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LEGISLATIVE SESSION 2000

I.  UPDATE ON REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS ISSUES

Family Planning Advocates (FPA) urges support for A.833 which would make information on hospital mergers or new facilities available to the public.  It has been reported out by the Assembly Health Committee but there is as yet no Senate companion bill.  A.4096 would close an existing loophole to ensure that citizens affected by changes in the operational control or mission of local hospitals would be guaranteed public review.  The bill has been reported to the floor of the Assembly but with no Senate companion.  S.2996-B would mandate insurance coverage for specific women’s health needs, including prescription contraceptives.  FPA encourages more Republicans to sign on in addition to Alesi, Goodman, Hoffmann, Larkin, Leibell, Marcellino, McGee, Morahan, Padavan, Spano, Stafford, Trunzo, Velella and Wright.  To receive Legislative Updates electronically send your e-mail address to trosv@fpaofnys.org.

Budget Actions Advocated by FPA:  Restore the $1.5 million cut by the Governor and add a new appropriation of $3 million to support enhanced coverage for family planning services to as many uninsured, low wage-earning working women as possible.  Especially contact Majority Leader Joseph Bruno and Senate Finance Committee Chair Ronald Stafford, Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver and Ways & Means Chair Herman D. Farrell, Jr.  (Hon. _____, NYS Senate, Albany, NY, 12247 and Hon. _____, NYS Assembly, Albany, NY 12248.

Bill on Emergency Contraception for Rape Victims (A.9359/S.6253).  This would mandate that hospitals offer rape victims emergency contraception to prevent pregnancy.  

“Partial-Birth Abortion” Bill Gains New Sponsors:  S.1638-B, A.2815-A was just amended and some new Assembly members added their names:  Daniel Burling, Dennis butler, Nancy Calhoun, Jacob Gunther, James Hayes, Dov Hikind, Eric Vitaliano.  Please express your opposition to their actions.

CLERGY DAY IN ALBANY, TUESDAY, APRIL 11

The year 2000 marks the 30th anniversary of the New York State Legislature’s recognition that women can and should make decisions about their life and health.  It is the 30th anniversary of the passage of legislation that legalized abortion in New York State.  The Concerned Clergy for Choice Project is sponsoring this event and providing free parking plus a light breakfast and lunch.  The Project will arrange visits with legislators to help them see the importance of contraceptive equity, that all insurance plans in the State of New York should offer full contraceptive coverage; push for women’s health care equity; and advocate for trust in the young people of New York State to make their own decisions about their reproductive health.  For information please call the Rev. David Selzer, at (716) 833-1151 (Buffalo) or Family Planning Advocates at (518) 436-8408.  E-mail for CCCP is fpawny@aol.com.

2.  UPDATE ON HEALTH COVERAGE

Governor Pataki called a special session of the New York State Legislature in December to deal specifically with health care issues.  Among the pieces of legislation passed was HCRC 2000 (the extension of the 1996 Health Care Reform Act) which supports teaching hospitals and protects patients from unfair HMO practices.  It will expand Medicaid coverage to some New Yorkers whose income is less than 150% of the federal poverty level.  It is funded in part from a new 55 cent tax on cigarettes, and the federal tobacco settlement money.  However, federal and local governments will also be contributing.  Abortion, and pregnancy counseling, family planning, and coverage for prescription contraceptives are covered.  Up to one million New Yorkers may be covered.  Among the $9 billion plan’s major provisions are:

* provide health coverage for families in households at or below 150% of the federal poverty level, and childless adults with incomes of up to 100% of poverty levels;

* provide access to affordable health insurance for individuals who are self-employed or whose employers do not provide health insurance;

* subsidize insurance premiums for small businesses so they can offer basic health coverage for their employees; and

* stabilize premiums for those who purchase their insurance as individuals.

The plan promises no new Medicaid cuts for three years, providing some stability for the state’s health care system.  However, local governments are very upset at the new Medicaid mandate.  The Family Health Plus (see the December 1999 Covenant for Justice) part of the bill will not take effect until January 2001.  

Family Health Plus builds on New York’s successful Child Health Plus program to include families and childless adults.  More than 400,000 children have been enrolled, more than any other state.  Child Health Plus is free for a family of four earning less than $26,254; a family of four with income up to $37,901 would pay $9 per child per month.  There are no co-payments.  However, the increase was undercut by a 14% drop in the number of enrollees in Medicaid, which covers the poorest children.  For information call 800-698-4543.

Family Health Plus calls for a simplified, uniform application process for all of New York’s health insurance programs and vigorous outreach to maximize family enrollment in the programs for which they are eligible.  It would make comprehensive, affordable coverage available to lower-income, working New Yorkers, including those who earn too much to qualify for Medicaid but have no access to employer-based coverage.  Eligibility would extend to 250% of the poverty level, with premiums based on income and family size.  For those who can afford to purchase private health insurance that is reasonably priced, family Health Plus calls for the establishment of a pool to lower premiums in the individual insurance market.

Interfaith Impact joined with the Healthcare Education Project in these successful endeavors. Why?  Access to health coverage is in crisis.  In New York State, 3.2 million are uninsured, 19% of the non-elderly population; in New York City the percentage is 28%.  Our rate of uninsured is growing faster than the nation.  According to the United Hospital Fund, 49% of New York’s uninsured were employed  throughout the year; 24% were employed part of the year; and only 27% were unemployed.  The number of uninsured New Yorkers is growing at a rate even faster than elsewhere in the nation.  Nearly 1 in 5 New Yorkers under 65 doesn’t have basic health insurance.  Family Health Plus will provide a comprehensive health insurance package, with modest co-pays, for families up to 250% of the poverty level.  A health care system which allows 3.2 million New Yorkers to go without insurance fails morally.

3.  UPDATE ON WELFARE REFORM AND POVERTY

According to SENSES (The Statewide Emergency Network for Social and Economic Security), Governor Pataki estimates that approximately 765,000 individuals have left the welfare caseload and are now “free from the shackles of dependency.”  But what has happened to them?  Are they better or worse off?  A Rockefeller Institute Report of 1999 is upbeat – “the majority of families leaving welfare in New York State are finding employment and are not returning to the public assistance rolls.”  But 27% of cases that closed during the first quarter returned to welfare within two months, though these were not counted because of federal protocols.  66% of all adults who left TANF (Temporary Assistance to Needy Families) in the first quarter of 1997 were employed during at least one quarter of the following year.  Only 60% who were employed in any quarter were employed in every quarter – the “continuously employed.”  Approximately 40% of all the closed cases showed earnings in every quarter.  Median earnings for the continuously employed adults were $12,611 for families outside New York City and $17,431 in NYC.  21% of closed upstate cases returned to Family Assistance during months three through twelve of the following year.  29% of cases that closed received Food Stamps in the fourth quarter after closing.  

New York State’s unemployment rate was 5.1% for 1999, compared to a national average of 4.2%.  NYS poverty rates are also much higher – 16.5% compared to 12.7% nationally.  The child poverty rate is 25%.  The Empire State also has the dubious distinction of having the highest gap between rich and poor, and one of the widest gaps between middle income families and the rich of all fifty states.  The top fifth of families saw their incomes increase by 14.8% during the 1980’s and 1990’s, while the bottom fifth experienced a 6.9% decline.

Nutrition:  the New York City Coalition Against Hunger reported that requests for emergency food assistance in the city increased by 36% between January 1998 and January 1999.  NYS’s emergency feeding program did have a substantial increase last year, but is not adequate.  Housing:  In 1999, the National Low-Income Housing Coalition ranked New York the second least affordable state in the nation with 52% of renters being unable to afford the Fair Market Rent (FMR) on a two-bedroom apartment.  Affordability is based on rent or mortgage payments being 30% or less of a household’s gross income.

SENSES Proposals:  Income Security:  Add $35 million for transportation including the “cars to work” program enabling people seeking jobs to get to work; $123 million in new subsidies above the Governor’s request for $85 million (which includes monies appropriated last year); adding $67 million to Family Health Plus and $100 million to Community Service Employment.

Community Economic Development:  Add $3 million to strengthen the existing Entrepreneurial Assistance Program to train the poor in starting their own businesses (the Governor’s budget eliminates it), $5 million for the statewide Community Development Financial Institutions Fund (to provide local sources of financing) – the Governor zeroes it out; $5 million annually for three years to develop a pilot program for Individual Development Accounts (to enable the poor to prepare themselves for work by education and training programs).

Nutrition:  Add $3 million to the Food Stamp Outreach program ($1 million); $31 million to the Food Assistance Program ($8.2 million); $6 million to the Summer Food Service Program ($3.3 million); $22.2 million for the Senior Nutrition program ($16.2 million); $37.3 million for WIC (Women, Infants and Children) program ($31.3 million); and $25.8 million for the Hunger Prevention and Nutrition Assistance program ($22.8 million).  (The Governor’s proposals are in parentheses.

Housing:  Add $184.3 million for housing programs including Neighborhood and Rural Preservation, the Housing Trust Fund, Housing Development Fund, Urban Initiatives, among others.  ($88.3 million proposed by the Governor).  

SENSES also proposes suspending tax cuts on the books which do not take effect until on or after April 1, 2001, pending review; replacing the STAR Property Tax Relief with expanded “circuit breaker” for households with incomes up to $175,000 (generates $1.35 billion); strengthening the Alternative Minimum Tax (generates $75 million); enacting a corporate tax reporting disclosure law (generates $803 million); and restore some progressivity to the personal income tax system (generates $1.7 billion).  For details see SENSES counterbudget 2000-2001 available at 275 State Street, Albany, NY 12210 (phone 518-463-5576) (FAX 518-432-9073) (e-mail senses4all@aol.com) (web site www.albany.net/~senses).

CLEAN MONEY, CLEAN ELECTIONS – A CAMPAIGN

The State Community of Churches on January 25 convened some 35 people (including representatives from IINYS) at the First Lutheran Church of Albany to consider the faith communities’ response to the power of money in political campaigns.  The group created core groups in the Capital District, Syracuse, Binghamton and Elmira.  The goal is to cover the whole state with organized groups which will work to raise public consciousness, organize congregations and other groups, and develop and implement effective approaches to the news media, decision makers and elected officials.  The Clean Money, Clean Elections campaign will work with the League of Women Voters and Citizens Action.  Tom McPheeters is the communications coordinator.  The E-mail address for the project is nyscoccleanelec@aol.com.  The Website is http://www.nyscommunityofchurches.org.  (from a letter by Mary Lu Bowen, Executive Director, New York State Community of Churches.

