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Decision Time Nears on Key Bills to Aid the Poor: As this year’s General Assembly session moves toward its climax with the preparation of a state budget for the fiscal year beginning on July 1, the fate of critical legislation to aid our state’s more than 42,000 working poor families remains in doubt. The Wiley Center’s R.I. Campaign to Eliminate Childhood Poverty has been working for passage of four bills that would achieve the following: a refundable state earned income tax credit; first-time state funding for affordable housing units; expanded food stamp outreach to unserved households; and increased emergency housing assistance funds to prevent evictions and mortgage foreclosures of poor people.   (See page 3 for more details on these bills). 

Seven Wiley-sponsored regional legislative action meetings produce commitments: Since the middle of March, the R.I. Campaign to Eliminate Childhood Poverty has sponsored seven regional Legislative Action Meetings to allow local citizens to demand that their legislators support these bills. Nearly all legislators who attended the meetings have endorsed all four bills. While overall turnout of legislators was only fair, many legislative leaders did attend, including House Majority Leader Gerard Martineau (Woonsocket), House Finance Chair Tony Pires (Pawtucket), House Minority Robert Watson (East Greenwich), and Senate Minority Leader Dennis Algiere (Westerly). Ten legislators attended one of the two meetings held in South Kingstown and Westerly. The final meeting will be held on Monday, May 14, 7:00 PM at St. Lucy’s Parish Hall, 909 West Main Road in Middletown.  (Legislation continued on page 2.)

Do You Care? A Letter to Our R.I. Readers: 
If you read this newsletter regularly, we hope that you understand that Rhode Island’s low-income families, most of whom are “working poor”, are facing a deepening crisis in trying to make ends meet. As they work hard, often at more than one job, they face increasing rents and lack of subsidized affordable housing, soaring energy bills, and many of them pay more of their income in state taxes than the rest of us do. The Wiley Center is supporting four bills, which are described on page 3, that would make a big difference for these families. Won’t you join us in this effort?


If you do only one thing to support our work this year, we ask that you call your State Senator and State Representative and ask them to vote for these bills. We have seen as few as five calls from constituents change legislators’ positions on legislation. Call us at 728-5555 if you would like to receive more details about any of these bills. 
                                                                                                                                Henry Shelton and Bill Flynn
How to find out who your state legislators are:  On the internet, go to website “www.sec.state.ri.us” and click on Find your legislator near the bottom of the page. 
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Legislation (continued from page 1)
Large Turnout Sparks Affordable Housing Rally: On April 5 Wiley Center leaders joined over three hundred citizens in a huge State House rally in support of the Neighborhood Opportunities Program, one of our four priority bills. The large turnout, coordinated by the R.I. Coalition for the Homeless and supported by many church, advocacy and housing groups, prompted promises of support from Senate Majority Leader William Irons and, in a rare appearance at such a rally, Speaker of the House John Harwood. 
House Hearings Held on Refundable Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), Emergency Housing Assistance Program Bills: During the past week Campaign members and Wiley Center staff testified on these bills before the House Finance Committee. Bernie Beaudreau, Executive Director of the R.I. Community Food Bank, gave strong supporting testimony for both bills, linking low-paying jobs and lack of affordable housing with research findings that 10% of families in poor neighborhoods experience hunger on a regular basis. 

What Happens Next: Hearings on the Refundable EITC (in Senate Finance) and the Neighborhood Opportunities Program (in Senate and House Finance) have not yet been scheduled. Because all four bills would require appropriations of state funds, after hearings they are “held over” along with many other money bills in the respective finance committees. Thus there will not be public committee votes on these bills. Rather their fate will be determined as part of the preparation of a state budget, which occurs behind closed doors. Once a final budget is reported out of the House Finance Committee, it typically is approved with few changes by the full House. Finally, as the budget is sent to the Senate, there are negotiations between the House and Senate leadership and the Governor about its final form. 

The good news is that there is still time for concerned citizens to contact their senators and representatives and urge them to have their respective leaders support these bills. All of the bills still have a chance. The Refundable EITC in particular needs a much stronger push. 

Energy Crisis is Here: Wiley Center seeks Revised Shutoff Rules. As the winter moratorium on energy utility shutoffs ended on May 1st, for thousands of low-income Rhode Island households the full impact of soaring energy prices began hitting home hard. Electric rates have risen 66% and gas prices are following suit. While merely an inconvenience for some, these price hikes represents a disaster for thousands of low-income households. During the previous week, the State Energy Office suddenly announced that all $15 million in federal LIHEAP energy assistance grants had been expended and no new applications would be accepted. Last year LIHEAP applications were received and funded through the end of June. The Wiley Center and many community agencies have begun receiving frantic calls from poor customers with back bills as high as $3,000. For most, there is nowhere to turn. 

Massive Numbers of Shutoffs Predicted: A Public Utilities Commission official predicted last week that over 5,000 customers would be shut off in the next few weeks because of large back bills. In addition to the fact that there is no remaining federal assistance, the crisis is magnified by utility companies’ demands that customers pay as high as 100% of their back bills before having service restored. 
Wiley Center Fighting for Fairer Shutoff Rules: The Wiley Center has filed a formal request with the Public Utilities Commission for a docket to review 35-year old rules on restoration of service after shutoffs. These rules allow utilities to demand 100% of back bills. The Commission is currently reviewing the Wiley Center plan, along with plans submitted by the Division of Public Utilities and the utility companies. If the shutoff crisis becomes severe, the Wiley Center may seek an emergency order by the Commission that would bypass normal schedules for its decision-making. 

Please Ask Your Legislator to Vote for these  

Four Bills to Aid Low-Income Families

REFUNDABLE STATE EARNED INCOME TAX CREDIT (S0322, H5409)

This would transfer up to $16 million, via the tax system, in payments to Rhode Island’s 42,000+ low-income working families making less than $22,000 per year. Very poor working families making $15,000 per year or less would receive payments up to $1,000 per year. The bill could be phased in over a period of several years to reduce the budgetary impact. 

Poor working families earning less than $15,000 per year have the heaviest tax burden (14.4% of income) of any taxpayer group, due to high sales, property and excise taxes on gasoline, cigarettes and alcohol. This refund would offset that inequity, and raise thousands of families out of poverty.

NEIGHBORHOOD OPPORTUNITIES PROGRAM (S0188, H5401)


The greatest single cause of Rhode Island’s families’ living in poverty is the high cost of rental housing. Due to soaring rents, many families pay more than half of their income for housing, leaving them unable to afford enough food and other necessities.  Rhode Island currently is the only state that currently does not provide any tax dollars to build or refurbish affordable housing units. 

This bill would provide $5 million in state funds for affordable housing, which would attract other federal and private sources, and would build about 100 units of affordable housing throughout the state. Additional federal matching funds would be generated by this appropriation.  

EMERGENCY HOUSING ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (S0822, H6243)


This would provide $1 million per year for emergency assistance to families facing homelessness due to temporary loss of income. It could be used to pay rent, mortgage payments, and also for a security deposit on an apartment for families moving out of homeless shelters. Strict guidelines ensure that assistance goes to families that are able to pay for housing in the long run. 

FOOD STAMP OUTREACH PROGRAM (S0527, H5862) 

Over 17,000 Rhode Island households are eligible for federal food stamp benefits but do not receive them. Yet the demand for food from the Rhode Island Community Food Bank has more than doubled during the past three years. This legislation would fund a program to have the R.I. Department of Human Services have outreach workers explain the food stamp program to potential recipients throughout the state. It would establish a pilot program of opening food stamp offices in the evening to serve working families. It would also streamline the food stamp application progress and translate materials into Spanish. The bill would appropriate $250,000, which would generate over $200,000 in matching federal funds. 

Please contact the Wiley Center @ 728-5555 for detailed fact sheets on all of these bills. 

Statistic of the Week: As a result of the Wiley Center’s School Breakfast Mandate Bill which took effect last October, 206,196 more school breakfasts were served to Rhode Island schoolchildren during the 4-month period October 2000 – January 2001 compared to the same period the year before. This was an increase of 19%.                Source: R.I. Dept. of Education 

R.I. Campaign to Eliminate Childhood Poverty News
SCHEDULE OF UPCOMING CAMPAIGN REGIONAL MEETINGS 

Blackstone Valley Chapter
Thursday, May 17, 

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

Northern RI Chapter
Tuesday, May 15

 @ 6:30 PM
Family Resources/Community Action

245 Main Street, Woonsocket

Central RI Chapter

(Warwick)
Tuesday, May 22 

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

Central RI Chapter 

(West Warwick) 
Monday, May 14, 

@ 7:00 PM
Phenix Baptist Church, 2 Fairview Ave.

West Warwick

South County Chapter
Friday, May 25,
@ 4:30 PM
South County Community Action, 1080 Kingstown Road, Peace Dale

East Bay Chapter
Tuesday, May 22, 
 @ 6:30 PM
St. Martha’s Church, 2595 Pawtucket Avenue, East Providence

South County Chapter Wins Food Stamp Office for Seniors, but Families Remain Shut Out: Responding to several months of pressure led by the Campaign’s South County Chapter, joined by the towns of Narragansett and South Kingstown, in April the R.I. Department of Human Services (DHS) reopened a part-time food stamp application site at the South Kingstown Senior Center. This site, which will serve the entire region, will be limited to senior citizens. DHS continues to drag its feet on opening an area site to serve families. The South County Chapter has vowed to take direct action on this issue in the near future. Said Campaign leader Bernice Lott, “DHS must put strenuous effort into finding available space in Narragansett or South Kingstown.” A Narragansett Times editorial put it best, saying, “existing DHS offices in North Kingstown and Warwick might as well be on the moon, for all the benefit they provide local residents.” 

Campaign Notes:

( Congratulations to Leadership Committee Member Bethany DiNapoli on the recent birth of her son Marco.

( Kudos to Leadership Committee Member Mary Montminy Danna, who recently achieved her Doctorate in Social Work at Boston College. She says we don’t have to call her “Dr.” Nice going, Mary. Now we expect you to have more time for our meetings!

( Farewell and good luck to Salve Regina social work intern David Harootunian who worked at the Wiley Center during the spring semester. David, a member of the Army Reserve, will be making a deployment to Kosovo in the fall before returning to school.  

Visit Our Website:  www.georgewileycenter.org for the latest information on Wiley Center activities. 

Wiley Center Named Finalist for National Leadership Award: In March the Advocacy Institute announced that the George Wiley Center was one of 285 finalists selected from more than 3,000 applications for the prestigious Leadership for a Changing World Award. This award, which is funded by the Ford Foundation, will recognize 20 outstanding leaders or leadership groups from throughout the United States. Award-winning groups will receive monetary awards of $130,000. Paul Hoffman, a member of the Leadership Committee of the R.I. Campaign to Eliminate Childhood Poverty, submitted the nomination. In its letter, the Advocacy Institute cited “your extraordinary leadership in tackling tough social problems.” To the best of our knowledge, the Wiley Center is the only Rhode Island organization that is a finalist for this award.  The award winners will be announced in July. 

NUTRITION WATCH
Providence Schools Adopt Universal Free Breakfast in All Schools: Yesterday the Wiley Center was notified that the Providence schools, after a six week trial period in 13 schools, has decided to immediately implement a universal free breakfast program in all of the city’s public schools. Under this program, all children who desire it can receive free breakfast without regard to income. The school district applies the surplus generated by federal reimbursement for meals eaten by lowest-income children to cover the cost of meals for those children who would normally pay part of the cost. Unofficial reports indicated a 17% increase in numbers of children eating breakfast in those schools where the program was implemented on a trial basis. 

Stigma is Removed: National studies of the effect of universal free breakfast, including one done in Central Falls, found that making this program the same for all children removes the stigma of a “poverty program.” The result is that most of the additional children who opt to eat breakfast are from low-income families, and would not have had to pay in any case. They had not participated previously due to the “stigma effect.” This effect is most pronounced in the upper grades. 

EDITORIAL
Class War is Alive and Well

in the Rhode Island Senate

On May 8, by a vote of 46 to 2, the Rhode Island Senate passed a bill that, over a three year period, would eliminate the Rhode Island capital gains tax mostly paid by the wealthiest one percent at a cost to other taxpayers of as much as 90 million dollars a year. This was done without any assurance or credible evidence that a large number of new jobs will be generated by this action. If there were such evidence, we would be the first to embrace this measure. Yet, despite all the hoopla, not a single reputable economist has stepped forward to support this bill. However, the opportunity cost of this giveaway will undoubtedly reduce programs for the poor.  

On the following day Senate Majority Leader William Irons delayed a floor vote on a bill which would raise the electric rates paid by Rhode Island’s hard-working residential customers in order to lower the rates of large corporations in Rhode Island. Residential customers of Narragansett Electric Company have already seen their electric rates increase five times since last June. This bill would force increase #6 --- enough is enough!

In 2000 the numbers of Rhode Island’s children living in poverty increased, growing numbers of homeless families filled every shelter to overflowing, and this spring an anticipated record number of utility customers will be shut off because of skyrocketing gas and electricity prices --- all of these factors are driving more families deeper into poverty. Our lowest income families, who work hard every day to support their families, will be the biggest losers because of these two actions by the Rhode Island Senate.

What the Senate should be doing is addressing the needs of our least prosperous working families. We need passage of pending bills to implement a refundable state earned income tax credit, to allocate state funds for affordable housing, to provide emergency assistance to families facing eviction, and to support outreach that would bring food stamps to more that 17,000 eligible households that don’t receive them. 

 This Senate and its leaders need to begin addressing the real needs of our hardest-working citizens by enacting legislation with proven economic and social benefits, instead of raising their electric rates and committing tens of millions of tax dollars to an extremely speculative and unproven giveaway to the wealthiest one percent. This class war must stop now, because our low-income working families are the victims. 

QUOTE OF THE WEEK: In a recent CBS-NY Times poll, 50% of Americans agreed with the statement, “I think that most of the time the country is being run by a group of people other than President Bush.”  
2
4

