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State Budget process, 2007   Who and what will be included and excluded in the next state budget process reflects the vision lawmakers have for the state.  In our name, they allocate our common wealth to protect and defend the common good.  
During the next two weeks, the Conference Committee made up of representative democrats and republicans from both the house and the senate will  hammer out, discuss and vote on with the final version of the State Budget,  the road map for spending for the next two years. 
Catholic Social teaching reminds us government has an obligation to  protect human life and dignity, strengthen family life, encourage and reward work, preserve a safety net for the vulnerable, build public/private partnerships to overcome poverty and invest in human dignity

The Diocesan Social Action Office, the five Catholic Commissions with Catholic Charities Health and Human Services have been advocates for the citizens within the Diocese of Cleveland for the past several months to ensure the poor and the vulnerable and important health and human services are included in  this biennium budget.

Where the Budget process is as of today as prepared by Tom Allio, senior director

Diocesan Social Action Office:
· The Ohio Senate unanimously approved (33-0) their version of the state budget on Wednesday, June 13, 2007.  Previously, the Ohio House had unanimously passed their version of the two year spending plan.  There has been remarkably little to no controversy on the budget.  For the most part, the Governor and Ohio lawmakers stand united on the budget. This marks the first time in 50 years that there has been such “unanimity.” Below are some of the highlights of the Senate passed budget, as well as, a few remaining challenges for advocates.

· Noteworthy, the Senate supported Strickland’s proposal to raise the eligibility for insuring low income adults from 90% - 100 % of the poverty level.  This had been struck from the House.  This will be an issue in the conference committee and advocates need to stay vigilant.

· The Senate added $118 million to the House version for subsidies for state universities and community colleges.  In addition, there is a freeze on tuition for two years.  The Senate included spending $50 million to recruit researchers to state university.

· Access to health care for children is also part of the package.  Coverage would be extended to families up to 300% of the poverty level. The result would be to cover ad additional 24,000 children. 

· The formula for funding public schools remains unchanged.  Funding for 200 Ohio school districts is frozen.

· An expansion of the homestead program for those 65 and older remains. The projected annual cost of this tax cut is $250 million.

· A new five year pilot expansion of the voucher program was restored on the Senate floor. 

· The Senate did not “lift the cap” on the Housing Trust Fund. Funding is anticipated to be at the $50 million level. 

· Slight cuts were made in the House budget levels for the Department of Jobs and Family Services (0.12 less) and the Department of Rehabilitation and Correction (0.36 less).  Otherwise, much of what was passed in the House remains in the Senate version.

· Among other things, the budget retains the rainy day fund of about $1 million, proposes no changes in state taxes, and most state agencies were limited to zero growth in spending. 

· Health and Human Services has not been pitted against Education in this budget.
Call to Action:  Contact your Representative and Senator and ask to influence the Conference Committee members to support the issues listed above.  Your Representative at Ohio House of Representatives, 77 South High Street, Columbus, OH 43266-0603 or  Legislative Information at (614) 466-2000 or www.legislative.state.oh.us/search.cfm
The Federal Level  Budget Issues: In 2007 Congress must reauthorize a sweeping piece of legislation known as the Farm Bill. This legislation sets U.S. policy in major areas that affect domestic farmers and food producers, domestic food consumers, and farmers in developing countries. Reauthorization of the Farm Bill presents an opportunity to reshape our broken agricultural policies to build a more just framework that better serves rural communities and small and moderate-size family farms in the U.S., promotes good stewardship of the land, overcomes hunger here and abroad, and helps vulnerable farmers and their families in developing countries. 

Call to Action:   Working with our partners in the Catholic community, the Catholic community’s policy priorities for the 2007 Farm Bill include: 

• increasing investments that combat rural poverty and strengthen rural communities; 

• strengthening and expanding programs that reduce hunger and improve nutrition in the United States; 

• strengthening and increasing investment in policies that promote conservation and good stewardship of the land; 

• providing transitions for farmers to alternative forms of support that are more equitable and do not distort trade in ways that fuel hunger and poverty; 

• protecting the health and safety of farm workers; 

• expanding research related to alternative and renewable forms of energy; and 

• providing direct food aid efficiently and effectively to hungry people in other nations 

Support Funding for Improvements to the Food Stamp Program

In For I Was Hungry and You Gave Me Food, the bishops reiterated that a primary goal of food and agricultural policy should be providing basic food and nutrition for all. In Food Policy in a Hungry World, the bishops called for strengthening the domestic food assistance programs to ensure that no one in America goes hungry or suffers malnutrition. "When the economy fails to provide the jobs and income necessary to prevent hunger and malnutrition, the various local, state, and national food assistance programs must be funded and expanded to provide food to all in need." 

Call to Action:  Congress must reauthorize the Food Stamps Program as part of the 2007 Farm Bill reauthorization. Contact your Senators and Representatives on the Agriculture Committees and urge them to support the strongest possible Nutrition Title in the  2007 Farm Bill – including adjusting the benefit level to reflect increasing food costs and ending the five-year waiting period for adult legal immigrants’ eligibility for food stamps. 

Support Full Funding for WIC
 Each year, Congress determines in the Agriculture Appropriations bill how much to spend on the WIC program the following year. Work on appropriations bills usually begins early in the year. Make sure your Senators and Representatives know that you want adequate money set aside in the 2008 Agriculture Appropriations bill so that all the women and children who will be eligible for WIC next year will be able to get assistance. 

Make Sure Low-Income Families Have Access to Food Stamps

Approximately 40 percent of those eligible to receive food stamps are not getting them. Many families leaving welfare do not realize they can get transitional food stamps for five months, and may still be eligible for food stamps after that. Other families are unable to meet the program’s administrative requirements. It is important that agencies serving low-income people instruct them that regardless of the states' TANF rules, they may still be entitled to food stamps. And it is important to make sure that legal immigrants know that all children, as well as adults who have been here for five years, are now able to receive food stamps under new eligibility rules.

Call to Action:   Work with your local agencies that serve low-income families to be sure that they inform these families of their potential eligibility for food stamps even if they have exhausted their TANF benefits. Continue to call for program simplification and outreach efforts to ensure that eligible families receive food stamps. 

The State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP)

The State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP) plays an important role in ensuring that low-income children have access to health care coverage. This important program must be reauthorized in 2007. 

SCHIP was created in 1997 to give states the option to extend health care coverage to low-income children who do not qualify for Medicaid because their family income is too high. Approximately 4 million children are now enrolled in SCHIP. Since SCHIP was enacted, the number of uninsured children has fallen by 2.7 million, despite a growth in child poverty and the decline in the number of children whose families get health care through employment. 

SCHIP builds on Medicaid but differs from that program in significant ways. In most states, children in families with incomes up to twice the federal poverty level can qualify for SCHIP (though a few states have somewhat higher or lower eligibility levels). States have more flexibility in SCHIP benefits packages. Like Medicaid, it is a joint federal-state program, administered by the states within broad federal guidelines and funded by state dollars matched by federal dollars. SCHIP however is a capped grant program.

 The federal government sets aside a fixed amount of funding available each year. The federal funding portion is more generous than under Medicaid, but once the federal limit is reached enrollment of eligible children stops. 

The 1997 SCHIP law provided for a total of $40 billion in federal funding over the first 10 years of the program. Because the cost of health care continues to rise, funding levels will have to be higher just to make sure that states can continue to cover the children currently enrolled in SCHIP. Funding will be needed so states can do outreach and enroll children who are not in the program. 

Over 8 million children were uninsured in 2005. Almost 75% of those children were eligible for Medicaid or SCHIP but were not enrolled. We know that lack of health insurance has a negative impact on kids’ health. Data from the 2005 National Health Interview Survey shows that children without insurance are far more likely to go without the health care they need, from well-children visits to prescriptions to dental and vision services. The SCHIP program is of vital importance to filling the gap in health care among needy children. 

Call to Action:   Contact your Senators and Representatives to express support for: 

􀂾 Working towards health care coverage for all children. 

􀂾 Adequate SCHIP funding so that (1) states can continue to cover the children currently enrolled in the program and (2) all eligible low income children not currently covered can participate in the SCHIP program. 

􀂾 Making it easier to enroll children in SCHIP and Medicaid. 

􀂾 Providing states with resources for outreach and education to bring eligible children into the program. 

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 

For more information please call the Diocesan Social Action Office at 216-939-3851 or 888-620-5280.  You can also visit our web page at www.catholic-action.org  for more information.  Thank you.
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