     Where is the pro-family/anti-poverty Commission in New York State and particularly for the Mohawk Valley?  Frequently referred to as the “Poverty Belt”, the Mohawk Valley sits in about the middle of the east-west strip of cities across the state that have sustained large employer and workforce losses over the years.  Research is clear on the long-term impact to children growing up in poverty in teen pregnancy rates, poor health, cognitive delays, low literacy and increased likelihood of arrest and imprisonment growing up.  To be clear on the issue, poverty is costing our community and our state millions of dollars a year in social services, criminal justice and enforcement costs, health services as well as lost income due to lost potentials.  With nearly half of the children in the Utica area living in poverty (46%), it is astonishing that no local, regional, or state plan has been developed to address this very public concern.  In contrast, at least 15 other states have established task forces or commissions establishing poverty-reduction goals and targets and entities for tracking and reporting progress.
     Without the ability to save for education, home ownership, vehicle replacement or purchase, and emergencies, families are unable to achieve stability and often lead crisis-driven lives.  With a federal poverty measure established over 40 years ago that does not represent 2009 cost of living considerations and social service and disability policies that restrict how much an individual can save,  families get trapped in a standard of living that never meets actual need or allows them to plan for their futures. 
     City-based approaches like the “Step-Up Savannah” Project in Savannah Georgia, (demographically similar to the Utica/Herkimer area)  began as a mayor’s initiative that now boasts over 80 government, not-for-profit, business, and neighborhood leaders  committed to ending poverty through workforce and training, asset-building,  affordable housing, early childhood education and other creative pro-family approaches. 

     In demonstration projects in Washington D.C. and in New York City, students who get good grades and families who keep up with their kids’ medical care receive cash transfers into 529 Savings Plans for college.  Studies on matched savings accounts like these for low-income individuals find that, the mere existence of these accounts changes behavior, especially for lower-income people.   San Antonio, Texas’ efforts include a mayor’s initiative called “Cribs to College” to create savings accounts for newborns up to one year old for families living on less than 200% of the federal poverty level for up to 110 families to start.  Mayor and Common Council members used some city discretionary funds to seed the accounts with $500 that families can add to which are matched.
      In Kalamazoo Michigan, partners leveraged Western Michigan University’s research and staffing resources and utilize over 1/3 of their Community Development Block Grant monies toward their own poverty eradication initiatives. 
      President Obama’s Recovery Act efforts focus attention on poverty as a policy priority and challenges us to action, committing funding to communities like ours to plan and act.  The June 5 community poverty symposium at Mohawk Valley Community College is the beginning of this local partnership and planning process whose success depends upon your participation.  You can register on-line at www.mvcaa.com and on a first come-first-serve basis request scholarship assistance to cover the cost of the event.  You can also call Renee at Mohawk Valley Community Action to help with your registration and with any questions you might have.  We must think differently about what helps and hurts families and not offer only short-term “fixes”.  We have a real chance here to reframe our discussions and realize a Mohawk Valley as a Corridor of Opportunity instead of continuing as another notch on the Poverty Belt.  The Forum spotlights approaches from across the country that are working, highlights local families’ experiences, features presentations on the state of poverty and its costs across the state,  and offers community leaders the chance to sign-on as partners to plan and yes, act.  
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