Changing hearts and changing structures on behalf of social justice
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With a fresh legidlative session on the
horizon, it isimportant to take alook at
our whole society—not just to those who
are benefiting from the systemsin place.
Those living on the margins who are
unable to meet their basic needs are of
priority importance in the development
of our legidlative agenda for 2008.

We know that our community is suffer-
ing. People are forced to work multiple
low-wage jobs to make ends meet.
Children continue to live on the street,
immigrants are criminalized, ex-
offenders are ostracized and hopelessly
search for employment and stable
housing.

In recent years, the state has dismantled
proven anti-poverty programs and
shifted from supporting the common
good to a“we vs. they” mentality.
Nationally, the federal government is
borrowing hundreds of billions of dollars
to sustain tax cuts and military spending,
thereby jeopardizing future investments
in the next generations.

But hope is the product of faithful
people working together for change.
We understand the issues and we
know how to fix the problems that
we face. Investing public dollarsto
reduce poverty is morally correct and
fiscally sound.

Minnesota, a state with along tradition
of innovation, has the necessary
resources to eliminate poverty and
create a new and more equitable start-
ing point that would reduce the strug-
gle for many. This should be the focus
of our work.

But even a prophetic voice (most espe-
cially a prophetic voice) must take into
account Minnesota’ s political and
economic landscape. To be certain, our
state looks ahead to some difficult times.

The state’s November economic
forecast was not positive. The Minne-
sota Department of Finance is predict-
ing a $373 million deficit for 2007-009.
The state is constitutionally required to
balance the budget by the end of 2009,
which translates into either increased
taxes, cutsin already approved pro-
grams, depleted reserve funds or cost
shifting. There isn’t much cost shifting
left to be had, which means using the
reserves and/or cutting spending or
increasing revenue. Legislators will
anxiously await the February forecast
before deciding which solution or
combination of solutions to advance.

These budget problems will accompany
and probably complicate the primary
focus of the second year of the
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biennium, the approval of the bonding
bill. Dollars from the bonding bill are
used for capital projects such asthe
construction of roads, bridges, public
buildings and housing. There are $4
billion in funding requests, and
typically less that $1 billion in bonding
dollars available. The competition will
be fierce.

Along with the budget problems
currently facing the state, isthe fact that
the legidature failed to pass either a tax
bill or atransportation bill in the last
legislative session. Both of these bills
are important to the infrastructure of the
state.

Given the bridge collapse on August 1,
2007, Minnesota’ s infrastructure will be
at the top of the agenda for many. But,
of course, state funded transportation is
not the only piece of infrastructure that
needs attention. Recent state cuts to
local governments have put city and
county budgets for services and educa-
tion budgetsin jeopardy.

It is critically important to the future of
our state and to our children that we
invest in the public good so as not to
waste the human and natural resources
that we have been given.

Bringing a prophetic, values-centered
voice to the conversation is critically
important in achieving the budget and
policy priorities that benefit those liv-
ing in poverty. By organizing a strong
base and raising our voices for change,
Catholics can play an important role as
leaders in the faith community.

Consider this legislative agenda a call
to action. We can not wait for the next
great charismatic leader to bring
justice, nor isthere a secret, magical
solution to inequality.

Initiatives that promote the common
good are achieved when good people
involve themselves in the process and
lay out avision for a more equitable
Minnesota. So, let’s get started.
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On any given night, nearly 9,200 of our
fellow Minnesotans —including 2,700
children—are without housing. Some
are“lucky” enough to spend the night in
ashelter. Othersdeepintheir carsor
literally on the streets. Even more are
forced to live in unsafe, cramped condi-
tions with friends or family members.
We must continue to advocate for rea-
sonable housing solutions that will make
homelessness a thing of the past.

Supportive housing is one type of hous-
ing solution that provides on-site
services to individuals that will improve
or maintain their health, independent
living skills, income, employment,
socialization skills, quality of life, and,
most important, maintain their housing.

People who qualify for this type of
housing may include the homeless,
people with mental illness, the elderly,
those with substance abuse problems,
and those being released from incarcera-
tion. Housing that includes supportive
services isone of the most successful
and proven tools available in combating
long term homel essness.

In 2004, the legidature created a work-
ing group to explore ways of ending
chronic homelessness in the state.
Minnesota' s Business Plan to End Long-
Term Homelessness by 2010 iswell on
itsway to creating 4,000 units of
supportive housing. But in order to stay
on track, the legislature must continue to
appropriate money for the construction
of these housing units.

The Minnesota Housing Finance
Agency has requested $30 millionin
bond funding to construct, acquire and
rehabilitate approximately 245 units of
permanent supportive housing for fami-
lies with children and individuals who
experience long-term homel essness or
are at risk of becoming long-term
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homeless. Actually receiving this
amount of money will be a challenge
when so many infrastructure needs
require additional bonding dollars.

Legidative Direction:

Secure full funding ($30 millionin
bonds) for supportive housing through
the MHFA.

ACCESSTO IMPOUNDED
VEHICLES

In abonding year, it isdifficult toin-
crease program budgets, but thereis
room to negotiate policy changes that
don’t require dollars. One positive step
that can be taken is to develop a policy
that would allow homeless and |ow-
income people accessto their cars
when they have been impounded.

Under existing law, a person has no
right to retrieve their personal belong-
ings from their car if it istowed, not
even medicine or legal documents.
Tow lot operators can withhold all
belongings until the car owner paysall
of the very expensive towing and
storage fees.

Low-income and homeless car owners
around the state are especially affected
because they often store their personal
itemsin their cars. Items not accessible
can include medicine, family photos and
keep-sakes, winter clothing, school
books, and even wheelchairs.

Legidlative Direction:

Require tow lot operatorsto return all
personal belongings to low-income and
homeless car owners, and return a more
limited set of essential items (e.g., medi-
cine) to anyone, regardless of income.

MORTGAGE
FORCLOSURES

An inordinate number of renters and
homeowners are losing their homes and
being displaced due to the current
foreclosure crisis.

Legidators have formed working
groups to look at a serious state-wide
response to the mortgage foreclosure
crisis. While thereiswork being done
on thisissue at the federal level andin
the governor’s office, renters are largely
being ignored. It will be important for
state legislators to establish tenant
protections, increase the capacity of
foreclosure prevention programs and
address the problems caused by
vacancies, vandalism, and community
devastation.

Legidative Direction:

Support legislation that protects renters
and homeowners from the effects of
predatory lending and mortgage
foreclosure.

0
Health care is a burning issue

for  amost everyone. The 441,000
Minnesotans without insurance fail to
get adequate access and often turn to
the emergency room for care. Those
with health insurance see costs sky-
rocketing with higher premiums and
other out-of-pocket increases.

Despite the pressing need to deal with
this issue, the Minnesota state legisla-
ture will find it arduous to reach a
consensus on solutions. Given the fact
that it is a bonding year, it will be
difficult, if not impossible, to enact
any sweeping policy proposals that
require multi-year funding. With a
budget shortfall, it is expected that
even small, low-cost pilot programs
will be difficult to fund.

The Health Care Access Fund (HCAF)
is the primary funding source for
MinnesotaCare and is used to pay for
programs that improve the quality of
health care services, increase access to
health coverage for the uninsured and
work to contain health care costs.
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During the last several years, hundreds
of millions of dollars were taken from
HCAF and used to reduce the state
Genera Fund deficit. And on several
occasions, proposalsto cut or eliminate
HCAF and the taxes that fund it have
been brought forward.

Legidation has also been proposed to
create a committee to oversee the fund,
review proposals for new uses of
HCAF, and advise the legislature on
whether or not the proposals meet the
criteriafor acceptable use of the fund.

Legidative Direction:

- Adopt policies from the Legidative
Commission on Health Care Access
that expand access to affordable,
high-quality health care for all Min-
nesotans, especially low income
Minnesotans without health care
insurance.

- Encourage the legislature to ensure
that the Health Care Access Fund be
used solely to fund health care re-
lated programs, and is not used to
make up for the budget shortfall.

Expunging or sealing arrest and con-
viction records involves a trade-off
between competing interests. An indi-
vidual with an arrest record or some-
one who has been incarcerated for a
crime needs to be able to pursue em-
ployment and housing when they re-
turn to the community. But the stigma
of an arrest or conviction record can
make that impossible.

On the other hand, society has an
interest in maintaining criminal histo-
ries for the purpose of future crime
investigations and in order to make
hiring, rental, and other decisions
about individuals. More than 80% of
companies are performing background
checks on applicants, and criminal

histories are becoming easier to find on
the internet.

While it isimportant to protect mem-
bers of our society from harm, it’s also
important that we allow people who
have been arrested and/or convicted of
acrime to re-enter society with as few
barriers as possible so that they can
live a productive, successful life.
Failing to find ajob or stable housing
iseasily a precursor to returning to
criminal behavior and starting the
cycle of court and incarceration all
over again.

Currently, if an individual wants to
have their criminal record expunged,
they are forced to navigate a compli-
cated and confusing legal process that
has a very limited chance of success,
even for low-level, non-violent
offenses.

Legidative Direction:

Advocate for fair and reasonable state-
wide policies for expunging and sealing
arrest records and for restricting access
to criminal background information that
isnow widely available. Law enforce-
ment would still have access to criminal
records and would be not hindered in
thelr investigations and prosecutions.

While legislators often decry the loss of
“bootstrap” valuesintoday’s culture,
they also commonly ignore the fiscal
reality of young working families as
they formulate their public policy
priorities.

With skyrocketing child care costs,
work can quickly become an economic
drain for struggling families. On aver-
age, families that earn below $20,000
per year pay 28% of their income for
child care. Without subsidies, work
truly doesn’t pay for these families.

) *
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Minnesota' s Child Care Assistance
Program (CCAP) was once a national
model. Now, after many policy and
funding changes which have stripped
away key program features, CCAPis
not effectively serving Minnesota
familiesand isin drastic need of
reform.

The most important changes have
kept child care reimbursement rates
for providers and family co-pays from
keeping pace with the cost of child
care. As aresult many child care
providers have gone out of business
and many families can no longer af-
ford safe quality care.

Quality early childhood education isa
smart investment for our state. The
Federal Reserve Bank of Minnesota
has estimated a “return on public
investment” of at least $7 for every
$1 spent on quality early childhood
programs. We all do better if we
invest in young children early and
often.

Legidative Direction:
- Lift the Reimbursement Rate
Freeze for child care providers.

- Provide funds for the Basic
Sliding Fee waiting list (includes
3,600 families).

PUBLIC ASSISTANCE

In 2003, as aresponse to Minnesota's
budget problems, the state introduced
new rules that froze the public
assistance grants for families on the
Minnesota Family Investment
Program (MFIP) who give birth to
another baby. Thispolicy iscalled
the “Family Cap”. Essentialy, a
mother on public assistance will not
receive additional resources from the
state if her family grows with the birth
of anew child.

The rationale for this policy was that
parents on the welfare-to-work
programs would not have another child

if they knew their cash grant would
remain stagnant. Datafrom the Min-
nesota Department of Human Services
shows, however, that infants still make
up 17-18% of the children on the wel-
fare to work program —just as they did
in the years before the policy changed.

This putsinfants at high risk: MFIP
cash grants in Minnesota have not been
increased since 1986. Consequently
families who receive this assistance are
already living in deep poverty — at
one-half of the poverty level or less
($10,325 for afamily of four). Be-
cause we believe that families should
be able to meet their basic needs, we
advocate for the repeal of the Family

Cap.

We also seek policies and funding that
create opportunities for parents on
welfareto find and keep jobs. By
investing in on-the-job training,
Minnesota’ s workforce builds its
skills and MFIP becomes a program
that is truly anti-poverty.

Finaly, thereisareal concern that
legidatorswill raid federal welfare
dollars (Temporary Assistance to
Needy Families-TANF) to ease deficit
shortfallsin other areas. Thisisabad
idea. TANF dollars should be used to
support Minnesota' s welfare-to-work
program and not siphoned off for other
purposes.

Legidative Direction:
- Repeal the “Family Cap” and en-
sure aminimum level of care for
newborn children born into fami-
lies on public assistance.

- Invest in paid transitional work
experience programs that offer em-
ployment for people who have not
been able to secureit in the com-
petitive labor market.

- Ensure that federal TANF funds
are used to support MFIP.
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Minnesotans value hard work and
believe that it should pay. Thisvalue,
although basic for many people, isleft
unrealized for Minnesota’ s low-wage
workers. For many people, trying to
raise afamily on $12.30 per hour
would be tough. Imagine cutting that
in half to $6.15 an hour, Minnesota' s
current minimum wage.

Twenty-nine states and the District of
Columbia have a higher minimum
wage than Minnesota. Two of these
states include our neighborsin
Wisconsin and lowa.

Last May, the U.S. Congress raised the
minimum wage to $7.25 over athree
year period. Currently, the federal
minimum wage is $5.85 and will move
to $6.55 in July, 2008 and $7.25 in the
summer of 2009. Having led the coun-
try on issues of equity and fairness,
Minnesota should fight to get ahead of
the curve in valuing the hard work of
Minnesotans.

Legidative Direction:

Incrementally raise the minimum
wage from $6.15 to $7.75 for large
businesses and $6.75 for small busi-
nesses (HF 456 and SF 875).

Our greatest opportunity to pass
humane federal immigration reform
failed this past summer. Unfortu-
nately, hard working immigrant
families, economic justice and
national security will continue to
suffer. The victorsthistime around
were xenophobic citizens, many of
their congressional leaders and talk
radio pundits.

Failing to pass humane immigration
reform was a heartbreaking example
of exaggerated fears and intractable
racism trumping good government and
common sense. Most analysts agree
that it will be at least a couple

of years before there is the political
will to revisit comprehensive reform.

In the context of this federal failure,
Minnesota could create new initiatives
that would assist immigrant communi-
ties. Thissession, we will work in
partnership with the AFFIRM Coali-
tion to ease the financial burden of
new Minnesotans seeking citizenship.

The Citizenship Tax Credit would
encourage new immigrants to attain
citizenship by providing arefundable
tax credit that offsets citizenship ap-
plication fees and other qualified ex-
penses. This legislation would benefit
many of Minnesota’ simmigrants by
easing the costs incurred on the path
toward citizenship.

A filing fee of $700 for a single docu-
ment is simply out of reach for many
immigrant families. When adding the
additional burden of fingerprint fees
($70) and enrollment feesfor English
classes ($40 average per class) and
citizenship classes ($20 per class),
these costs become insurmountable for
working class families.

Legidative Direction:
- Pass the Citizenship Tax Credit
(HF 747, SF 830)

- Prevent any anti-immigrant
proposals from advancing.
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Minnesotais coming off avery strong
legidlative session for environmental jus-
tice. The state established agoal of re-
ducing globa warming pollution 80% by
2050, as well as creating the most
aggressive renewable electricity standard
in the country.

Legidlative priorities will be informed by
those set by the Governor® Climate
Change workgroup. The work group has
been devel oping recommendations for
implementing the Next Generation En-
ergy Act and the state Renewable Energy
Standard. The work group’ s recommen-
dations will be unveiled in February, and
we will evaluate them at that time.

Legidative Direction:
Pursue concrete policy initiatives that will
reduce global warming pollution by 2050.

If we were successful during the 2008
legidlative session, how might Minnesota
be different?

If the Legidature funded $30 million
dollars for supportive housing,
- Local non-profits could construct
affording housing units that would
serve 250 households over many
many years.

- Joe Gardner, along term homeless
veteran, suffering from post traumatic
stress disorder would finally have a
safe placeto call home. It would be a
place with services that would support
him as he copes with his physical and
mental health issuesand give him a
sense hope.

If the Legislature created a framework

for the expansion of health care that ade-

quately covers those currently uninsured,
The entire state and all of our com-
munities would be healthier; unbud-
geted charity care would be a thing
of the past for local hospitals and

families would no longer be
preoccupied choosing between
health care or heat this winter.

- Jessica Wierl, struck with breast
cancer, would not be facing
foreclosure because of araft of
unpaid medical expenses related
to her treatment.

If the Legislature created policies that
would expunge and seal arrest records
for those who were arrested and not con-
victed or had done their time for non-
person crimes,
- A greater share of the state’ s human
potential would be contributing to
the health and well being of local
communities.

- Joe Barker, who was in prison for
less than a year for writing bad
checks, would at least get a chance
to be interviewed for ajob and
would not automatically be excluded
from being considered as a tenant.

If the Legislature was serious about

creating employment opportunities for

people to work their way off of welfare,
- Minnesota s welfare program would
actually assist those struggling to
transition from welfare to work,
which was acritical feature of Min-
nesota' sinitial welfare programin
1998.

- Families on welfare would have job
experiences that result in increase
income, a sense of hope, and
greater job security in the long run.

Public policies affect individuals and the
entire community. It’s a choice, not an
accident when people are adversely or
positively affected by the way we or-
ganize our society. It iswithin our
power as people of faith to see that
those who are vulnerable and living on
the margins are better off, not worse off.

Patrick Ness

Public Policy Manager
Adam Robinson
Public Policy Organizer
Kathleen Tomlin
Director
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Join us to learn about the Office for Social Justice' s legislative agenda and
how you can participate in creating change! These are some of the issues
we'll cover:

Affordable Housing and Homelessness
Immigration
Health Care
Criminal Justice
Child Careand Public Assistance

All times from 7:00 p.m-9:00 p.m.
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