, integrates community service into the undergradu-
ate curriculum, through its Civic Education and Community Service Program. The
course work includes a combination of traditional academic disciplines related to vol-
unteer services performed in the communities that are home to Rutgers campuses.

Similarly, Loyola University in Chicago features programs designed to inspire stu-
dents to help alleviate Chicago’s urban blight. It sponsors partnerships with area
schools and a community policing project for criminal justice and sociology stu-
dents. Other academic programs attract students to service-oriented careers, such as
social work and nursing.

Even Sidwell Friends School in Washington, D.C., the private school attended by
Chelsea Clinton, requires community service. There are student work programs and
voluntary service projects on and off campus for all grades, mandatory service pro-
jects for ninth-graders, and 30 hours of off-campus community service required for
graduation, according to a Sidwell brochure.

By providing payment for “volunteering,” however, AmeriCorps weakens the
spirit of volunteerism and undermines efforts to promote true community service.
Moreover, AmeriCorps creates a huge bureaucracy to do what 51.1 percent of Ameri-
cans over the age of 18 already do.!% As Senator Charles Grassley (R-TA) has noted,
*“ [With] federal bureaucrats involved, you need a federal bureaucracy to write the

6 Mary Jordan, “Hot Course on Campus: Volunteerism 101,” The Washington Post, March 2, 1992, p. A1.

“What You Can Do for Your Country,” Report of the Commission on National and Community Service, January 1993.

8 Jim Zook, “Clinton Foresees Enlisting 100,000 Youths in His National Service Program by 1997,” The Chronicle of Higher
Education, March 10, 1993, p. A27.

9 Allyson Tucker, “Six Reasons Why Bill Clinton’s National Service Program Is a Bad Idea,” Heritage Foundation Issue
Bulletin No. 178, June 23, 1993, p. 10.

10 U.S. Department of Commerce, Statistical Abstract of the United States 1994, September 1994, p. 469, Chart No. 607.
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grant announcement, a federal bureaucrat to oversee and review the grant applica-
tions, another federal bureaucrat to issue the grant, then you need a state bureaucrat
to write the grant, a state bureaucrat to establish a ‘dialogue’ with the local communi-
ties, and you will need several staff at the local level to make sure that they are com-
plying with all the guidelines and red tape required by the federal government.” il
AmeriCorps embodies all of the principles of enlarging rather than reinventing gov-
ernment.

AmeriCorps further corrupts and undermines true volunteerism by encouraging
successful, independent, local volunteer organizations to become dependent upon
federal funding. AmeriCorps makes participating programs look to the federal bu-
reaucracy for money and solutions to the problems in their backyards rather than
take the initiative to solve community problems themselves.

ENLARGING THE FEDERAL BUREAUCRACY

In 1993-1994, AmeriCorps employed about 20,000 “volunteers” described as
“working all over America, helping people—person to person.”12 In reality, a sig-
nificant number of these highly paid “volunteers” are working in federal or state bu-
reaucracies, government-funded programs, or political action organizations. Of the
CHART 2: AMERICORPS “VOLUNTEERS” IN FEDERAL

BUREAUCRACIES
Federal Department # of AmeriCorps “Volunteers”
Environmental Protection Agency 92.0
National Endowment for the Arts 35.5
Department of Agriculture 1,131.5
Department of Energy 72.0
Department of Justice 172.5
Department of Labor 50.5 :
Department of the [nterior 155.0 ;
Department of the Navy 47.0
Department of Transportation 42.0
Department of Veterans Affairs 22.0
Health and Human Services 143.0
National Institute for Literacy 62.5
Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation 28.0 |
TOTAL: 2,053.5 |
Reflects only full-time AmeriCorps “volunteers” '
Source: U.S. General Accounting Office, AmeriCorps*USA: Early Program Resource and Benefit
Information, GAO/HEHS-95-222, August 29, 1995, pp. 30-31.

|

11 Senator Charles Grassley, “AmeriCorps: Working Families Will Pay the Price,” Heritage Lecture No. 505, October 6, 1994,
12 President William J. Clinton, State of the Union Address, January 24, 1995.




20,000 “volunteers” currently participating in the program, 2,053 are working inside
the federal bureaucracies on programs funded by the federal government. Chart 2
presents a breakdown of AmeriCorps participation within the federal government.

ENGAGING IN PARTISAN POLITICS

Several AmeriCorps programs have ignored the Corporation’s mission statement
of addressing the nation’s problems through direct community service. Instead, they
have engaged in advocacy and direct partisan politics at the expense of the taxpay-
ers.

Section 132(a)(3) of the National and Community Service Trust Act of 1993
clearly states that: “any approved national service position provided to an applicant
will not be used to perform service that provides a direct benefit to any...partisan po-
litical organization....”

But in San Francisco, the AmeriCorps “Summer of Safety” program last year or-
ganized 40 groyps to rally against the federal crime bill’s “three strikes and you’re
out” provision.l Elsewhere, one of the biggest abusers of AmeriCorps’ mission
statement was a non-profit group located in Cole, Colorado, which was supposed to
use its “volunteers” to help people in northeast Denver neighborhoods. Instead, ac-
cording to state records, leaders of the Cole Coalition sent program participants to
hand out political fliers directly attacking a local City Councilman, Hiawatha Davis.
“The ‘volunteers’ had to draft campaign fliers and distribute them door-to-door in
April and May (1995) when Davis and [Mayor Wellington] Webb were fighting for
re-election.”” " According to 21-year-old volunteer Joseph Taylor, “We realized there
was something politically partisan. The more we began to pose a threat to blowing
the whistle, the more they tried to pacify us. They kept saying... this was a great posi-
tion we were in, making public officials accountable for their jobs.” = The Cole Coa-
lition was stripped of its funding, but the example shows the potential for abuse.

HEAVY COST TO TAXPAYERS

During the debate on AmeriCorps in the 103rd Congress, several Senators made
floor statements offering to eliminate the program if it proved too costly and was
found to be unsuccessful. One was Senator Edward Kennedy (D-MA), who declared
| that “Congress will not, and should not, fund a program if it is unsuccessful. I do not
| believe it will happen but if it does I would favor cutting the program.”16
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Elizabeth Shogren, “Reviews Mixed for Trial Run of Youth Corps,” The Los Angeles Times, September 11, 1994,
Part A, p. 1.

Katie Kerwin, “Cole Loses AmeriCorps Funding,” Rocky Mountain News, July 22, 1995, p. 14A.

Ibid.

Congressional Record, September 8, 1993, p. S11115.



The General Accounting Office (GAO) has just released a report requested by
Senator Grassley on the costs of the AmeriCorps program. ' Senator Grassley asked
for the investigation of the costs after the 103rd Congress approved a 96 percent in-
crease in funding that raised program spending from $217.3 million in Fiscal Year
1994 to $427.3 million in Fiscal Year 1995 (including the National Service Trust and
AmeriCorps grant). 18 The Administration is asking the American taxpayers to pay
for an expensive program that cannot provide evidence of its benefits to the taxpayer
or to the local communities it is suppose to serve. Further, the Corporation for Na-
tional and Community Service, which oversees AmeriCorps, is not required to evalu-
ate the program rigorously over the long term. !

The GAO report highlights important discrepancies between the Clinton Admini-
stration’s estimates of how much AmeriCorps costs and the true costs. According to
the GAO, the cost is approximately $26,700 per volunteer for ten months work. This
estimate, as noted by the GAO, is substantially higher than the Clinton Administra-
tion’s. Eli Segal, chief executive officer of AmeriCorps, stated in congressional testi-
mony this March that the total cost, which includes all benefits and education vouch-
ers, per “volunteer” would be no more than $18,800.20 The GAO’s research, how-
ever, reveals that costs are more than 40 percent higher than the Administration’s
most recent estimates. The Administration now claims that the $17,600 figure was in-
tended to represent only the federal contribution.

Chart 3 summarizes GAO estimates of the cost per “volunteer.”

e i

ICHART 3:  GAO ESTIMATE OF SOURCES OF FUNDS AND TOTAL
| COSTS PER AMERICORPS PARTICIPANT

|Source of Funds Amount Percent of Total
]Committee for National Service Funds $17,629 66%
|Other Federal $3,177 12%
i State and Local Contributions $4,028 15%
Private Cash $1,819 7%
ITOTAL - $26,654 ~100%

{Numbers do not equal total due to rounding.

Source: U.S. General Accounting Office, AmeriCorps*USA: Early Program Resource and Benefit
Information, p. 7.

As the GAO report clearly points out, the federal government is the primary
source of funds for the program. Only 7 percent of the AmeriCorps budget comes
from private sources, with the federal government responsible for 79 percent of the
costs and state and local tax dollars covering 14 percent. This is the opposite of the
Administration’s intention when the program was created. In a February 28, 1993,
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GAO, AmeriCorps*USA: Early Program Resource and Benefit Information.

Office of Management and Budget, The 1995 Budget of the United States Government, Appendix, p. 957.

National and Community Service Trust Act of 1993, P.L. 103-82, Section 118 (()(1)(A).

Statement by Eli J. Segal, chief executive officer, Corporation for National and Community Service, before the House
Committee on Appropriations, Subcommittee on VA, HUD, and Independent Agencies, March 24, 1995. In other forums,
the Corporation has given estimates that ranged from about $9,000 to $14,000 per participant.



New York Times op-ed, President Clinton stated that the program would receive its
funding primarily from the private sector:

While the Federal Government will provide the seed money for
national service, we are determined that the participants—the
individuals who serve and the groups that sponsor their service—
will guide the process. Spending tens of millions of tax dollars to
build a massive bureaucracy would be self defeating. 2l

The program has failed to demonstrate an ability to leverage other private sector
money and is spending far more of the taxpayers’ money.

According to the Corporation for National Service, the total direct compensation
package for an AmeriCorps “volunteer” is worth nearly $13,000 for approximately
10 months of work—nearly $15,900 on an annual basis. This is more than the
amount that 42.3 percent of young householders, ages 15-24, take home as pay on an
annual basis. Moreover, AmeriCorps “volunteers” have a greater opportunity to ob-
tain additional benefits and grants than many workers in the private sector, including
those with secondary degrees and years of work experience. For instance, each “vol-
unteer” is paid a $7,400 cash stipend along with a $4,725 tuition credit. In addition,
the National and Community Service Trust Act of 1993, the legislation which cre-
ated AmeriCorps, allows states and service organizations to supplement the federal
compensation package. These “volunteers” can be paid up to twice the minimum
wage, or $8.50 per hour, and still be eligible for the $4,725 education credit and free
medical and child care benefits.

Although the average AmeriCorps “volunteer” receives approximately $13,000 in
benefits, the GAO found that the total average cost per “volunteer” is nearly
$27,000. Therefore, more than half of the cost is going to bureaucracy and overhead
—not even to the young people participating. For instance, the Navy’s Seaborne
Conservation Corps costs $66,715 per “volunteer” and $49.06 per hour of direct serv-
ice; the Vermont Youth Conservation Corps costs $42,758 per participant and
$31.44 per hour of direct service; and Magic Me of Baltirnorei Maryland, costs
$49,652 per participant and $36.51 per hour of direct service. 3

Surprisingly, in a recent editorial, Washington Post journalist E.J. Dionne, Jr., sug-
gested that AmeriCorps should continue because “government agencies can accom-
| plish useful things at a low price.’ »24 But AmeriCorps is not low cost, and it is still a
mere assertion of opinion that agencies are accomplishing useful things. Regardless
of where the resources come from, “volunteers” are compensated better than many
young adults in the private sector.
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“National Service—Now,” The New York Times, February 28, 1993.

U.S. Department of Commerce, Statistical Abstract of the United States 1994, p. 465, Chart No. 708. These figures are based
on constant 1992 dollars.

All of the data listed can be found in GAQ, AmeriCorps*USA: Early Program Resource and Benefit Information,
Appendices IV-V, pp. 28-52.

Dionne, “AmeriCorps: Let It Live.”



CONCLUSION

In proposing the AmeriCorps program, President Clinton declared that “National
service will be America at its best—building community, offering opportunity, and
rewarding responsibility. National service is a challenge for Americans from every
background and way of life, and it values something far more than money.”25 The
President’s rhetoric is appealing. However, despite a $1.7 million public relations
budget, the laudable goals of AmeriCorps do not match its reality. AmeriCorps
sounds good on paper, but it is nothing more than an expensive and largely bureau-
cratic government jobs program. It does little to promote the true spirit of volunteer-
ism and lacks any means-testing assurances that its financial rewards actually will go
to those most in need of college assistance.

Congress should repeal the AmeriCorps program.

James F. Hirni
Research Assistant

This study also uses material prepared by Allyson Tucker when she was on the staff of The Heritage Foundation.

25 Mark Pitsch, “Clinton Launches Sales Campaign for Service Plan,” Education Week, Vol. 12, No. 24 (March 10, 1993), p. 1.



