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County of Santa Clara’s Spending to Aid Families 
Helps to Fuel the Economy 

Social Services Director Presents Findings of Comprehensive Economic Analysis 
 

SANTA CLARA COUNTY, CALIF.— Today, the County of Santa Clara Board of Supervisors 
discussed the results of two new studies that reveal the impact Human/Social Services spending 
has on the economy.  The studies are:  Spending on County Human Services Programs in 
California: An Evaluation of Economic Impacts by Beacon Economics and Human Services in A 
Time of Economic Crisis, by the County Welfare Directors’ Association (CWDA) and California 
State Association of Counties (CSAC).  
 
County Social Services Agency Director Will Lightbourne who presented the findings to the Board 
of Supervisors said, “human services programs are caught in a convergence of forces that is 
making it extremely difficult to address the current and growing demand for services.”  
 
The forces Lightbourne referred to are: 1) a sudden and rapid demand for services triggered by a 
faltering economy; 2) an erosion of funding at the state level which, in effect, constitutes a 
dismantling of the human services infrastructure and a reduction in services; and 3) the continued 
depletion of county resources due to the economy, i.e., loss in both sales and property tax 
revenues. 
 
“Ours is the ultimate counter-cyclical system,” Lightbourne explained. “As more people become 
unemployed, our caseloads are going up at the same time that revenues to support those 
caseloads are going down.”  

-more- 
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Lightbourne reported that unemployment in Santa Clara County was 10.8 percent in March, more 
than double the 5.2 percent a year ago.  Between September 2007 and January 2009, applications 
for public assistance has spiked substantially.  For instance, applications for Food Stamps have 
increased 60 percent, CalWORKS (assistance in retooling skills and seeking employment) are up 
56.9 percent, General Assistance applicatations are up 28.2 percent, and Medi-Cal are up 13.9 
percent. 
 
This cycle is not new.  It is one source of what Acting County Executive Gary Graves refers to as 
the County’s structural budget deficit.   
 
“We are really caught in a bind,” said Graves.  “The County’s basic mission is to serve as a safety  
net for circumstances and times such as these.  However, these are also the conditions that drive 
revenue down, making it very difficult to fulfill that mission.”  
 
What is new, however, is the in-depth analysis that shows how county spending actual slows the 
downward economic spiral.  On average, every $1 spent in human services programs generates 
$1.32 in economic activity. The Beacon Economic Analysis shows that when these dollars are 
spent to support families, it goes immediately into the local economy. 
 
“This is a significant finding,” said Supervisor Liz Kniss, President of the County of Santa Clara 
Board of Supervisors.  “When residents buy groceries at a local grocer, it helps to keep that grocer 
in business and local government is able to continue services that benefit the community from 
taxes paid on that sale.” 
 
From September 2007 to January 2009, the percent of the county’s population receiving public 
assistance grew by over 24,000.  And more than 6,000 of those have begun receiving benefits 
since September.  Many are first time applicants.  
 
“We see and hear the stories in the news everyday,” said Supervisor Dave Cortese, Chair of the 
Board’s Children Seniors and Families Committee.  “The new faces of this crisis are formerly self-
employed workers and two-parent families who have lost their jobs and jobs based benefits.”  
 
The benefit to a local economy is substantial because the vast majority of funds for these programs 
come from the federal government and the state.  The County of Santa Clara government 
contributes more than $270 million to the local economy through the human services programs it 
administers.  That includes $205 million in direct payments and the $65 million that it generates. 
 
“Often we think of public spending as though it exists in a vacuum without a benefit to businesses,” 
said Supervisor Ken Yeager.  “It is important to recognize spending to support basic human needs 
makes it way directly into the economy and that benefits the entire community.”  
 
“What is even more troubling is the number of individuals who have lost their jobs, but still are not 
able to qualify for public assistance,” said Supervisor George Shirakawa, Vice Chair of the Board’s 
Children Seniors and Families Committee. “The gap between the number of families who have 
applied for assistance and those who are actually eligible is a sign of even more heartbreaking 
news to come as the recession continues.”  

-more- 
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Another factor limiting counties’ ability to meet the demand for service is the eight years of state 
funding reductions that preceded the economic downturn. This is the result of spending caps, direct 
program cuts and declining realignment revenues.  On a statewide basis, that reduction is $2 
billion.  For Santa Clara County, it is $37.3 million. 
 
“The County contributes only $2.3 million of local funds to generate $270 million for the local 
economy,” said Supervisor Don Gage, District 1. “In strict business terms, that is a substantial 
return on investment.” 
 
The absence of vital safety net services has both short and long-term costs to society. The Beacon 
Economic Analysis concludes: 
 
 “… that output and employment resulting from human services program expenditures are greater 
than the expenditure alone would suggest. 
 
“In particular, In-Home Supportive Services are found to provide in excess of a 40 percent boost to 
the local economy.  The multipliers for CalWORKS and Food Stamps are also significant and 
comparable at 1:34 and 1:37, respectively…The report discusses the likelihood that service 
reductions in many of these programs may result in the following: a higher incidence of 
homelessness, poverty, malnutrition, substance abuse, violence, and negative health outcomes for 
toddlers and infants… and produces not only higher economic costs today, but in the future as 
well.” 

# # # 

 

For further information from the California State Association of Counties, contact  
Sarah Jimenez, CSAC Communications Coordinator, 916-327-7500 ext. 516.  For further 
information about the Beacon Economics Report, contact Jon Haveman, Ph.D., Beacon 
Economics, 415-457-6006. 
 
 
Refer to additional supporting attachments: 

 Santa Clara County Economic Impact Presentation 

 Human Services in a Time of Economic Crisis Report 

 Spending on County Human Services in California Report 

 
Links to the Social Services Director presentation and two studies below are online in the News 
Room at www.sccgov.org 
 
Human Services in a Time of Economic Crisis Power Point Presentation (includes local statistics) 
 
Spending on County Human Services Programs in California: An Evaluation of Economic Impacts  
 
Human Services in a Time of Economic Crisis 
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