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CITGO  AWARDED, EXXON-MOBIL PICKETED

Annual Action Conference “Turns Up the Heat” More than three hundred and fifty people, the largest Saturday turnout ever, gathered at the R.I. Convention Center in Providence on February 4 for the Fifteenth Annual Action Conference of the Rhode Island Campaign to Eliminate Childhood Poverty. The theme of “action” in the conference’s title was underlined by commitments made in a workshop by school committee members to implement universal free school breakfast pilot programs in East Providence and West Warwick. It continued through recognition of Campaign members who led daily picketing in freezing weather outside the Rhode Island Public Utilities Commission to demand support for affordable energy legislation. The Conference honored the Nation of Venezuela’s nationally owned oil company, CITGO, for taking action to provide 3.3 million gallons of discounted home heating oil for Rhode Island’s low-income consumers. Immediately after the Conference fifty participants picketed Exxon-Mobil’s East Providence facility. This action was a response to Exxon-Mobil’s refusal to make any contribution to help Rhode Island’s low-income energy consumers deal with high prices, or to even send a representative to the Conference. 

(Conference continued on page 2)

East Providence and Woonsocket launch programs

Persistence Feeds Kids: Wiley Center wins universal free school breakfast in two more school districts: After fighting hard for almost three years, the East Bay and Northern RI Chapters of the RI Campaign to Eliminate Childhood Poverty have won significant victories for feeding school children. Because our Campaign members refused to quit on this issue, over 1,800 children in Woonsocket and 640 kids in East Providence now have access to universal free school breakfast. In both cities our members outlasted school superintendents and school committee members who opposed universal free breakfast. 

Ousting Woonsocket Superintendent Opens Door to Breakfast: The Woonsocket School Committee’s decision to buy out the final year of Superintendent Anthony D’Acchioli’s contract was the turning point in achieving a meaningful universal free school breakfast pilot program. He had adamantly opposed universal free breakfast, had refused to provide accurate information on breakfast costs or even meet with concerned parents to discuss the issue. Following the appointment of Acting Superintendent Maureen Macera in November 2005, the Woonsocket school administration moved swiftly to recommend a universal free
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Beginning with Hope: Rabbi Alan Flam opened the Conference with a kavvanah---a meditation to set the day’s intentions. Recalling that our state motto is “Hope”, he pointed out a traditional distinction made by many faiths between optimism and hope:

“Optimism urges us to have a nice day; hope requires us to work until all days are just.

  Optimism rests on our individual cheer; hope relies on our communal struggle. 

  Optimism imagines a future without trouble; hope slogs through trouble with the certainty that    

       ‘something will make sense, regardless of how it turns out’.

To live in hope is anything but irresponsible escapism; it is the bravest choice. It is the prophetic  

        vision of resistance to despair that threatens to swallow us whole.” 

Keynote Speaker Bernie Beaudreau, Executive Director of the Rhode Island Community Food Bank, continued on a similar note, recalling that the late Nancy Gewirtz’s keynote speech at the Third Annual Action Conference had the theme of “Rhode Island—A Place Called Hope.”  He blasted the state’s political leaders for proposing more tax cuts for the wealthy and endorsing cuts in health and income support programs while ignoring a wide range of indicators showing “ …for at least one in five Rhode Islanders, that adequately meeting their minimum needs for day to day survival has become an impossibility. The lives of many thousands of Rhode Island children, and their parents, hang in the balance and the scale is tipping against them.” 

Beaudreau proceeded to lay out a detailed analysis of alarming increases over a wide range of indicators of poverty, hunger and homelessness and health in Rhode Island. {See related article below on “Poverty Increasing in RI”}.  He then called on the gathering to “Study our past victories and restore our faith in ourselves and our belief in our ability to change policy.”  He enumerated past Campaign victories:

Increasing RI’s school breakfast participation by 14,000 students per year; producing over $4 million per year for WIC by demanding rebates; winning millions of dollars in energy discounts; achieving state funding for affordable housing; enacting the first state refundable earned income tax credit. 

Bernie urged the various agencies and organizations in attendance to work together in concerted action for change and to back the agenda for change incorporated in the Conference’s workshops. He called for paying attention to voter registration and political action. He concluded by saying that:

“ the current state of domestic policy which has eroded the American Dream for the bottom half of the country did not happen overnight. It was a protracted long-term campaign that took place over three decades. So turning things around in our country and our state is also going to take a long time. So we need to have a long view of our movement and with that, a personal lifetime commitment to our vision for a just society.” 

Workshops Focused on Action Steps: The following table summarizes the actions endorsed by the Conference’s morning workshops:

	Jobs Now
	Increasing Incomes
	Affordable Housing
	Universal Free School Breakfast

	Require companies w/tax breaks to hire welfare recipients and unemployed
	Increase state minimum wage to $7.45/hr. 
	Support Housing=Hope

March May 21-25  
	Commitment to universal free pilot program in E. Providence

	Program for state jobs for welfare recipients
	Unfreeze state SSI cost of living supplement 
	Keep Barbara Jordan Apts. (Prov.) affordable 
	Commitment to universal free pilot program in W. Warwick

	Provide better case mgmt. support for job seekers
	Raise FIP welfare payments by 10% 
	Support programs to prevent homelessness 
	Fight for universal free breakfast pilot pgm in Newport

	
	100% refundable 

state EITC
	
	Fight for universal free breakfast pilot pgm in Warwick


(Conference continued on page 5)
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breakfast pilot program. The Woonsocket School Committee voted to approve the program 5-0, and it began on January 5, 2006. Most importantly, the proposed pilot program included Woonsocket Middle School, the largest middle school in New England with over 1,500 students. Research has shown that the “poverty stigma” begins to deter children from eating school breakfast when they reach the middle school level.  

The positive results were immediate. According to a Woonsocket Call article, at Bernon Elementary School average daily participation increased from 85 to 153 children in the first week universal free breakfast was offered. At Woonsocket Middle School, participation increased by 16% from 228 to 263 kids in one week.

East Providence Begins School Breakfast Trial: At its February 2006 meeting the East Providence School Committee unanimously approved a universal free school breakfast program at two elementary schools for the remainder of the year. School Committee members Eileen Lovett and Robert Faria had signaled at the Annual Action Conference that the School Committee would act favorably on this proposal. Beginning on  March 13, school breakfast will be available free for all children at the Myron Francis and James Oldham Elementary Schools. Those schools enroll a combined total of 641 children. 

According to a March 7 Providence Journal story by Richard Dujardin, Nadine Lima, Oldham School Principal, said that presently only 25 (10%) of her school’s children eat breakfast at school, but she expected that number to increase as families became aware of the free program. “Ideally, I’d like the number to go up as high as possible, as high as 70 percent,” Lima said. “But I’m thinking a more realistic figure would be 35 to 40 percent…This will at least give them the opportunity to have a full belly so their little brains can work.” 

Local Chapter’s Persistence Rewarded: The East Providence victory resulted from several years of unrelenting advocacy by East Bay Chapter members led by Dr. John Farley and Maryanne Gobern Mathews. Other Chapter members who testified and spoke out repeatedly on this issue included East Providence residents  Frances Doherty, Virginia Gonsalves, Diane Selly and George Page. 

Poverty Increasing in RI—Highest in N.E. Recent RI KIDS COUNT analysis of 2004 data from the Census Bureau’s American Community Survey revealed some extremely disturbing trends regarding Rhode Island’s children in poverty:

( 50,390 children lived in families with incomes below poverty ($19,157 family of 4 w/2 kids)

( Rhode Island had the highest rate of children living in poverty—21%--of any New England state, and ranked 38th in the nation (50th is worst). 

( 54% of the children living in poverty lived in extreme poverty (income less than half of the poverty standard--$9,759 family of 4 w/2 kids). 

( In 2000, Providence had the third highest child poverty rate (41%) in the country among cities with a population of 100,000 or more (Hartford was highest, Brownsville, Texas second). Other RI cities with high child poverty rates were Central Falls (40.9%), Woonsocket (31.8%), Pawtucket (25.3%), and Newport (24.4%).

Editorial Comment: These shocking numbers beg several questions:

1) Why have cash assistance payments (welfare) not been increased in 16 years?

2) Why has the Governor proposed (and legislative leaders seem ready to go along with) a plan to kick families off welfare quicker and allow them less time for education and training while receiving assistance?

3) Will we all fight harder during the current legislative session for a higher minimum wage, a fully refundable state earned income tax credit, and training and placement in living wage jobs for welfare recipients and the long-term unemployed?

ANNIVERSARY CELEBRATION UPCOMING FOR WILEY CENTER, HENRY SHELTON  On Wednesday, June 21st  the George Wiley Center will hold a Dinner to celebrate 25 years of community organizing and to honor its founder, Henry Shelton, for his 40 years of “raising hell” to win social justice. Bob Kerr and “alumni” of the Wiley Center and other of Henry’s ventures (WAGE, CCJ, RI Fair Welfare) will provide reminiscences of this work. The Dinner will be held at the R.I. Community Food Bank in Providence. Be sure to mark your calendars now! Invitations will be mailed and tickets will be available in April. 
“The Trial of the Catonsville Nine” Performance to Benefit the Wiley Center: The George Wiley Center will sponsor a benefit performance of the play “The Trial of the Catonsville Nine” on Sunday, June 4 at 8:00 PM at The 2nd Story Theater in Warren. Written by Jesuit priest and activist Daniel Berrigan, this play commemorates one of the earliest and most dramatic acts of civil disobedience against the Vietnam War. Tickets are $25. TICKETS ARE AVAILABLE ONLY FROM THE WILEY CENTER AT 728-5555. PLEASE DO NOT CONTACT SECOND STORY THEATER FOR TICKETS.  

 Wiley Universal Free Breakfast Organizing Pays Off: State Improves from 35th to 22nd in Nation 

Rhode Island Fed School Breakfast to 1,834 More Children in 2005 The “2005 School Breakfast Scorecard” produced by the Food Research and Action Center (FRAC), a national hunger advocacy center, showed that Rhode Island had a 9.7% increase in the average number of children eating school breakfast during the 2004-2005 school year compared to the previous year. As a result, Rhode Island’s national ranking in ratio of children eating free or reduced school breakfast increased from 35th to 22nd (1st is best). While school by school data is not yet available for analysis, the Wiley Center is certain that most of this increase came from its successful advocacy leading to implementation of universal free school breakfast in Pawtucket and Cranston. 

When the Wiley Center began its campaign in 1993 to bring school breakfast to every public school, Rhode Island ranked 50th in the nation---dead last. Between the 1995-96 school year and the 2004-2005 school year, the average daily number of Rhode Island children eating school breakfast increased from 6,044 to 20,728---more than 14,000 students every day. 

(Conference continued from page 2)

Awards Presented Special recognition awards were presented during lunch to Campaign members who had made exemplary personal commitments to the struggle for an affordable energy plan.  Lela Coons, Larisa Sayadora and Sandra Kelly were honored for their exceptional dedication in turning out nearly every day at our nine week long noontime vigils outside the R.I. Public Utilities Commission (PUC). Despite wind chills that reached as low as 5 above zero, they stood out among many people who participated by marching, carrying their signs and urging passing cars to “honk if your energy bills are too high.” Attorney Jean Rosiello was honored for her contribution of pro bono legal representation of the Campaign in several energy rate cases before the PUC. 

Honoring Venezuela for Providing Home Heating Oil: The awards ceremony was highlighted by the Conference’s presentation of a special award to the Bolivarian Nation of Venezuela for its contribution of 3.3 million gallons of discounted home heating oil for low-income Rhode Islanders through CITGO, its nationally-owned oil company. The Honorable Martín Pacheco, Venezuelan Consul General, accepted the award. In a gracious and moving speech that received several standing ovations, he lauded the work of the Campaign. He said that his nation’s priority and the Campaign’s were the same---to lift all of our children out of poverty. He also promised that this contribution “is not a one-time thing”. 
Plenary Session: The Conference concluded with a plenary session that discussed the P.I.P.P. (Percentage of Income Payment Plan) that would eliminate tens of thousands of energy shutoffs in Rhode Island due to back bills. John Howat of the National Consumer Law Center, showed graphs that documented that Rhode Island’s state energy program to assist low-income households lags far behind other New England states. Rhode Island is the only New England state that provides no supplementary state energy assistance.

Demonstration at Exxon-Mobil: In contrast to CITGO, Exxon-Mobil, the primary supplier of heating oil to Rhode Islanders, had offered no assistance to low-income oil heat customers. Despite numerous discussions between the Wiley Center and Exxon-Mobil, the company refused to even send a panelist to join the discussion of affordable energy needs. In Exxon-Mobil’s seat on the panel sat a large stuffed teddy bear covered with simulated $50 bills. Conference participants were invited to join in a protest at Exxon-Mobil’s East Providence facility immediately after the Conference, and about fifty people answered the call. While the protesters never entered the facility, the company’s manager closed the gate, delaying several tanker trucks. After police arrived the protesters departed, but the point was made in the following Monday’s edition of the Pawtucket Times that featured pictures of the CITGO award and the protesters outside Exxon-Mobil. 

Thanks to the Conference’s Sponsors The Wiley Center wishes to thank the following corporations and groups who made our Conference possible:
Principal Sponsors:CITIZENS BANK FOUNDATION,WORKING RHODE ISLAND 

Union Conference Union Co-Sponsors: American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees, Local 2884; Construction & General Laborers’ Union Local 271; Providence Central Labor Council; International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers, Local 99; North Providence Federation of Teachers, Local 920; United Nurses and Allied Professionals; International Union of Operating Engineers, Local 57; Laborers International Union of North America, Local 1033;
United Steelworkers of America, Local 16031

Corporate Conference Co-Sponsors: National Grid; BankRI; METLIFE Home and Auto
Community Conference Co-Sponsors: Providence-Pawtucket Head Start: R.I. HUD Tenant Project: ACORN; Providence College-Feinstein Institute; Amos House; Pawtucket Soup Kitchen

Swearer Center-Brown University ; United Workers Committee; Gray Panthers of RI;

Woonsocket Family Resources-Community Action

Vigil Succeeded—P.U.C. Approves $2 Million National Grid Low-Income Rate Reduction: In a 2-1 decision announced on the day of the Wiley Center’s final noon vigil outside the P.U.C., the Commission approved a plan proposed by National Grid to allocate $2 million to lower the impact of a large electric rate increase on low-income customers. (These funds came from the company’s sale of its ownership share in a nuclear power plant). The Wiley Center and other consumer groups supported this plan, but the tendency of two of the three P.U.C. commissioners to support stockholder interests over those of low-income ratepayers had left the issue in doubt. In addition, the P.U.C. agreed to allow an additional $6 million of the sale proceeds to be held back for possible future funding of a state affordable energy plan. During the discussion the commissioners acknowledged the vigil and honking horns of passing vehicles as evidence of the great public concern in this matter.  

Quote of the Week: “Rhode Island’s economy apparently is a two-way street, with wealthy people fleeing in droves to neighboring Massachusetts, where tax rates are lower for them, while Bay State welfare recipients are boarding buses headed for Providence, where it is some kind of welfare heaven. That is Gov. Donald L Carcieri’s view of Rhode Island….nearly 75 percent of the 12,184 families now on welfare are families with four or fewer dependents. The monthly welfare benefit for a family of four is $634. It must be repeated, that is for a family of four. A single mother with one child collects $449 a month. That’s the lap of luxury, huh? 

All too often, politicians like Carcieri simply want to see the number of welfare recipients go down. Once they are off welfare rolls, it’s somebody else’s problem. The governor has been asked publicly at least twice since releasing his budget what happens to poor people when their welfare benefits have expired, and his only response is, basically, ‘Get a job.’ By the way, this is the same governor who has been opposed to raising the minimum wage.”   

From editorial “Carcieri Talks as if Welfare was a Jackpot” by Joe Baker,                                                                             Newport Daily News, February 22, 2006

R.I. Campaign to Eliminate Childhood Poverty

          SCHEDULE OF UPCOMING CHAPTER MEETINGS 

	Northern RI Chapter
	Tuesday, April 11  

@ 6:30 PM
	Woonsocket Public Library, 303 Clinton St., Woonsocket

	Blackstone Valley Chapter
	Thursday, April 13 

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

	South County Chapter
	Thursday, March 30

@ 7:00 PM
	Kingston Congregational Church, 

2610 Kingstown Rd., Kingston

	West Bay Chapter
	Monday, March 27 

@ 7:00 PM
	J.O.N.A.H., 

830 Oakland Beach Ave., Warwick

	Providence Chapter
	Wednesday, March 15

@ 6:30 PM
	Knight Memorial Library, 

275 Elmwood Ave., Providence

	Aquidneck Chapter
	Wednesday, March 22 
@ 7:00 PM
	Florence Gray Center, 

1 York St., Newport 

	East Bay Chapter
	Tuesday, March 28

@ 7:00 PM 
	Riverside Congregational Church,  

15 Oak Avenue, Riverside
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