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Tenth Annual Action Conference Held: “Organizing to Win”: More than three hundred members of the Rhode Island Campaign to Eliminate Childhood Poverty gathered for the Campaign’s Tenth Annual Action Conference on Saturday, February 3rd at the Providence Marriott. Sparked by a keynote panel of community organizers and grassroots leaders from Massachusetts, the Conference was rated by many as “the best ever.” A rousing State of the Campaign address by Darlene Briggs Magaw from the Northern RI Chapter kicked off the day. She was followed by a new Campaign fight song “The Fight is On ‘Til We Have Won” composed and sung by Wiley Center organizer Waleed Muhammad. The song’s words seemed to capture the spirit of the day: “They say the poor can’t win, Cause they’re divided, We say that they shall win, Cause we’re coming united.” 

Workshops/Accountability Sessions’ Demands Produce Commitments: A number of key legislators and state bureaucrats attended the Conference’s seven workshop-accountability sessions. As a result of the group’s pressure, these leaders agreed to support several of the Campaign’s demands. Workshops covered: The Crisis in Affordable Housing, Refundable Earned Income Tax Credit, Increasing Prescription Coverage for Seniors, Jobs- the State and Private Sector Responsibilities, Improved Education and Training for TANF Recipients, and Increasing Access to Food Stamps. At each workshop, Conference participants met with a panel of decision-makers to demand specific responses to these problems.         (Conference continued on page 2) 

4 Major Victories Begin Wiley Center’s 2001: The Wiley Center’s organizing and advocacy efforts have produced four major victories during the past few weeks. Our wins were: a state commitment to restore 1000 summer youth jobs for 2001, the Public Utilities Commission’s one-month extension of the moratorium on utility shutoffs until May 1, re-opening of DHS food stamp offices to Narragansett and South Kingstown, and the Cranston’s initiation of universal free school breakfast at three schools. 

Youth Organizing Produces State Action on Summer Jobs for 2001: Last summer the Wiley Center organized a group of thirty-four unemployed teens from Woonsocket, Pawtucket and Providence who fought for state and private sector action to restore some of  2,000 summer jobs eliminated by the changes in federal  job training program. For many 14- and 15-year old low-income youth, who are barred from most jobs due to their ages, the federal summer jobs program was a very important source of income and work experience. 

The youths held two “actions”at the State House demanding a meeting with Governor Almond (they finally got one with one of his aides). They met with the Greater Providence Chamber of Commerce and staff of Rhode Island’s Congressional delegation. They were featured in a front page article in Providence Business News. Although the campaign didn’t produce jobs last summer, it prodded the State’s Human Resource Investment Council to allocate $46,000 to plan a summer job program for this year. 

Go to Victories (continued on page 3)
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Affordable Housing Workshop Heats Up: Sparked by the growing crisis in homelessness, the housing workshop attended by Senators Aram Garabedian and J. Clement “Bud” Cicilline  attracted the most participants and the hottest discussion. People to End Homelessness pitched a tent at the front of the room to dramatize the issue. They had recently won funding for an additional homeless shelter from Governor Almond after threatening to “camp-in” at the State House. Both senators pledged to support the following measures: 

a) $1 million in state funds for the EHAP(emergency housing assistance program).

b) Neighborhood Opportunities Program legislation which will provide $5 million to build affordable housing.

c) Release of $2 million in  housing construction funds this year from an MHRH bond issue  

The audience challenged the Senators to oppose the proposed $90 million elimination of capital gains taxes. Cicilline agreed to do so, while Garabedian refused to take a position

Refundable Earned Income Tax Credit: Senator Frank Caprio, Chair of the Senate Finance Committee, and Representative Gordon Fox, a Deputy Chair of the House Finance Committee, were panelists at this workshop. Responding to a demand that they support the Campaign’s Refundable EITC bill, both took neutral positions. Senator Caprio, presenting himself as an advocate of fiscal responsibility, said he would not make it a priority unless there was a strong public demand. Representative Fox, while saying that he personally believes in the Refundable EITC, could not make it a top priority. Advocates backed a unanimous resolution from the floor to demand a refundable EITC for working families, separated from the capital gains tax cut. All agreed that a strong show of support for this legislation will be needed. 

Other Outcomes: The workshop on Education and Training for FIP recipients received a commitment from DHS official Donalda Carlson to contact DHS Director Christine Ferguson by March about a meeting on education issues. At the Utilities Workshop, representatives from Narragansett Electric and Providence Gas refused to commit to requesting extension of shutoff moratorium until May 1. However, P.U.C. Commissioner Kate Racine expressed the possibility that the P.U.C. would look sympathetically on this request. (see story in this issue on victories). The Gray Panthers, at the Workshop on Expanding Pharmaceutical Assistance for the Elderly, received a commitment from Senator Elizabeth Roberts, Representative Elizabeth Dennigan, and Dept. of Elderly Affairs Director Barbara Rayner that they would seek a meeting on this issue with Almond Chief of Staff Michael DiBiase. 
Organizing Panel: How to Win: In a departure from a tradition of a nationally-known keynote speaker, this year’s Conference will feature a panel of experienced community organizers and grass-roots leaders from Massachusetts. Panelists and organizers from Greater Boston Interfaith Organization, United Interfaith Action in Fall River, and The Coalition Against Poverty from New Bedford, all discussed how they organized and won victories. The audience was particularly interested in Greater Boston Interfaith’s Lou Finfer’s description of how they used one-to-one and small “house meetings” to build people power turning out thousand for community meetings. The result was the achievement of a $100 million affordable housing state trust fund in Massachusetts. One Conference participant described the organizing panel as “very informative, well run and inspirational.”

Thanks to Citizens Bank and Verizon Corporation for

 co-sponsoring this year’s Annual Action Conference. 

Their generosity enabled us to provide a conference that everyone could afford to attend and participate in.
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R.I. Campaign to Eliminate Childhood Poverty News
SCHEDULE OF UPCOMING CAMPAIGN REGIONAL MEETINGS 

R.I. Workers Association

Wednesday, January 24
@6:30 PM
Wiley Center, 32 East Ave., Pawtucket

Blackstone Valley Chapter
Thursday, February 8

 @ 6:30 PM
Wiley Center, 32 East Ave., Pawtucket

Northern RI Chapter
Tuesday, February 13 

 @ 6:30 PM
Family Resources/Community Action

245 Main Street, Woonsocket

Central RI Chapter
Monday, January 22 

@ 7:00 PM
J.O.N.A.H., 830 Oakland Beach Ave., Warwick

Providence Chapter
Tuesday, January 23

 @ 6:30 PM
Cathedral of St. John, 271 N. Main St., Providence 

South County Chapter
Friday, January 19

@ 4:00 PM
South County Community Action, 1080 Kingstown Road, Peace Dale

East Bay Chapter
Tuesday, January 23

 @ 6:30 PM
St. Martha’s Church, 2595 Pawtucket Avenue, East Providence

GUEST EDITORIAL: State Capital Gains Cut is Bad Economics

Dr. William B. Sweeney, Professor of Economics, Bryant College
Whether or not the job creation function of state government would be advanced by phasing-out the Rhode Island long-term capital gains tax is a controversial issue. However, research and analyses related to this issue seem to indicate that a strong economic argument can be made against granting tax relief to the more affluent, who would be the major beneficiaries of this proposed legislation. The case against cutting the Rhode Island Capital Gains Tax is summarized as follows:

1. There are only two states what have applied their economic models to the task of evaluating the impact of a capital gain tax cut. Both states came to a negative conclusion: i.e., that no economic relationship appears to exist between job creation and the elimination of capital gains tax burdens. (Michael P. Ettlinger, Tax Policy Director, Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, Washington, October 1999: p.5)

2. The opportunity cost of reducing the state capital gains tax is high in terms of how state revenue would be spent. It is estimated that a total phase-out of the Rhode Island Tax would cost the state $90 million per year in foregone income. (Estimated by R.I. State Tax Administrator R. Gary Clark, Providence Journal, Jan. 13, 2001. pp. A-1 & A-8.) This action can be translated into 1,500 new teaching jobs with the reduction of class sizes for 100,000 school age children from 25 students to 18.

3. Even if the tax relief were granted, there are no assurances that the estimated $90 million per year at issue would be invested or spent in Rhode Island. In fact, it is likely that the tax savings will be invested outside the state, assuming the money is attracted to investment opportunities with the highest return.

4. There is an equity problem involved with cutting the state’s capital gain tax. Since the lion’s share of the proposed phase-out of captial gains would benefit the upper income group (highest 20%), the impact of this proposed legislation would only serve to make the Rhode Island tax structure more regressive.

5. Tax cut efficiency is low. Since capital gains are buried in the state income levy, they are deductible on the Federal Tax Return. As a consequence, the offset on the IRS form is given up, assuming that the State Capital Gains Tax is phased out completely. If the state decreased the capital gains tax, the federal capital gains/personal income tax burden would go up. For example, over 39¢ for every $1 would go back to the federal government for those in the top tax bracket (39.6%). Thus the tax savings would be diminished by almost forty percent. 

First Recommendation: There is one exception to my argumentation and it relates to economic hardship. The burden of the Rhode Island state capital gains tax falls hardest upon lower and middle class income groups, particularly the small business sector of the economy. They suffer whenever a transfer/sale of property/assets becomes subject to the full weight of the Rhode Island state capital gains tax. This problem could be removed if the first one million dollars of capital gains were made exempt from the situs of the tax. Most Rhode Islanders are employed by small businesses. Making it easier to transfer these businesses would go a long way to help ensure their continuity in the future. Finally, entrepreneur common stock sales should also receive the same exemption (first $1 million of capital gains). This tax break would help to make the Rhode Island business climate quite competitive in attracting fledgling high tech firms to the state. 

Second Recommendation: The State of Rhode Island should also consider reducing the R.I. business tax in conjunction with the million dollar exemption against long-term capital gains. The efforts of policymakers should be directed toward a job creation goal. If the burden of the corporate profits tax was lowered  in the Ocean State, then the cost of doing business here would be lessened. Economic research strongly supports the position that a direct causality exists between dropping the corporate net income tax and growing new employment opportunities. New business investment is obviously attracted by the prospect of higher returns/profits. 

QUOTE OF THE WEEK: “It was great to have the politicians here to be accountable to the people.”  Participant in Annual Action Conference explaining what she liked best about the Conference. 
Senator Irons Responds to Wiley Center’s “Class War” Charge:
In a recent Providence Journal interview, newly chosen Senate Majority Leader William Irons responded, more than a bit defensively, to charges that his endorsement of a $90 million cut in capital gains taxes will constituted “class warfare”. “Some say ‘class warfare’. I believe it’s class alliance” Irons was quoted as saying. “As you get into the philosophical and emotional debate about what a tax cut for the rich is all about, remember it’s the rich that create the economy.” (Prov. Journal, 12/31/00, p. A-1)

      A former Senator recently told this reporter, “Look, you’ve got to remember that in any other state, Irons would be a Republican.” Significantly, a key leader who hasn’t signed onto this tax cut is House Finance Committee Chair Tony Pires, who has committed only to hold a series of hearings on the entire Rhode Island tax system. The Wiley Center is participating in a coalition which is working to counteract this push for a tax giveaway. Its proponents have been unable to find a single economist to support this tax cut as a job creation method, while Bryant College professor of economics Bill Sweeney has given strong testimony against the cut . This issue will be an ongoing battle during the legislative session. 

Report from the Class War Front: RI’s Poor Are Taking Heavy Casualties

While the new Rhode Island Senate leadership and Governor Almond boast that their legislative priority is the elimination of capital gains, 70% of which will benefit taxpayers with incomes over $1 million, conditions worsen for Rhode Island’s poor, many of whom are working. Some examples:

( On the weekend of January 5th, twenty single people and two large families (8 and 7 people respectively) had to “camp out” in chairs and couches in the Travelers Aid reception area because every homeless shelter bed in Rhode Island was filled. In response to members of People to End Homelessness camping out in front of the State House, members of Almond’s policy office have met with the group to discuss the problem. However, Almond’s staff are putting the responsibility of finding another shelter building on the protesters!

( The Rhode Island Community Food Bank has experienced a 100% increase in demand for food in the last three years, and as this demand continues to grow the Food Bank’s large warehouse space is being strained to its limits, forcing the agency to consider options for expansion.

( The Department of Human Services(DHS) reports its food stamp rolls decreased by 774 last month, and admits that over 20,000 eligible food stamp recipients are not participating in the program. However, DHS Director Christine Ferguson refuses to open food stamp offices on nights or weekends to serve working poor families. 
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