DC Consortium of Legal Services Providers

Statement of Priorities for the District of Columbia Budget


The DC Consortium of Legal Services Providers represents the civil legal services programs that serve persons living in poverty in the District of Columbia.  Each member organization uses legal strategies to aid families, individuals and communities to meet their needs.  Although our programs focus on a variety of substantive areas of law or segments of the population, we share the common goals of increasing access to justice and lifting people out of poverty.  


The District’s budget decisions have an impact on all communities, but especially on those who are most vulnerable or who rely on public resources for income, housing or health care.  Because the impact of these decisions can and has had such a devastating effect on poor communities in the District, the Consortium urges the Mayor and the Council to act with compassion, justice, and reason in meeting the most recent budget challenges.  


We believe that even in these difficult budget times, the social safety net should be strengthened and critical programs must be held harmless or receive increased funding.  A fairer tax structure, the elimination of loopholes, cuts in other programs, more help from the federal government, and an energetic campaign to change the rules on the “Rainy Day Fund” will generate the resources necessary to produce a balanced and just budget.

The District’s Poorest Residents Are Falling Further Behind


District residents living in poverty in the District are extremely vulnerable.  Having made small gains during the boom years of the 1990’s, they are now slipping deeper into poverty in the current recession.  According to the United States Census Bureau, over the last two years, the rate of poverty has increased and the incomes of the lowest quintile of the population have declined. The following poverty indicators reveal the crisis that District families face:

· Nearly one-third of all District children live in poverty.

· More than 55,000 individuals at or below 200% of poverty in the District are uninsured, including approximately 1 out of 6 all children living in the city. 

· In 1999, more than 84,082 people, more than half of them children, received food stamps, and the number of chronically hungry District residents continues to grow.

· The District has the worst record in the nation for pre-natal care, low birth weight and infant mortality.

· Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) in DC provides a family of four with a maximum of $463 per month; the federal poverty guideline states that a family of four is “poor” if the monthly income is $1,533.33 per month or less.

· In the 1990s, the District lost over 16,000 rental housing units, and contracts for thousands of units in Section 8 projects will expire soon without being renewed.

· Well over 20,000 families are on the waiting lists for public housing or a Section 8 voucher, and the wait for assistance takes many years.

· The average cost of obtaining a modest rental unit in DC is $999 per month for a two-bedroom apartment.  A family would need an annual income of at least $39,960 to afford a unit at this cost without spending more than 30 percent of its income for housing.  

· Nearly 600 homeless families with children are on the waiting list for shelter. 

· The FY2003 budget will barely serve half of the more than 30,000 children needing day care, including the more than 5,000 infants and toddlers on the waiting list.

· The rate of HIV disease in DC is among the highest in the nation

· Violence is still the greatest cause of death among District youth.


The Cuts Irreparably Harm Poor Families and May Result in Larger Nondiscretionary Expenditures

The Mayor has proposed a number of ideas to raise revenues though tax and fee increases and to defer cuts that limit the need to reduce District programs to serve persons living in poverty.  These revenue measures are a good beginning to adequately fund critical safety net programs.

Nevertheless, the budget proposal, if enacted, will reduce funding for critical safety net programs.  Under the Mayor’s proposal, areas critical to poor communities will be cut.  For example, the Mayor has proposed:

· More than $36 million reduction to the combined federal and local budget of the Department of Human Services, the District agency responsible to administer safety net programs.

· More than $10 million to be cut from the Department of Employment Services Workforce Development Program at a time of high unemployment and job insecurity.

· More than $200,000 to be taken from housing inspectors in a City plagued by poorly maintained and blighted low-income housing.

· More than $4 million reduction in Family and Child Services, the agency tasked with protecting the welfare of the District’s most vulnerable children.  

At a time when the District’s poorest residents are in crisis, these cuts are unconscionable.  The Mayor’s budget is entitled “Education, Public Safety and Opportunity for All.”  The reality of the budget is opportunity for some, with those of the fewest means once again left out in the cold.

Proposed Budget Solutions Place a Disproportionate Burden on Poor Residents

While spending reductions have affected nearly every part of the budget, the largest cuts time and again fall on programs serving low income residents and education.  According to the DC Fiscal Policy Institute, in meeting the initial $323 million shortfall for FY2003, cuts to housing, health, and other services for low-income residents accounted for 45 percent of program reductions, even though these programs account for less than one-third of the budget.  Cuts in education funding, primarily in the budget for DC public schools, equaled 26 percent of the program reductions.  Similarly, in 2002, fully half of the budget cuts came from programs serving low-income residents, and again, these programs only constituted about one third of the total budget. 

Moreover, the cuts in human services programs made over the past few years come on the heels of the budget crisis of the 1990’s, which was largely resolved by cutting programs that served low-income residents.  Between 1992 and 1997, programs serving children and the poor took 65% of all budget cuts.  Thus, social services entered the more recent budget crises operating at a dramatically reduced base, meaning that the recent cuts are even more draconian.  

The District Can Balance its Budget Without Additional Cuts to Human Services Through Creative Means of Raising Revenue 


The D.C. Fiscal Policy Institute has identified a number of options to raise revenues in the District without tax rate increases:

· Closing Corporate Tax Loopholes:  Four out of every five corporations in the District pay only the minimum corporate franchise tax, which is $250 per year.  This partly reflects loopholes that allow large multi-state corporations to avoid paying taxes on profits earned in DC.  As many states have done, the District could close these loopholes. 

· Broadening the Sales Tax Base:  Services, which represent a growing share of consumer purchases, often are not taxed.  In addition, the District does not collect sales tax on sales at federal museums or other institutions, although it has the authority to do so. 

· Limiting the New Property Tax Cap:  The cap is benefiting almost all homeowners in DC’s most affluent neighborhoods, but is not benefiting homeowners in the rest of the city.  The majority of the $20 million benefit from this tax break is going to owners of homes worth more than $500,000.  
· Income Tax Changes:  The District’s projected budget deficit for 2004 assumes that $24 million in previously enacted income tax cuts will be implemented.  These tax cuts should be suspended.  At the very least, the Council should approve the Mayor’s request for a temporary surtax on incomes above $100,000, which still leaves those families paying less tax than they were a few years ago.

The Council also should request that Congress alter the terms of the Rainy Day Fund that require immediate repayment, and thereby enable the city to use this fund for exactly those purposes for which it was created -- to help avoid cuts in critical services in hard economic times.  

In addition, the Consortium suggests that the Mayor and Council urge the federal government to increase its federal contribution to the budget.  The District has long subsidized the federal presence in myriad ways, including dramatic loss of tax revenue.  The city’s government should not continue to accept this fate quietly.  Instead of solving this budget shortfall by harming District residents, the Mayor and Council should take this problem to the Congress and demand that they pay their fair share.  If we continue to balance the budget on the backs of the poor, Congress will have no incentive to meet its responsibility. These measures would be a small gesture by the federal government in recognition of its role in exacerbating the District’s budget crisis by limiting its revenue options.

The Consortium’s Top Priorities


More than 20% of the District’s residents and nearly one-third of the District’s children, live below the federal poverty line.  There are many government programs that can help these residents and serve as a safety net for those living on the edge.  While we are aware of the many competing priorities for funding, we have identified a list of twenty programs that we believe the budget must support.  Those budget priorities include:


Income Supports

· Full funding of the Interim Disability Assistance Program.

· An increase in Temporary Assistance for Needy Families benefit levels.

· Significant investment in workforce development and meaningful job training programs.

· Sufficient funding for child care to ensure that 100% of families on welfare and all working families within 200% of poverty can access it.

· Increased funding for adult literacy and English as a second language programs for poor adults to improve employability.


Health Care

· Full funding for the Health Care Alliance, including a senior prescription drug benefit.

· Adequate funding of community based programs to allow persons with physical, mental and developmental disabilities to live in the community.

· Creation of programs to ensure accountability in the administration of health benefits.

· Implementation of the federal requirement that programs be language-accessible.

· Physician and dental compensation levels set to a point that ensures sufficient services in children’s health programs.


Other Children’s Issues

· Close Oak Hill and place all children in the juvenile justice system in community based programs.

· Adequately fund special education services.

· Ensure adequate funding for supports for families and caregivers involved in the abuse and neglect system.


Housing
· Fully fund the Housing Production Trust Fund.

· Ensure adequate homeless services, including hypothermia shelters as required by law.

· Re-implement the Rental Assistance Program.

· Appropriate local funds to supplement the section 8 voucher program,  both to increase the number of vouchers and to increase the voucher amount.


Justice

· Increase the number of community corrections beds for pre-trial detainees to ensure adequate access to work release and reduce crowding at the jail.

· Improve the Corporation Counsel’s efforts to collect child support.

· Provide funding to legal services programs to ensure equal and meaningful access to justice for all the District’s residents.
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