Report from Society of St. Vincent de Paul Western Region Meeting:  May 30-June 3, 2006:

 

 Advocacy was high on the agenda with National President Joe Flannigan presenting the national version of the Voice of the Poor CD at the General Session on June 1.  This CD is now available to members from the national office in St. Louis when a visual aid about Voice of the Poor is desired.  (It requires a laptop with a CD drive and a Power Point projector).  On June 2, Sister Kieran Knieves presented Module 4 of the “Serving in Hope” program as a teaching tool for conferences on Catholic social teaching and advocacy.  Module 4 is “stand alone” and reinforces the Society’s efforts on advocacy and Voice of the Poor.

 

Voice of the Poor offered workshops on Thursday and Friday with Father Pedro Villarroya, C.M., Walt Gray and Lucy Howell.  The workshops had a total attendance of 60. Workshop agenda is attached.  Handouts:  Deus Caritas Est (Pope Benedict  X-VI’s encyclical, a portion of which speaks to the responsibility of Catholics in politics), Chapter 7 of the Society’s Rule (The Society’s Role in Civil Society), websites useful for Voice of the Poor, news articles on immigration, payday loans, and  “A Budget for Poverty” illustrating life on minimum wage).

 

Comments and suggestions from workshop participants included:  More communication among VOP members would be useful to foster collaboration on topics such as prison ministry, restorative justice and payday loans.  A VOP “E Committee” has been suggested by Jim Bloss of the Seattle Council. Scott Mather of Orange County asked about input to Society Position Statements. Steve Krank of Oakland asked if VOP had developed a process for surveying  those we serve about applicable legislative issues. The Annual Catholic Social Ministry Gathering in Washington was emphasized as a great way to get VOP off the ground in each state.  One suggestion was that SVdP, while in Washington,  consider arranging to have a speaker on a topic of legislative importance to the Society speak in one of the committee rooms in the House or Senate buildings and invite elected representatives and staffers to attend. Art Guerrero of  Sacramento expressed concern that VOP seems to focus too much on national issues and  local councils need to focus on the needs in their communities.  Few have the time to do both although it is understood that what happens in Congress does have a great influence on programs available at the state and local level (ie, Welfare Reform Act of 1996 which was recently re-enacted with more work hours required for mothers with children under 6; cuts in Medicaid block grants to states, increase in funding available for wraparound housing (“housing first”) designed to get the homeless off the street as a first step). Walt Gray of Phoenix noted that Phoenix VOP has assigned areas of interest to various committee members.

 

Several VOP representatives attended the workshop on Restorative Justice moderated by members of the San Mateo Council who have developed a prison ministry at San Quentin as a special work.  25 Vincentians visited San Quentin and met with a group of “ term to lifers” (prisoners convicted of murder who are serving indeterminate sentences; most had been imprisoned at least 20 years.  It has been the policy of the past four state governors to deny parole for this category.).  The group presented sections of a White Paper they had written based on restorative justice.  Topics included the ripple effect of their crimes on their own families as well as those of the victim, and the importance of forgiveness and reconciliation. (Some of you may have seen the two-night Larry King Special on San Quentin in early June which included Kevin Hagan, one of the term to lifers met by Vincentians on June 1).  Those attending learned that the recidivism rate in CA (highest in the nation) is 70% (ie, return to prison following release), the annual cost of prison per person is $32,000, prisons are horribly

 overcrowded and there are plans to build more.  CA ,as the nation’s largest state, is representative of the situation in most states. Many states (AZ being one) find that the state budget for the prison system now is equal to or exceeds the cost of public education.  A huge problem is lack of preparation for parole with a resulting return to prison for “technical violations” of parole.  In CA a parolee is released with $200 and directed to find a permanent address within two weeks in the community to which he has been paroled.  Available housing options are extremely limited both by lack of funds and “Crime Free” policies of rental units.  The 1996 Welfare Reform Act included a provision that prohibits  receipt of TANF (welfare) or food stamps for life by anyone convicted of a drug felony.  States have also passed laws with mandatory sentencing,  “three strikes and you’re out” laws and institution of no parole policies for prisoners serving indeterminate sentences.  All of these are reasons behind the explosion in prison population across the nation and a recidivism rate of 60-70%.  It is recommended that Vincentians obtain copies and read the Bishops’ Letter on Restorative Justice (www.usccb.org)

 

 

E-Committee for VOP for Western Region

 

More communication needed on issues of concern and actions taken by local councils.  A first step might be an annual survey in the region of programs offered by each council  (for example, prison ministries, homeless services, payee services for SSD). Special areas of service may often lead to local legislative initiatives by VOP based on needs observed by direct experience.  The survey and results could be communicated to VOP representatives by the regional chair.

 

 

