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Social Support Systems Committee Report 
 

Introduction and Summary of Major Positions 
 

Today, 300,000 people in Utah cannot afford a decent place to live. Tens of thousands of Utah 
children arrive at kindergarten without the knowledge and skills they need to succeed in school. 
The current pandemic will surely add to these numbers. Investment in affordable housing and 
early childhood care and education programs would save Utah taxpayers millions now spent on 
social services and criminal justice to deal with the consequences of these deprivations. At the 
same time, a higher number of well-qualified workers paying taxes would support state 
economic development. Coping with the increased needs of those who have lost jobs and income 
due to the pandemic and giving special aid to the victims of systemic racism will require federal 
help. Meanwhile, important policies can and should be adopted at the state level to make 
progress on these issues. In the pages that follow we document the human needs that substantiate 
these recommendations for state action: 
 
Overcoming the Impact of Childhood Poverty. 

• Fund a pilot program developed at the University of Utah to increase the number of low-
income families claiming the federal EITC and Child Tax Credits, and quickly implement 
it if successful. 

• Establish a State Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) at 10% of the federal level. 
• Increase the minimum wage to at least $15/hour over four years, to help reduce the 

number of children living below the poverty level. 
• Provide staff and funding for the Governor’s Early Childhood Commission and the Early 

Childhood Utah Advisory Council, to allow implementation of the Strategic Plan which 
was developed based on the 2019 Needs Assessment. 

• Fund the proposals in the 2019 Needs Assessment to expand the early childhood 
education and care programs that mitigate the negative effects of poverty on children. 
 

Increasing Affordable Housing.  
• Analyze the housing status for different racial and ethnic groups in the 2020 State of Utah 

Affordable Housing Report.  
• Subsidize the construction and preservation of more units of affordable housing through 

state bonding. 
• Modify state and local statutes, zoning regulations, and residential design standards that 

inhibit affordable housing. 
• Compile and publicize political subdivisions’ compliance with the 2019 requirement in 

SB34 to do more to facilitate moderate-income housing. We need to determine the extent 
to which communities outside Salt Lake City have increased affordable housing. 
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Impact of Poverty on Utah Children 

Poverty harms children in ways that last a lifetime. Poverty does the most profound harm to 
children from birth through the age of five. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is likely 
casting thousands more Utah children into poverty. To give these children a decent chance at a 
fulfilling and productive life, and to employ public resources in the most cost-effective manner, 
we must decrease the number of children in poverty and mitigate its negative effects on those 
who remain poor. The need for action is most pressing for poor children from the racial and 
ethnic groups hit hardest by the virus.  

In 2019, the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (“the Academy”) 
issued a report at the request of Congress, reviewing the extensive scholarship on the many 
negative effects of poverty on young children, and determining the most effective programs to 
decrease childhood poverty by 50% in the United States within 10 years. The Academy affirmed 
that poverty, in and of itself, causes negative child outcomes, especially if it begins in early 
childhood and/or is persistent. Poverty does the greatest harm to small children because the 
earliest years of child development, ages birth through five, are foundational to building the 
brain’s architecture, which impacts a child’s lifelong learning, behavior, and health. These 
children will suffer from deficiencies in life skills that take much greater effort and expense to 
mitigate later in life through homeless facilities, remedial education programs, and increased 
costs for medical services, public safety, corrections, welfare, and food programs.1 

Numerous studies have demonstrated that when poor parents’ incomes are even modestly 
increased, their children are healthier, less subject to toxic stress, and more successful in school 
and in their subsequent lives.2 The Academy found that child poverty costs the country as a 
whole $800 billion to $1.1 trillion each year – 4.0 to 5.4% of GDP,3 so funds spent on decreasing 
childhood poverty would substantially decrease these expenditures and be cost effective.  

These problems are becoming even more serious as the impact of the “pandemic recession” has 
dramatically pushed up poverty numbers all across the country.4 The massive job loss is already 
causing real harm to families. The Census Bureau’s Household Pulse Survey for the week ending 
July 21 reported about 20% of adults living with children said that their households didn’t have 
enough to eat in the past seven days. In Utah, 12% of families with children reported insufficient 
food for the previous week, and 16%, or approximately 138,000 children, live in households that 
are behind in rent or mortgage and/or didn’t get enough to eat.5 

As Utah’s experience in the last decade indicates, economic expansion can do a lot to decrease 
the poverty rate.6 But indications are that recovery from the current recession will be slow and 
uneven. We must look elsewhere for the support our low-income residents (and particularly their 
young children) so urgently need. While local charity can help fill some immediate needs, 
federal and state government programs will be the major source of sustained relief.  
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Like all state governments, Utah has felt financial pressure from a combination of reduced state 
revenues and greatly increased needs of thousands of Utahns. In the last 15 years, Utah tax rates 
have dropped below the level necessary to fund the programs essential for meeting its citizens’ 
minimum needs. The strains of coping with the Coronavirus have greatly increased the gap 
between needed and available state resources. Under these bleak fiscal conditions, it is 
imperative to look first to policy options that bring the greatest benefit for the lowest cost.  

Reducing Childhood Poverty 

Full subscription to the EITC and the CTC. The most obvious opportunity is for Utah to 
mobilize to take full advantage of current federal anti-poverty programs. The state government 
could help finance a University of Utah pilot program to increase the number of low-income 
Utah families who take advantage of the federal Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), and the 
Child Tax Credit (CTC), and thus provide a substantial amount of yearly additional cash to low-
income workers.7  

People must file a federal tax return to receive these credits. Often low-income people don’t have 
to file returns, but they forego these benefits if they don’t. In Utah, 25% of the EITC-eligible fail 
to file. The benefit structure of the EITC favors households with children, which in Utah narrows 
the target population to an estimated 30,000 non-claimant households with children. The 
participants’ average yearly benefit through the EITC program is $3,500. They could potentially 
receive an additional $2,800 from claiming the CTC and other benefits. Current tax law allows 
households to file taxes for up to three prior years, which means these families may realize even 
greater financial benefits.8  

In order to increase EITC claimants, the Chairs of the Departments of Economics and of Family 
and Consumer Studies at the University of Utah, with other community partners, have proposed 
a program called Connect to Collect (“C2C”). The program aims to increase EITC participation 
in Utah by “hotspotting” areas of low participation/high need, and using trained volunteers to 
offer free tax filing services in locations frequented by eligible families. In these locations, 
eligible families are connected with trained Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (VITA) 
representatives ready to explain the tax credit programs and assist at no cost in claiming them on 
their tax returns.9 It would be highly cost effective for the state to give this program the financial 
support it needs to serve all eligible Utah workers. 

Enacting a State EITC. Another State action which would modestly increase the cash available 
to low-income families at relatively little cost is enacting a state EITC. Utah’s 2019 tax reform 
bill included a state EITC provision which had a benefit equal to 10% of the federal amount, 
though only for families identified as experiencing intergenerational poverty. In the face of 
strong voter opposition to increasing the state sales tax on food, the Legislature repealed the 
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entire tax reform bill during the 2020 session. Utah should join 28 other states and make a state 
EITC available to all federally eligible filers.  

Increasing the Minimum Wage. Enacting an increase in the minimum wage, which has not been 
increased since 2009, would give significant help to low-income families. Workers today earning 
the federal and state minimum wage of $7.25 an hour are, after adjusting for inflation, paid 29% 
less than their counterparts 50 years ago. Utah has not joined the 29 states which have enacted a 
minimum wage higher than the federal level. A four-year program building up to a $15.00 per 
hour minimum would provide meaningful aid, though it still would produce a wage level far 
below that necessary to afford an average two-bedroom apartment in Utah. 

Minimum wages are one of the most well-studied topics in economics. Although there 
sometimes appears to be much controversy about size of the employment effects of the minimum 
wage, the weight of recent evidence shows that minimum wage increases have worked exactly as 
intended, by raising wages without substantial negative consequences on employment. Given the 
increase in labor productivity in recent decades, a minimum wage of $15/hour is both fair and 
socially affordable.10  

A universal child allowance. The Academy report described earlier found that existing 
government tax and transfer programs (Earned Income Tax Credit, Child Tax Credit, SNAP and 
school breakfast and lunch programs, etc.) decreased the child poverty rate from 27.9% to 15.6% 
between 1993 and 2016.11 After analyzing 20 program and policy options, the Academy found 
that none of those options alone would reduce by 50% both childhood poverty and deep poverty 
(family income below 50% of the poverty level). However, it found that the single most effective 
option for reducing both poverty and deep poverty among children would be a child allowance of 
$3000/year per child.12 At least 19 other countries have child allowance programs.13  

Mitigating the Negative Effects of Childhood Poverty 

Early childhood education. After years of study, our committee has determined that the most 
effective policies for mitigating the devastating effects of poverty on young children are getting 
them into high quality programs for children from birth to age 5, and their families into low-cost 
housing. (A later section of this report addresses the housing issue.) The federal Early Head Start 
and Head Start programs, as administered in Utah, provide excellent instruction for young 
children, often for six hours a day. They address the children’s emotional and social development 
as well as the scholastic skills they will need to do well in kindergarten and beyond. These 
programs seek regular input from parents and help them with the at-home skills necessary to 
promote their children’s development. The problem is that current Utah Head Start programs can 
serve only 29% of eligible 3-5-year-olds and 11% of those under 3.14 Unfortunately, Utah has 
not joined the 29 other states that provide state funds to help expand Head Start programs. We 
urge significant state funding to allow expansion of this excellent program.  
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Expansion and coordination of programs. A variety of early childhood care and education 
programs are currently sponsored by county agencies, school districts, churches, and other 
groups. Community advocates including Voices for Utah Children and United Way have made 
vigorous efforts to expand and upgrade these programs. State-sponsored studies have highlighted 
the need for central coordination of the widely scattered efforts to provide these essential 
services for at-risk children.15  

Support for Utah Early Childhood Commission and Council. The 2019 Legislature established 
the Governor’s Early Childhood Commission (“the Commission”), and the Early Childhood 
Utah Advisory Council (“the Council”). A state-wide Needs Assessment, focused on Utah’s 
early childhood care and education system, provided insight into gaps and service needs.16 A 
Strategic Plan based on that Assessment was developed to guide the Commission and Council in 
aligning the fragmented services now available, and establishing appropriate additional 
services.17 This is an encouraging start, but the state needs to do more. As a first step, the 
Legislature should adequately staff and fund the Council and Commission, and prioritize 
implementation of the Strategic Plan. Ultimately, Utah, working in cooperation with federal 
programs, should develop and support a coordinated early childhood education program for all 
the children who need it. 

The Need for Housing 

Twenty-three percent of Utah children in 2018—215,000—lived in housing their families could 
not really afford. For Hispanic children the figure was 33%.18 They are victims of what the 
experts call housing insecurity. These families might be able to scrape together a few months’ 
rent, but then they get evicted. They might spend months bouncing among temporary digs 
supplied by friends and relations, only to find themselves in a homeless shelter when their luck 
runs out. This is a miserable situation for anyone, but its most severe consequences fall on 
children. Frequent moves often impose a toxic level of stress on young ones, stunting their 
cognitive and emotional development.19 Children forced to move among multiple schools in a 
single year are deprived of the continuity and support they need to keep up with their grade 
level.20 

Racial disparities. The crises of 2020 have dramatically demonstrated the importance of 
affordable housing and have also compelled a closer examination of the ethnic and racial 
composition of the low-income population. The annual State of Utah Affordable Housing 
Assessment has not reported data by ethnicity since 2017, but new data on homelessness in 
August 2020 confirmed substantial racial disparity.21 Also, in a survey in April 2020, 63% of 
professionals serving Utah’s multicultural communities reported that their clients were facing 
housing insecurity.22 
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Homeless individuals and families are especially vulnerable to COVID-19 because of crowded 
congregate shelters or lack of access to hand-washing facilities for those unsheltered. Even 
minorities still in their own homes are more vulnerable because of smaller, more crowded, and 
sometimes multi-generational homes.23 The unequal burden born by Utah’s minority 
communities from COVID-19 and police violence suggests that we need better data on housing 
inequalities, too. Thus, the annual State of Utah Affordable Housing Report for 2020 should 
disaggregate housing data by racial and ethnic groups. 
 
Inadequate wages. The great majority of the adults of all backgrounds who suffer from housing 
insecurity are in the workforce. A big underlying problem is that rental rates in the urban areas 
with the most jobs have grown much faster than wages.24 In its 2020 assessment, the National 
Low Income Housing Coalition reported that the wage needed to afford a median two-bedroom 
apartment in Utah was $19.83 per hour, much more than even the $15 per hour minimum wage 
we are recommending.25 Those on the lower rungs of Utah’s income ladder make barely half of 
the median rent cost.26 Families forced to spend more than 30% of their income on housing must 
stint on other necessities, including food, transportation, health and child care;27 yet over 43% 
of all Utah renter households paid more than 30% of their income on rent.28 
 
Rental assistance. The most effective short-term fix is expansion of rental assistance to limit all 
households’ spending on housing to 30% of income by providing the means for them to rent 
housing now out of reach financially. The main program to help low-income renters is the 
federally-funded Section 8 rental assistance program. Section 8 vouchers allow recipients to rent 
apartments on the open market and pay no more than 30% of their income.29 Even prior to the 
pandemic of 2020, however, the number of vouchers available was sufficient to assist just over 3 
out of 10 low-income Utah households that paid 50% or more of their incomes for rent and 
utilities.30 Difficulties with the program also include a waiting list that is often in the thousands 
or closed altogether and some landlords’ unwillingness to rent to those paying with vouchers. 
 
In the 2020 General Session, the Legislature rejected a proposal from the state’s hard-working 
Commission on Housing Affordability to appropriate state rental assistance funds. In summer, 
the Legislature did allocate $20 million of its federal CARES Act pandemic stimulus funds for 
rental assistance. Initially, assistance was targeted to those unable to obtain unemployment 
benefits. In August, eligibility expanded to include those also receiving unemployment, because 
the extra $600 per week in federal aid had ended,31 and landlords were authorized to apply on 
behalf of eligible tenants.32 These funds are still critical, despite a federal moratorium on most 
evictions for nonpayment of rent through December 31, 2020, because the moratorium only 
delays renters’ payments and risks massive evictions in January.33   
 
Housing shortage. Though the state has thus far declined to spend ongoing state funds for rental 
assistance, it has provided some support for development and preservation of affordable housing. 
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A big reason for high rents is that Utah has a statewide shortage of over 43,000 housing units 
available for those making less than 50% of the state’s median income.34 Over 29,000 subsidized 
housing units have been built in the last 40 years, most with federal tax credits, but the number of 
Utahns urgently needing such units has grown rather than declined.35 For at least the last ten 
years, the state has appropriated $2.423 million annually in ongoing funds and varying amounts 
of one-time funds for loans to help build or preserve affordable housing.36 In 2020, the Legisla-
ture approved an additional $10 million, one-time appropriation for this purpose, but the amount 
was later cut in half due to anticipated revenue shortfalls from the pandemic and recession.  
 
Greater investment in affordable housing would boost the state’s economy. Governor Herbert’s 
Economic Response Task Force has recommended more state bonding for infrastructure, 
including housing, as part of the state’s plan for recovery from the pandemic recession,37 but so 
far, the Legislature has not done so. Construction of more affordable housing is complex and can 
face numerous impediments, but there are many steps the state can take to encourage it in 
addition to providing funds. For example, the state and its political subdivisions should study 
possible statutory changes to zoning and residential design standards that currently inhibit 
affordable housing.38  
 
Finally, the state should follow up on 2019 legislation (SB3400) requiring political subdivisions 
to strengthen the moderate-income housing elements of their general plans and to report to the 
state on their activities. The Division of Housing and Community Development should compile 
and publish a summary report on political subdivisions’ compliance with this requirement. Have 
any yet been denied transportation funds--the “stick” applicable in certain situations? Most 
important, to what extent and in which jurisdictions have the plans resulted in an actual increase 
in affordable housing? 
 

Conclusion 
 
In late 2020, many Utah residents are hurting badly. COVID-19 and the associated economic 
downturn have increased unemployment and poverty, especially among members of the state’s 
racial and ethnic minority communities, making decisive state action essential not only to 
alleviate the immediate problems of hunger and homelessness, but also to mitigate the 
consequences of long-term toxic stress on our state’s most vulnerable citizens. The research is 
unequivocal that such action will propel Utah’s economy and assure a more stable, productive 
and equitable future for all its people.     
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