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Poor for an afternoon: Palo Alto leaders cope with frustration, red tape in poverty simulation

By Will Oremus, Palo Alto Daily News Staff Writer

Posted: 05/07/2010 
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On a sunny Friday in Palo Alto, in a conference room at the posh Garden Court Hotel, the city manager and the executive director of a nonprofit were sniping at each other as they tried to figure out how to scrape by on welfare and food stamps.

Cammie Vail, who holds the top job at the Palo Alto Community Fund, was playing the role of a 19-year-old single mom who dropped out of high school to take care of her baby. James Keene, who made $260,000 as city manager last year, was her 25-year-old boyfriend, who came home after a week at his new job without any money because of a payroll error.

For Keene, in real life, that might be an annoyance. But for his alter ego in a poverty simulation held Friday by a network of Santa Clara County nonprofits, it meant the baby was going hungry. And Vail's alter ego was not pleased.

"I'm gonna get a good job one of these days," Keene promised wearily.

"Good," Vail shot back, in character. "Because right now it's not cutting it, you coming home without any money."

For Keene, Vail and the other business leaders and local officials who took part in the two-hour simulation, the task was to make virtual ends meet on a meager income over the course of four 15-minute "weeks." Each week was spent walking around the conference room to booths representing various resources, from the local public school to the bank to the homeless shelter.

The booths were staffed by members of Palo Alto's Downtown Streets Team — people who have lived the challenges represented in the simulation. The team co-sponsored the event with fellow nonprofits InnVision and Peninsula Healthcare Connection to educate local leaders and raise money for the Step Up Silicon Valley campaign to reduce poverty.

The Downtown Streets Team members were given license to treat the participants the same way they've been treated by people in positions of authority.

For Keene and Vail, that meant red tape and bureaucratic indifference at nearly every turn. 
At the start of the first "week," Vail was given a notice to appear at the social services agency to renew her welfare eligibility. She had planned to head to the grocery while Keene reported to work, but she decided to obey the summons first.

By the time she got to the social services receptionist's booth, there was already a line. Conscious of the doll in her arms representing a hungry baby, Vail tried talking to a caseworker who was not serving anyone, but was told she had to see the receptionist first.

The receptionist was in no hurry.

"Let me see," he drawled as he looked through a stack of files for her character's name. When he found it, he gave her a form to fill out. But when she brought it back, she had to stand in line again only to discover it was the wrong form. Eventually the caseworker took pity and helped her find the correct paperwork. Just then, the bell rang to signal the end of the week.

"You've got to be kidding," Vail said. 

Other participants weren't faring much better.

Dan Archer, a social issues cartoonist from Mountain View, stood befuddled in the middle of the room after his character was robbed of his cash on the way to the grocery. It was the same money he had spent so long obtaining in the previous week that he was late picking up his child at day care.

Parental neglect was evident in the behavior of the 10-year-old played by Tommy Fehrenbach, former board president of the Palo Alto Chamber of Commerce. Bored and hungry, he acted out in class and ended up in juvenile hall. 

That wasn't so bad, he said. At least he got fed there.

It's one thing to tell local leaders about the everyday difficulties faced by the 25 percent of Santa Clara County residents who live below the poverty line, said Pat Plant of San Jose Presbytery, who oversaw the event. But the simulation was designed to give them a more powerful, firsthand experience of what it's like.

Developed by social workers in Missouri, the simulation concept is catching on locally, Plant said. Counting Friday, it has been run for 25 different groups around the county.

On Monday, Plant said, one member of a group of Catholic priests who participated in the simulation broke down and cried. 

Most of the participants in the Palo Alto simulation managed to keep their good humor beneath the frustrations their characters faced. Still, by the third week, people were sprinting between booths and snapping at anyone who tried to cut in line. 

Despite their best efforts, Keene and Vail ended the exercise with just $295 — not enough to pay both rent and utilities for the next month.

"Right away we realized how much energy you have to put just to get through the day," Keene said. "So many of the systems that are designed to help you seem to just stand in your way. You can pretty quickly feel victimized and not in control of anything. And you can see why you sort of cut corners so fast on stuff."

Those problems rang true for Michael Davis, a formerly homeless man who works as a supervisor for the Downtown Streets Team. Of course, the participants in the simulation had the security of knowing they could go back to their relatively comfortable lives after two hours.

Still, Davis said, "It's the closest thing to walking a mile in somebody else's shoes." 

To learn more or contribute, visit Step Up Silicon Valley's website at www.stepupsv/ or the Downtown Streets Team's website at www.streetsteam.com. 

E-mail writer Will Oremus at woremus@dailynewsgroup.com.

