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EDITORIAL:  THE CRITICAL 2002 LEGISLATIVE SESSION





The September 11 terrorist tragedy and subsequent “war on terrorism” have left a pall on the whole nation.  It is difficult to focus on other issues.  For New York State residents, all that is compounded.  Not only were we the hardest hit by the tragedy, but we are also the ones who will suffer most in its wake.  The New York State budget is in deficit; vital programs have been and will be cut; the legislature and the governor are preoccupied with responding to this crisis.  The events of 9/11 precipitated not only death but also heroism in the rescue attempts.  Whether or not the continuing crisis of a wounded state surfaces quiet heroes for the long haul is anybody’s guess.  At first glance one is not reassured, but who knows?  All of these problems argue for more, not less, civic engagement.  Interfaith Impact of New York State stands ready to face the ongoing crisis in The Empire State.  This newsletter will summarize recent developments in the state, preview the legislative session and make suggestions for citizen action.  





New York State must get its priorities straight.  As I write, the Rochester City School District is working to slash over $20 million from its budget, in large part because of the late (“baseline”) state budget passed last summer, and the fallout from the terrorist attacks of September 11.  Other, mostly poor, school districts are in the same boat.  Non-profit social service agencies have taken a terrific hit financially and basic state services are threatened.  Yet, there are plans to build two new stadiums in New York City – one for the Yankees and one for the Mets - at a cost of $800 million each, the cost shared equally by New York City and the teams, with New York State contributing $150 million for infrastructure.  It is yet another request for public subsidy for multimillionaires like George Steinbrenner and our overpaid professional athletes.  This warped set of priorities is scandalous, but it reflects state and national priorities as well!  No one will change these priorities without the earnest involvement of the citizenry. . . . Dick Gilbert


�
ISSUE 1:  IN THE AFTERMATH – THE BUDGET CRUNCH





As if it were not bad enough that New York State has not had an on-time budget since 1984, a combination of the national recession, fallout from late state budgets requiring other governmental units to borrow in anticipation, and the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of 9/11, has forced New York State into an emergency situation.  There seems no way out.





Governor Pataki predicts an income shortfall of from $6 to $8 billion over the next 16 months.  The cost of basic rescue and recovery since the attacks has been set as high as $39 billion, with $20 billion promised by President Bush, little of which has started flowing and the rest which will be stretched out over time. A “baseline” budget was enacted in August, presumably as a legislative ploy to get the Governor to the negotiating table.  A supplemental State Budget was passed in October which provided an additional $200 million for education, $200 million for non-for-profit groups providing essential public services, and $100 million for economic development.  However, non-profits will receive only half of that money in this fiscal year, with the other half to come next FY.  Urban school districts in particular are facing massive shortfalls, though municipalities and suburban school districts are also affected.  The response?  The legislature authorized the Governor to negotiate tribal-state compacts for more casinos.





A number of public interest groups have advocated  reforms to end the failed “three men in a room travesty,” including open and public negotiations, a conference committee process for involving the legislature in deliberations at every stage, a strict time-table and an independent office for estimating state revenues.   





Action:  (1) Write the governor and your legislators demanding reform of the budgetary process; (2) Urge your representative to give priority to the most needy in their budget decisions; (3) Urge them to consider repealing the income tax cuts which go into effect this year and following; (4) Urge a roll back in the income tax cuts at both state and federal levels.





ISSUE 2:  PROGRESS REPORT ON THE PROPOSED DRUG LAW CHANGES





Little progress was made on reforming or replacing the 1973 Rockefeller drug laws in the 2001 legislative session, despite much effort on the part of critics.  In November New York State district attorneys launched a public relations campaign for maintaining the tough drug sentencing laws.  Their argument is that weakening sentencing laws would take away prosecutors’ leverage in fighting violent crimes.  Any change would have budgetary implications in terms of spending on prisons or rehabilitation.  On June 27 a Draft Interreligious Statement on Rockefeller Drug Laws, adapted from The Commission of Religious Leaders of New York City, was released.  The text follows as background for a new push this legislative session





“We are deeply concerned about the injustices that often follow from the mandatory sentences imposed under the Rockefeller Drug Laws. We are heartened that this concern has been raised as a priority, and we applaud that.





“All of us know first hand the stories of people convicted of a nonviolent and relatively low-level drug offense who have received harsh sentences under these laws. These long sentences have tragically disrupted not only their lives, but also the lives of their families and children. The mandatory sentencing requirement of these laws removes discretion from judges who are best positioned to consider the facts of the case, the situation of the offender, and the appropriate punishment for the crime. Restoring discretion to judges in sentencing will provide for the continued incarceration of those convicted of major drug offenses, while allowing leeway for nonviolent and less serious drug crimes.


“The Correctional Association of  New York reports that since the enactment of these laws in 1973, the New York State prison population as of 1997 had increased from 12,000 to 70,000 people, an increase of 560%. Of those incarcerated, 33% were in prison for drug possession alone. Both the economic costs of maintaining such a large prison population, and the social costs of having so many men and women deprived of participation in our society, lead us to urge the reform of these laws.





“We understand that these laws were enacted in good faith and that there has been some positive benefit for public safety. Society has both a right and a responsibility to protect its citizens and to maintain the public order. Striking a proper balance between public safety interests and the interest of justice for offenders is a difficult task. This task is further complicated by the fact that reform of these laws must be done in concert with other measures which will both help to rehabilitate offenders and protect society. The provision of alternatives to incarceration, drug treatment both outside and within our prisons, as well as programs of education and job training must accompany legal reform. Failure to provide these services, will not only deprive those incarcerated of the opportunity to prepare for participation in our society, but also contribute to the rate of crime and recidivism.





“As leaders of our religious denominations, we have a pastoral responsibility to speak out for those who may be treated unjustly. We know that no criminal justice system is perfect. However, it is our shared belief that the good which may be obtained from the continuance of the mandatory sentencing requirements of current law is far outweighed by the harm that can be caused to individuals, their families, and our society. We urge the Governor and the Legislature to use all of the powers vested in them to reform these laws.”





The most comprehensive proposal comes in the State Assembly – A2823 (Aubry) – with its companion in the Senate – S840 (Montgomery).  This provides judicial discretion in sentencing, repeal of second felony offender law as it relates to drug offenses, and retroactive setting aside of some sentences.  A934 (Luster) provides reduced sentences and, using the drug court model, restores judicial discretion to send certain offenders for treatment.  It allows appeals for unduly harsh sentences.  





ACTION:  urge passage of the most comprehensive bills which would dramatically change the Rockefellers Drug Laws.  





For further information contact :  Correctional Association of NYS, 135 E. 15th St., New York, NY 10003; Legal Action Center (212) 243-1313 X 40 (Allen Payne).  Also see the IINYS Web Site www.interfaithimpactnys.com (May Newsletter).


ISSUE 3:  EQUITY IN FUNDING PUBLIC SCHOOL EDUCATION





There’s good news and there’s bad news.  Last summer State Supreme Court Justice Leland DeGrasse ruled that the state’s system of school finance deprived children in New York City – the vast majority of them black and Hispanic – of the “sound, basic education” guaranteed by the state Constitution. The bad news is that the Governor intends to appeal this decision, so it will linger on in the courts.  The second bit of bad news is that a similar GRACE lawsuit brought by citizens in Rochester has been rejected by the courts.  GRACE contended that by requiring students to attend schools in the districts in which they live, it is unlikely that city students would receive the basic education required by the state constitution.  It had similar intent to the case brought in New York City.





The other somewhat good news is the recently-passed federal education reform package of $26 billion with its emphasis on failing inner-city schools.  Under this legislation, schools that improve will be rewarded with extra funds and schools that don’t face takeover by the state.  The bad news is that the funds set aside are woefully inadequate – still totaling less than 10% of public spending on education..  There are also controversial church/state provisions and requirements that the Boy Scouts and military recruiters be given equal access.  The constant testing and the issue of “teaching to the test” are also much-debated provisions.





The third bit of bad news is that the newly enacted higher standards become yet another unfunded mandate.  New York City may be as much as $115 million short; Buffalo faces a $28 million shortfall which will mean the layoff of 557 school workers – 433 of them teachers – by the end of  January; Rochester is $25 million short of its budget goal and is beginning the process of laying off teachers.      





















































The State Board of Regents is requesting a modest increase of 4.2% or $600 million more in the upcoming state budget, less than half the increase requested last year.  The regents want to funnel 87% of that increase to the 200 poorest school districts, which may cause flat or declining state aid to the wealthier districts.  “The whole point of the aid system is to level the playing field,” said State Education Commissioner Richard Mills, adding that the more affluent districts have more room to raise property taxes to cover increasing costs.  Total state school aid is more than $14 billion.  





Governor Pataki was asked about school aid funding and replied that “We all have to tighten our belts.”  When asked whether tax cuts slated to take effect next year might be delayed, he said, “We’re looking at all elements of the budget.”





State Senator Richard Dollinger of Monroe County has proposed S.2645 to “drive more money to the poorest and neediest school districts of the state.  Under the current aid to education formula, the poorest and neediest school districts are supposed to be allocated more monies to cover the extra expenditures needed by these local school districts.  Unfortunately, after the formulas are computed, a transition adjustment is applied to the total allocation.  The transition adjustment is a computational procedure that limits receivable aid to the very school districts that are most in need.  The ‘cap’ is applied on aids earned under the formula, and this prevents these school districts from fully realizing some of the benefits intended for them.  Particularly disadvantaged by the transition adjustment ‘cap’ are large urban school districts and high minority school districts.”





Jody Siegle, Executive Director of the Monroe County School Boards Association, says that New York State’s education funding system, “with its incomprehensible, politically driven formula, complicates the ability of districts to accurately calculate how much aid they can expect.  Only 48 districts of more than 700 students actually receive their aid by the formula.  Everyone else is an exception.  This year, Albany’s complete failure to produce a timely and responsible budget sabotaged planning and left school districts dangling.  That is why the cities are suffering now. . . .  If we are to help our school districts maintain solvency, this state needs a responsible budget process.  And this is never more true than in times of limited resources.”  





Action suggested:  (1)  Write the governor, the Speaker, Senate Majority Leader and your legislators and demand timely action on the state budget; support the Board of Regents effort to fund needier city districts more generously; (2) Write the Governor and urge him to delay or repeal the tax cuts scheduled for next year to free funds for education; (3) contact your legislators and the governor and urge them to create a non-partisan task force charged with taking seriously the state’s constitutional obligation to educate.  Insist that the state school aid formula be revised to separate it from political expediency and reflect community need; (4) write in support of Senator Dollinger’s bill.


 


For information on funding public education contact the Alliance for Quality Education, 94 Central Avenue, Albany, NY 12206 (518)465-4600 X 104 (518)465-2890 FAX or 88 3rd Avenue, 3rd Floor, Brooklyn, NY 11217 (718)222-1089 (718)246-7939 FAX.  Also contact the New York State Civil Liberties Union at www.nysclu.org (June 2001 newsletter) for a breakdown by areas. 





ISSUE 4:  WELFARE REFORM – ELIGIBILITY USED UP?





Background:  The much-discussed 1996 welfare reform bill, The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act of 1996, is back in the news.  As of December 1, 2001, the five-year lifetime eligibility for federally funded welfare payments was up for 38,000 New York State families, 30,000 in New York City.  However, most of these families will continue getting close to the same benefits due to Article 17 of the state constitution which mandates care for the needy, the “Safety Net” program.  Now, instead of the cost being 50% from the federal government and 50% divided equally between the state and the counties, New York State and its counties must share the cost.  





The state office for Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF) contends that the transition process will go smoothly.  Robert Doar of the State Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance said, “We do think it’s gone very smoothly.  There is no hard, cold, flat, ‘You can’t get assistance.’  There is an application process.  It’s relatively simple.”





However, The New York Times (11/30/01) reports that a different picture emerges from visits to various welfare offices, interviews with welfare lawyers, social service organizations and recipients.  “Some have received letters just in the last few days denying them state aid, apparently in error.  Others, in offices bristling with ominous posters about time running out, tried to apply for benefits but caseworkers told them – within a reporter’s earshot – that it was too late.”





“They are closing cases in error, and clients are being denied the right to transfer to Safety Net assistance in cases where the client has done absolutely nothing wrong,” said Marc Cohen, director of litigation for the Welfare Law Center, a national advocacy group based in New York.  “The city’s Human Resources Administration has been implementing this at the last minute, and 9/11 has been an enormous distraction.”





“Over all, almost half of those losing grants from the TANF block grant have jobs, but with earnings too low to disqualify them for a welfare supplement.  Another 14% have been working in exchange for their benefits in assignments like cleaning parks.  About 20% are classified by the city as noncooperative.  The rest are divided among those in job training or job search programs, those still being assessed, and those deemed by the city to be temporarily ill, disabled or elderly.  Many have shuttled among these different categories.”  The Times article concludes that it all adds up to “dismay and confusion.”





Wendy Bach, a lawyer with the Urban Justice Center, a nonprofit advocacy group says that “The impression they have successfully created that welfare ends next week is probably the most devastating part of this.  That’s the word on the street.  It is my belief that thousands of people simply gave up because of that, which is a travesty.”  David R. Jones, chief executive of the Community Service Society, one of the city’s oldest social service agencies for the poor, “says ideological blinders are keeping the architects of welfare reform from facing up to the new, post-Sept. 11 world.  Thousands who had left the rolls are now tumbling into unemployment.  ‘The people who were washing dishes from the back of the restaurants, the secretary jobs – those are the jobs that are being lost at an extraordinary rate in the recession.  It is irresponsible not to recognize that this is like two freight trains on the same track – people coming off the welfare rolls onto safety net, and people being laid off because of the depth of the recession in New York.”





The governor claims that since 1995 973,000 people left the welfare roles, including a 74% drop in the number of long-term welfare families.  State officials expect a “slight rise” in welfare caseload as a result of the September 11 attacks and the deteriorating national economy.  Already homelessness in New York City has increased because housing costs have not gone down, newly unemployed people have taken jobs that might otherwise have gone to the poor, TANF benefits are expiring and charitable contributions have gone down due to the outpouring of donations for people affected by 9/11.  





“This is an unprecedented convergence of calamities,” said Xavier De Souza Briggs, an assistant professor of public policy at the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard.  “It’s really a crisis.”  (NYTimes 12/18/01).  


New York State joins California, Illinois and Florida in having the biggest shortfall when compared to the best-performing states in failing to feed 229,000 children eligible for the School Breakfast Program, which was authorized by Congress in 1975 and reauthorized in 1998.  New York has one of the highest child poverty rates in the nation – 18.6% of New Yorkers under 18 lived in poverty, compared with 16.2% nationally, according to the U.S. Census Bureau.  The poverty line for a family of four is $17,603.





Boston Globe columnist Ellen Goodman wrote (12/22/01) that current welfare reform will test our national unity:  “Among the questions for TANF the Sequel will be how to continue programs that support poor families, particularly as states face their own budget cuts.  Behind this debate will be the central question of whether we are indeed united.  Americans were moved overwhelmingly to respond to the families of 9/11 victims.  We reached out to those whose job came crashing down with the office. . . .  Now vulnerability comes both in the shape of someone who put his money in Enron and someone who put her hopes in workfare.  Maybe we remember that it’s not just the war front, but also the home front, that attests to our ability to stay on the same side.”





For more information consult the IINYS website, newsletter of May 2001, or (Hunger Action Network) Hannysalb@aol.com or hannysnyc@aol.com or SENSES Alert Summer 2001:  TANF Reauthorization:  What Should Congress Do About Welfare Reform in 2002? The Statewide Emergency Network for Social and Economic Security, 275 State Street, Albany, NY 12210 (518) 463-9073 Email info@senseny.org or Website: www.sensesny.org.





IN THE NEXT ISSUE





The next issue will focus on campaign finance reform and health care.  Since the Legislature accomplished very little in its 2001 session, most of the issues cited in our May 2001 newsletter are still pending.  Please consult our website www.interfaithimpactnys.org.  





NEWS IN BRIEF





Family Health Plus has at last been implemented and will expand insurance coverage to up to 600,000 New Yorkers aged 19-64.  Eligibility is based on a sliding income scale.  For instance, single adults making up to $8,350 are eligible, while the income threshold for a parent in a family of five is $23,940.  The program is expected to cost $1 billion a year, to be shared equally by the federal government and local and state governments.





Family Planning Advocates of NYS will hold its 25th Annual Conference on Monday, January 28, and Tuesday, January 29, at the Empire State Plaza Convention Center in Albany.  Keynote speaker will be Anna Quindlen, Newsweek columnist and political commentator.  For information contact Debbie Radzyminsky, Vice President, Meeting Operations, Plaza Meetings, Inc., P.O. Box 849, 849 New Loudon Road, Latham, NY 12110, FAX (518) 785-3391 or call Erin Premo at (518) 436-8408.  You may register online at www.fpaofnys.org and click Conference.





Strategy Conference on the Rockefeller Drug Laws Saturday, February 16, 9 a.m. – 4 p.m. at the Schuyler Inn, 575 Broadway, Menands, NY, just north of Albany.    For information call Mike Smithson at 315-488-3630.





“Drop the Rock” Rally in Albany Tuesday, March 26.  Education and action.  Call 212-254-5700 X 306.  For further information contact tkstolar@correctionalassociation.org. 





New York Interfaith Prison Pilgrimage April 7 - 16, 2002.  For ten days the New York Interfaith Prison Pilgrimage will walk to major prisons in Western and Central New York to vigil, to pray, and to seek a new, more humane response to our common problems.  Evening programs will address the issues, the needs, and the hope.  The march will conclude at Albany in dialog with legislators.  For more information:  Western New York Peace Center at 716-894-2013, Judicial Process Commission at 716-325-7727 or e-mail prisonwalk@yahoo.com.





NEWS OF IINYS 





The Rochester Chapter of IINYS will hold its 9th annual Legislation Briefing at Temple B’rith Kodesh March 24.  The theme is “Collateral Damage:  What Is the Fallout?”  with focus on the late state budget and its implications for public education funding, welfare reform and other funding issues.  We can provide a Planning Guide and other kinds of assistance.  Contact Judy Schwartz at (716) 442-5111 or Schwartz179@earthlink.net or Dick Gilbert at (716) 271-9070 or Rsgilbert@aol.com if you wish more information or would like to consider holding a similar briefing in your community. 





Websites you might like to access: (New York State official website) - www.state.ny.us 


SENSES: Statewide Emergency Network for Social and Economic Security  http://www.sensesny.org


NYS Community of Churches - www.nyscommunityofchurches.org - – E-mail:  NYSCOC@AOL.com


Lutheran Statewide Advocacy – lsany.org – NYS Citizens - www.nycitizens.org





*******************************************************


Please join the work of NYSII





Name &/or Congregation (please print) ____________________________________________________________





Address: ____________________________________________________


                           Street                                                     Town or City        





Zip ___________Phone _________ FAX _________ E-mail _________





Affiliation: ___ Community of Churches ___ Unitarian Universalist ___ Reform Synagogue _____ 


Other (please specify) ____________________________________





Enclosed:  $____ congregational membership ($25-200 suggested) $______ individual membership 





($10-40 suggested)___ enclosed gift of $ ________________


Make checks payable to Interfaith IMPACT of NYS and send to IINYS, 646 State Street, Albany, NY 12203.  Phone and FAX (518) 463-0464 - E-mail Luthstad@knick.net
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