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In a society marred by deepening divisions between rich and poor, Scripture gives us the story of the Last Judgment (Mt. 25) and instructs us to put the needs of the poor and vulnerable first. Pope Benedict the XVI, in his encyclical God is Love, reminded us that “…politics is more than a mere mechanism for defining the rules of public life: its origin and its goal are found in justice, which by its very nature has to do with ethics. The State must inevitably face the question of how justice can be achieved here and now.” (#28) 

Federal Budget, 2008

On February 4, 2008, the Bush Administration released their proposed budget for Fiscal Year 2009. The president’s proposed budget eliminates, significantly cuts, or provides no inflationary increase for a number of key programs that serve low-income families and individuals. The cuts in domestic programs would reduce expenditures for domestic spending and entitlements by $23 billion in 2009 and $474 billion over five years. The cuts include vital programs that meet the health care, nutrition, and social service needs of the most vulnerable people in our nation. 

Congress has begun the process for considering its Budget Resolution for Fiscal Year 2009, which will establish the parameters for federal taxes and spending for next year. While no specific provisions in the Budget Resolution are known as yet, and given the President’s proposed budget, cuts in both domestic programs and entitlement programs are anticipated. Given the severe fiscal challenges being faced by a growing number of people, it is critical that Congress hear from constituents that the federal budget should prioritize the needs of poor families and low-wage workers during this time of economic hardship. 

Some specific areas of concern include: 

􀂾 Health Care: 

Medicare: Proposed $12 billion cut to Medicare in 2009 and $178 billion over five years. The cuts include reduction in payments to providers, which could lead to a reduction in the number of patients that providers can serve or some providers may drop out of the program entirely. 

Medicaid: Proposed $17.7 billion in cuts to Medicaid over five years. These cuts will be realized through legislative and regulatory changes. 

State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP): Although the proposed budget calls for a $19.7 billion increase over the current baseline for SCHIP through 2013, estimates show that $21.5 billion over the current baseline is needed just to maintain current enrollment. 

􀂾 Programs for poor and low-income families: 

Child Care: Proposed budget freezes child care funding for seventh year in a row. A proposal for an additional $2.1 billion in discretionary funds would bring the total child care funding to $5 billion. Projections indicate that flat funding would lead to 200,000 fewer children receiving child care assistance in 2009. 

State Block Grants: Proposed cuts to the Community Services Block Grant, Social Services Block Grant and Community Development Block Grant would lead to a stark reduction of services for children in out-of-home placement, adoption subsidies, congregate and home-delivered meals for elderly persons, emergency services and economic development opportunities. 

Nutritional Programs: Proposed increases to Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) Nutrition Program would be offset by capping the average grant per participant (AGP) for state administrative expenses, such as ensuring the integrity of eligibility determinations, vendor monitoring, nutrition education, and referrals for immunizations. 

Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP): The proposal reduces home energy assistance to poor and low-income families and elderly persons by $500 million during a time of economic hardship and high energy costs. 

􀂾 Housing: 
Housing Vouchers: The proposed funding level of $16 billion for Section 8 tenant-based housing vouchers would lead to an estimated loss of 100,000 vouchers currently in use. 

Special Needs Housing: The proposed budget would reduce funding to the Supportive Housing for the Elderly (Section 202) by 27 percent. The funding for Supportive Housing for Persons with Disabilities (Section 811) would be reduced by 33 percent. These programs provide affordable housing with supportive services to thousands of frail and elderly people and people with physical, mental and developmental disabilities who find it especially challenging to obtain and keep housing. 

Homeless Assistance Programs: The proposed budget would increase funding for homeless programs and focuses on chronic homelessness, but neglects families with children who are homeless. 

Call to Action:

Urge your Senators and Representative to support a budget resolution that strengthens the safety net and does not weaken it. Ask them that during this time of economic hardship to put the needs of poor and vulnerable people first. 
The Pregnant Women Support Act (H.R. 3192 and S. 2407) 
The Pregnant Women Support Act is a common-sense solution that people on all sides of the political debate can support. All of us should prevent women from being pressured toward abortion in this country and to offer concrete help to mothers and young children. The Pregnant Women Support Act would provide information and resources to pregnant women who want to continue their pregnancy and need resources. The bill would also fund the collection and reporting of abortion surveillance data and report on reasons why women choose to have an abortion. 

The Pregnant Women Support Act will support women by: 

· Establishing a toll-free number to direct women to places that will provide
       support during and following their pregnancy; 

· Funding collection of accurate data on abortion; 

· Providing child care to low income and student parents; 

· Providing parenting education in maternity group homes; 

· Making the Adoption Tax Credits permanent; urging that pregnant women are not denied health care by insurance companies and that coverage is continued for newborns; providing services to parents receiving a positive test diagnosis for Down syndrome or other prenatally diagnosed conditions; Increasing funding for the Women, Infants and Children (WIC) Nutrition Program; Providing grants to institutions of high education to fund pregnant and parenting student services; Providing new mothers with free home visits by registered nurses. 

Call to action:
Catholic teaching affirms the right to life for every person- born and unborn- and insists every life is sacred and has inherent dignity. We consistently and unequivocally supports laws and programs that encourage childbirth and adoption over abortion and that work to address poverty, provide health care, and offer other assistance to pregnant women, children, and families. 

The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops has worked closely with lawmakers to seek passage of the Pregnant Women Support Act. The Bishops’ Conference has said “By providing practical resources and information, the bill will empower pregnant women to make healthy choices for themselves and their children, born and unborn…The Pregnant Women’s Support Act is truly a common-ground initiative to reduce the number of abortions in the United States…Everyone can agree that no woman should choose abortion under financial duress or because she is threatened by domestic violence during her pregnancy.” 

ACTION 
Contact your Representative and Senators and urge them to co-sponsor the Pregnant Women Support Act (H.R. 3192 or S. 2407). All member of Congress should hear from their constituents that reducing the number of abortions in the United States and supporting vulnerable mothers and their children should be a national priority. 

Contact your legislator:  CALL THE CAPITAL SWITCHBOARD AT 202-224-3121  or write them at Representative_____ U.S. House, Washington, D.C. 20515 or Senator_____ U.S. Senate, Washington, D.C. 20510 
Ohio’s Payday Lending Practices
In 1995 the Ohio General assembly exempted payday lenders from usury laws that restricted excessive interest rates. Since then there are more than 1600 payday cash-advance programs in our state which may be doing more harm than good for persons in need of short-term cash loans.   

Many persons feel trapped in a cycle of payday loan debts. The upfront fees charged to take out two-week loans are typically $15.00 per $100.00. Studies indicate that the typical Ohio borrower takes out between eight to twelve of these loans per year. 

David Briggs in the March 8, 2008 Ethics column in the Plain Dealer quoted Thomas Allio, the Diocesan Social Action Director and chairman of the Ohio Coalition for Responsible Lending who stated: “About three-fifths of people who use the payday lending stores fall into the ’debt trap’, where they are stuck paying off exorbitant interest for the initial short-term loans.”

Call to Action:   Join with other Ohioans to ask our elected officials to closely examine Ohio’s payday lending model and enact protections for borrowers from unjust practices. We believe there is wisdom and fairness in having short-term small loans that charge reasonable interest rates and allow for a borrower to make installment payments.  Ask for a reasonable rate cap, which appears to be a cornerstone of effective reform.  Go to the Ohio Coalition for Responsible Lending for more information. on how you can get involved  http://ohiocoalitionforresponsiblelending.org/about.htm
Resources available for implementation of USCCB statement, Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship: A Call to Political Responsibility from the Catholic Bishops of the United States to assist you during this IMPORTANT ELECTION YEAR ARE available on our website at www.catholic-action.org
Upcoming events
“Climate Change:  A Vision for the Common Good.” Presented by Archbishop Celestino Migliore at St. Hilary Church, 2750 West Market Street, Fairlawn, OH 44333 on April 30th, 2008 at 7:00pm.  The Archbishop is the Vatican Permanent Observer to the United Nations.

For more information please call the Diocesan Social Action Office at 216-939-3851 or 888-620-5280.  
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