Poverty Council Meeting
February 27, 2009

Member Present: Senator Phil Bartlett , Senator Kevin Raye, Representative Jim Campbell, Michele Pino, Nicole Witherbee, , Marc Mutty, Peter Gore, Ana Hicks, Harold Clossy, Keith Bisson, Jesse Vear, Halcyon Blake, Chris Zukas-Lessard, Charlie Newton, Peter Gore, Kieta Whitten , Kelly Fernald

Members Absent: Representative Patricia Sutherland, Representative Diane Tilton, Representative Gary Connor

Others Present: Commissioner Brenda Harvey, Commissioner Laura Fortman, Susan Galanka, John Hennessy, Barbara Van Burgel, Lucky Hollander, Laura Lee Raymond

Senator Bartlett brought the meeting to order. Introductions were made. 

Senator Raye made a motion that Senator Bartlett be appointed Chair of the Council. Representative Campbell seconded. Motion carried. 

Senator Bartlett addressed the Council regarding his commitment to this issue once he learned that over one third of Maine children live in poverty he took this as a rallying cry for serious change. His goal is for the Council is to find ways to address issues of poverty. Senator Bartlett articulated the day’s purpose: present a background of the problem and a scope of issues. The agenda will give time for the group to get to know each other and explore issues and action steps which the Council would like to explore further. Senator Bartlett reviewed the duties of the Poverty Council. Minutes from each meeting will be posted at http://www.maine.gov/sos/cec/boards/boardsonline.html.   DHHS will help with staffing. 

Senator Bartlett stated the Council’s task is fairly large and .the Council will meet a only a few times a year and try to address short term steps which can be taken immediately. It will also ponder long term steps which would be accomplished within 5 – 20 years. He encouraged suggestions for group speakers.

Ms. Witherbee, Federal Budget Analyst, Maine Center for Economic Policy spoke about her excitement at presenting to Maine’s Poverty Council. She indicated that the dedication behind addressing the issues and trying to find remedies is new, nationally. Ms. Witherbee felt the Council need to think not only about what resources Maine can bring but what national resources are available. She presented an overview covering the following three areas in an effort to create a starting point for understanding poverty in Maine:

1. The demographics of poverty in Maine

2. The way poverty is defined

3. Income equality

Ms. Witherbee entertained questions from the Council. Senator Bartlett asked for a definition of poverty. Beyond the numbers, what are the particular things at which this Council should be looking? Ms. Witherbee stressed the need for:

a sound methodology; and
an adequate formula which adjusts for basic living needs (such as was done by the Panel on Poverty and Family Assistance at the National Academies Committee on National Statistics). 

There is recognition the federal poverty level methodology is inadequate. It fails to address those who are living from paycheck to paycheck. On the other hand, the basic needs budget could not be used to replace federal poverty guidelines due to the policies and benefits which are determined using the Federal Poverty Level. 

Ms. Witherbee’s complete address can be found at www.mecep.org
Senator Bartlett indicated there is a fear that by expanding the parameters of poverty the programs will have to help more people will be more expensive and people will have to acknowledge there are many more in poverty. Ms. Witherbee said that stereotypes are the biggest things that get in the way of dealing with poverty and they have made it difficult for people who actually are poor to refer to themselves as poor. When asked if there was a study which showed the long term benefit of providing aid to the poor (especially children), Ms. Witherbee responded that the problem has not been the inability to make the argument, but rather the reluctance to do so. Most of the time, the answer is that there is no money to fix the problem, but American citizens have shown that if something is important to them, they will find a way. In fact, it may be less costly to fix the problem than not to do so. For example, it is more costly to leave a homeless person on the street, than it is to give them their own home. 

Michele Pino added that there are 4,000 children in Maine in the Head Start program, but this number represents only 40% of those eligible. To be eligible, families must meet the federal income guidelines (130% of poverty level) and it is clear that many children in the dire populations are not receiving resources. Only 2% of the eligible population is receiving Early Head Start services and the program has been maxed out due to lack of funding. Families in Maine want and are willing to participate. Fortunately, the ARRA money will expand these services. 

Ms. Witherbee said it is clear that the federal poverty guideline is inadequate and even at the 200% level; it does not meet basic needs. Housing and healthcare expenses exhaust a large portion of people’s income. While it is not realistic to expect state or federal eligibility guidelines to follow the basic needs guidelines, it would be helpful for the Government to make efforts to minimize the costs of healthcare and energy. By doing so, business would reduce costs and struggle less. Some of the current aid programs are very good and effective, but barely make a dent in the problem. Maine needs good jobs with good benefits to help balance the playing field. 

Senator Raye suggested looking at ways to reduce, not just treat poverty. He felt it was necessary to examine underlying causes, set priorities and use existing resources. He reminded the Council that Maine is facing a budget crisis and the focus will need to be on finding ways to help without a massive infusion of state funds. 

Kelly Fernald related her personal success as a result of being a parent participating in both Head Start and Parents As Scholars. 

Michele Pino pointed out that there is a real issue with access to assistance due to lack of transportation. She suggested looking at resources which may be underutilized with the idea that there may be something which could improve the life of families living in poverty which may not cost much. Ms. Witherbee agreed that Maine needs to spend smarter and make programs reach the farthest. Times are difficult on a whole for much of society and are even more so for the low income. 

After Ms. Witherbee’s presentation, the Council was shown a short DVD entitled Maine Voices, which is a recording of the life stories as well as the hopes and plans for the future gathered from low income people who participated in forums held throughout the state in 2008. The Maine Voices project was developed and coordinated by the Maine Community Action Association, Maine Association for Interdependent Neighborhoods and Maine Equal Justice Partners. It was supported by a grant from the Maine Community Foundation."

Senator Bartlett asked how the Council wanted things to look in ten years. What can be done with limited resources to get to that point? How do the gaps get filled? To the extent that it is possible, the Council needs to have both short and long term strategies. 

Marc Mutty said that a commission was established about 10 years ago to examine poverty in working families, the report of which should be re-examined. When people cannot meet their basic fundamental needs, they are in poverty but poverty in Portland looks very different than in Washington County. 

Ms. Galanka from the National Governor’s Association addressed the group. She said she was excited to be in Maine hearing the conversations on addressing poverty. Maine is part of a group of leading edge states willing to confront this issue. The National Governor’s Association believe this is THE time to be doing this work. Vermont, Connecticut, Minnesota, Colorado, Iowa, Delaware, Ohio and Rhode Island are all doing some version of a poverty task force. Most are working on developing a set of action steps with specific parameters (such as reducing poverty by X% within X number of years). Ms. Galanka has seen a broad belief across the nation, that focusing on poverty reduction is a worthwhile venture.

The National Governor’s Association awarded a grant to Maine which helped with the second Poverty Symposium last fall. Grants were also awarded to Arizona, Delaware, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, Ohio, Virginia, Vermont and the Virgin Islands. Many states are focusing on specific issues such as extreme poor or how to involve businesses and the private sector. Ms. Galanka felt Maine had already done some great things: pregnancy rates are very low, the health care help is more than the national average, the high school graduation rate is high, the percentage of eligible Food Supplement cases receiving benefits is one of the highest in the nation and Maine possesses a collaborative and innovative spirit. 

Ms. Galanka made the following recommendations for the Council:

1. Set a very clear goal and vision. Ensure it is consistent with the values of the state and it is politically and fiscally feasible;

2. Break the large goal into more specific, measurable outcomes which really reflect the priorities;

3. Set targets; 
4.  Look at the safety nets and ensure it works for Mainers; 
5. Consider working with the Maine Economic Growth Council; and

6. Start making some progress NOW (The Governor of Ohio gave the Council 30 days to have a list of goals to be accomplished within one year)

Ms. Galanka went on to say that the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act package has brightened the equation in thinking about what this Council can do in the short term. Specifically:

1. There are 2 billion dollars available nationally for childcare development which can translate into providing new childcare slots, infrastructure, and teacher/staff training.;

2. The child welfare federal match will be increased allowing Maine to do more prevention efforts.; 

3. Nationally, one billion dollars will be put in CSBG money to be distributed through the Community Action network;

4. Food Supplement benefits amount have increased;

5. The WIC program will receive 500 million nationally;

6. The TANF program can receive up to five billion nationally

7. There is a tax credit of $2500 for post secondary education training;

8. The Earned Income Tax Credit will be increased for families with 3 or more children; and

9. Transitional medical assistance is being extended.

Everyone will be watching how this money will be spent. This Council will need to think about how the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act package funds can be used and leveraged for those most in need. Finally, Ms. Galanka stressed the importance of figuring out how the work will occur once the recommendations are made and how the task force will continue after its very limited time. She suggested revisiting the Council’s strategy every year.

Senator Bartlett thanked the National Governor’s Association for all their help and for their support of this mission.

Ana Hicks, Senior Policy Analyst, Maine Equal Justice, reported on the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act which has now been signed into law. She commended Senators Snowe and Collins who put aside partisan issues to do what was right and good for the nation and Maine. Representatives Michaud and Pingree also gave strong support to this legislation. The big question now is how to use the money from the ARRA. 

An overview of the key provisions affecting low and moderate income people is as follows:

- The Food Supplement Program (formerly food stamps) will see an increase of approximately $24.00/month. For each new dollar spent with the FSP, $1.73 is created in the economy.;

- Individuals between the ages of 18 – through 49 who do not have children at home will be able to receive Food Supplement benefits for longer than the current 3 month time period. This time restriction will be waived through September 2010;

- Unemployment checks will increase by $25.00 a week for the rest of 2009; 

- The temporary federal extended unemployment benefit program is extended through December 2009;

- The first $2,400 in unemployment benefits will be exempt from federal income tax;

- Maine will receive additional funds to help other unemployed workers;

- Social security and SSI recipients who do not work and don’t qualify for other tax credits will get a one time payment of $250.00;

- Veteran’s Disability Compensation and Railroad Retirement recipients will also receive a one time payment of $250.00;

- The Child Tax Credit has been expanded up to $1,000 per child under age 17;
- Parents with 3 or more qualifying children will receive more Earned Income Tax Credit;

- A new credit called “Make Work Pay” will take less tax money out of a worker’s paycheck each week;

- There is an increase in the eligibility limit for weatherization assistance. Total value of weatherization assistance has been raised from $2,500 to $6,500; 

- Additional funds for child care and Head Start which will help reduce long waiting lists for subsidized care;

- New funds for the Workforce Investment Act which will provide training opportunities for youth, adults and dislocated workers.; 

- Vocational Rehabilitation Services will receive additional money to increase access for people with disabilities;

- Pell Grants will be increased by $500.00 and Work Study will receive additional funding; and 

- Title I will receive additional funds which will be used to provide extra academic support to raise student achievement in high poverty areas.

Additionally, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act will provide additional funds to the following critical programs:

- Emergency Food and Shelter Program;

- Emergency Food Assistance Program;

- Foster Care and Adoption Assistance Programs;

- Meals on Wheels and Congregate Nutrition Services Programs;

- Homelessness prevention and other programs to help people who are homeless find new housing

- Domestic violence prevention program; and

- Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC).

The ARRA does not include additional housing subsidies LIHEAP will be at the same funding level as lst year.

This Council will need to look at how the ARRA dollars can be used to lay the groundwork to more widely share prosperity. 

Senator Bartlett would like three questions to be discussed:

1. What is the definition of poverty?

2. What are the topics the Council wants to address in order to move forward?

3. What are the big goals and vision of the Council?

Governor Baldacci stopped by to welcome everyone. He expressed his pleasure at having the National Governor’s Association as a resource and the need to include opportunities for all Mainers in the discussion. The Governor’s remarks focused on the energy issue; a huge area within which to build the foundation for Maine’s 21st Century economy. Maine is working to be ahead of other states and is targeting people who are underemployed or unemployed to participate in energy auditing trainings. The energy auditing course will now be offered via ITV at a reduced rate of $250.00. The Governor said that Maine has been smart in the past with the Parents as Scholars and the Unemployment Trust Fund and now is being smart with this program.

Senator Bartlett thanked the Governor for his commitment to the issue of poverty and also expressed his appreciation for the attendance of Commissioner Harvey and Commissioner Fortman. 

There was a brainstorming session regarding the face of poverty. Comments included: 

- Feeling poverty is a revolving door;

- Concern about those on the precipice; those unable to meet their monthly needs and those living from paycheck to paycheck:

- Disappointment with the antiquated federal poverty guidelines:

- Frustration with a lack of people accepting entry level jobs since to do so would cause a loss of benefits: 

- Poverty is not about poor people; it is about all of us. It is not an “us and them” situation:

- America needs to get back to their core values and focus on what is important:

- Poverty is an economic situation, not an individual’s behavior: and

- Poverty serves a purpose in America. American needs to prioritize how money is spent so that it helps rather than punishes people.

There are 410,000 people in Maine living below 200% of poverty level. It will take energy and commitment to make progress. It was suggested the Council:

- Identify what has been done well in Maine. (The successful Parents as Scholars program first identified the real challenges people were facing and broke down stereotypes).: 

- Study the 1996 report on poverty and reports from other states which have had success with similar issues:

- Examine a financial model of what it would cost to create a single payer healthcare system and how money would be redirected if this was adopted; 

- Peruse the Tax and Spending Primer from MECEP:

- Don’t forget the small businesses. For them, paying a living wage is not possible. There is a perception that there is a lot of profit made by small businesses which is simply not true. Many are not making a living wage themselves and historically, small business owners have not been addressed when speaking of poverty: and 

- Use the Kaiser Family Foundation website as a resource.

Although the Council will have limited impact on the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act money as most of it is already defined, there will be some leeway with Workforce Development and Department of Labor. The State Energy Program will also be receiving money this program may have more flexibility in it’s options. A general principle would be to build human capital (including staff development) with American Recovery and Reinvestment Act money and make quality improvements which will last beyond the 18 months of the ARRA resources.
Senator Bartlett said subgroups will need to be formed and report back to the entire group on specific issues. 

Ana Hicks volunteered to write a letter to the Governor and Legislators outlining some high level principles, broader goals (such as lessening the gap between rich and poor ) and how American Recovery and Reinvestment Act money might be spent to help those most in need or to prevent people from falling into or further into poverty. Marc Mutty moved that the Chair send this letter to the Governor. The motion was seconded by Harold Clossy and passed unanimously. 

The next meeting will be in approximately 4 weeks and will be available via ITV. A notice will be sent with final details. A contact list will also be provided.

The meeting adjourned at 2:55p.m.

