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Commentary

Ask candidates for office about poverty

Written by Carolyn Portanova Guest essayist

October 21, 2011  

The U.S. Census Bureau data about poverty is old news. We know that one in two children in Rochester is living in poverty and doesn't know where the next meal will come from. We know that poverty is growing more rapidly in the suburbs; one out of 12 suburbanites lives in poverty and is food-insecure.

We know that shortages of safe, affordable housing, reliable transportation, affordable health care and subsidies for quality child care pose barriers to employment success.

Clearly, what we are doing to address poverty just isn't working!

While it is true that individual choices and behaviors do influence one's chances of living in poverty, these individual behaviors are far outweighed by the structures and policies that shape the life opportunities of people who are poor.

The U.S. stands in stark contrast to other Western industrialized nations in two important aspects: 1) We have more resources and wealth than other nations, 2) and yet we have a higher percentage of our population living in poverty.

Our current system of safety net programs is fragmented and costly. There has to be a better way to use limited resources. We just need some new ideas.

The political debates rarely touch on the poverty issue. In these challenging times, solutions to poverty have taken a back seat. However, if we allow the poverty rate to grow unchecked, it will negatively impact all of us. It is time for candidates for public office to talk about approaches to reducing poverty. We need to make poverty a campaign issue.

One of the ways we can do this is by asking our candidates pointed questions about poverty and demanding firm answers.

Here are some examples of questions you might ask the candidates either in person, via phone or letter:

How will you ensure you understand the systems that currently serve the poor and vulnerable?

What programs, services or approach will you bring forward to address the issue of poverty?

Do you know anyone who lives in poverty? If not, would you be willing to meet someone who has experienced the challenges of being poor?

Martin Luther King Jr. once said: "We are called to play the Good Samaritan on life's roadside, but that will be only an initial act. True compassion is more than flinging a coin to a beggar; it understands that what produces beggars needs restructuring. A true revolution of values will soon look uneasily on this nation's glaring contrast of poverty and wealth."

It's time we take a stand against poverty. It's time we ask tough questions. It's time to find new solutions.

Poverty is a moral and social wound on the soul of our country. I believe we have the resources, experience and knowledge to virtually eliminate long-term poverty, but we do not yet have the political will. It is time to make poverty an election issue.

Carolyn Portanova is president and CEO of Catholic Family Center
Rochester Democrat and Chronicle  Page 1 of 1

[image: image1.jpg]