Voice of the Poor Legislative Report Card

Arizona State Legislature – 47th Session – 2006 

What is Voice of the Poor?  Voice of the Poor (VOP) is the advocacy arm of the Society of St. Vincent de Paul (SVdP).  Positions on legislative items approved by the board are communicated to the Society by e-mail as well as through a column in the monthly Vincentian Support Services newsletter.  The Diocesan Board President is the Society’s spokesperson.  VOP committee members express the Society’s position to elected and appointed officials. VOP meets monthly during the legislative session. These meetings are open to all who are interested.

The bills supported or opposed by the SVdP Diocesan Board were selected from the more than 1500 bills, resolutions and memorials introduced during the 2006 legislative session.  Not all bills on which the board took a position were heard by the legislature.  Some bills were passed by one house, but died in the other.  The attached report card contains information only on those bills for which there was an actual vote in either the House or the Senate.  As you review the report card, you can see how each of your senators and representatives voted on the issues which affect the poor whom you serve each day.  

*******************************************

How did we do?

STATE BUDGET

   Two Defeats  

Most people think that the budget passed by the Legislature and signed by Governor Napolitano was a WIN-WIN result.  However, Arizona’s working poor and homeless suffered two big defeats. Two programs supported by the Diocesan Board and VOP were either altered or dropped:
Health Care Insurance – SB 1519 (Sen. Allen et. al.) would have made the eligibility levels for the KidsCareParent Healthcare program permanent. Although the Senate Health Committee passed the bill, it died in the Senate Appropriations Committee when Chairman Burns did not place it on the committee’s agenda.  It was later incorporated into the state budget.

As part of the budget negotiations, $10.6 million was allocated from the General Fund to match the $48 million in federal CHIP (Children’s Health Insurance Program) funds.  However, the premiums paid by the working poor families were increased, because some members of the legislature believe requiring higher premiums will lead to more personal responsibility.  Families with incomes between 100% and 200% of the federal poverty level (the same income level served by the SVdP Virginia Piper Medical and Dental Clinic) will now be required to pay three to five percent of their gross income for health care premiums.  The premiums for a family of four with an annual income of $40,000 will almost double from $85 to $167 per month.  As a result, some families may not be able to afford this program and drop out.  They will rely instead on hospital emergency rooms.  Arizona already has one of the highest healthcare uninsured rates in the U.S., a rate which will likely rise with these higher premiums.  

Supportive Services for Homeless Families – SVdP supports the “housing first” concept of supportive housing for chronically homeless in Arizona.  This position is in accordance with the national goal of ending homelessness within 10 years stated by President Bush and supported by the federal Interagency Council on Homelessness.  SVdP supported the state budget request for $1.5 million for supportive services for 600 Arizona homeless families. Unfortunately, this funding was not included in the final budget.

CHILDREN & FAMILY BILLS  

One Victory

HB 2810 – Utility Assistance Fund (Rep. Mason et. al.)  – The Utility Assistance Fund provides emergency assistance with utility deposits, owner repairs or replacement of appliances or systems.  It increases the amount a qualified individual may receive from the fund from $900 to $2000 annually.  It also raises the income eligibility to 150% of the federal poverty level ($24,000 for a family of three) from 125% ($20,750 for a family of three).  SVdP supported this measure.  The bill passed the House and Senate, and was signed into law by the governor.

Four Defeats

HB 2290 – Kinship Foster Care (Rep. Landrum-Taylor et al.) – This bill would have appropriated $1,000,000 to assist grandparents who have the primary responsibility of caring for grandchildren removed from their parent’s care by DES due to abuse and/or neglect.  Without grandparents who can provide care, these children would remain in the foster care system at a far greater cost.  Currently more than 52,000 Arizona grandparents are the primary caregivers for their grandchildren.  SVdP supported this measure.  This bill passed the House and the Senate Family Services Committee, but died in the Senate Appropriations Committee when Chairman Burns did not place it on the committee agenda.  
HB 2320 – TANF Eligibility; Family Benefits (Rep. Hershberger et. al.) – Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) is a federal and state cash assistance program with a 5 year lifetime limit.  Arizona is one of only fourteen states with a “benefit cap” for children born during a period of ineligibility (parent is receiving cash assistance or not fulfilling the TANF work requirement).  The Arizona benefit cap prohibits the child from receiving $71 per month AND from permanently receiving cash assistance benefits.  There are currently 11,500 Arizona children who are “capped.”  This bill would have allowed “capped” children who are no longer living with their parents (currently 1,000 children) to receive cash assistance.  The U.S. Conference of Bishops is opposed to “benefit caps for children.  SVdP supported this measure.  This bill passed the House and the Senate Family Services Committee, but died in the Senate Government Accountability & Reform Committee when Chairman Harper did not place it on the committee agenda.  
HB 2321 – TANF Eligibility; Two Parent Families (Rep. Hershberger et. al.) – This bill would have removed the “marriage penalty” by allowing two-parent families to receive cash assistance for longer than six months at a time and to receive cash assistance if only one parent participates in work activities.  SVdP supported this measure.  This bill passed the House and the Senate Family Services Committee, but died in the Senate Appropriations Committee when Chairman Burns did not place it on the committee agenda,  
HB 2094 – Joint Legislative Committee on Homelessness (Rep Hershberger et al.) – This bill would have extended the life of the Joint Legislative Committee on Homelessness (a committee responsible for monitoring programs for homeless) until 2017.  SVdP supported this measure.  This bill passed the House, but died in the Senate Family Services Committee when Chairman Johnson did not place it on the committee agenda.   

PAYDAY LOAN BILLS

SB 1006 – Deferred presentment (Sen. Waring) This was one of five bills introduced this year designed to regulate the payday loan industry (allowable annual interest of nearly 400%).  It passed the House and Senate and was signed into law by the governor.  The consumer protections offered by this bill are only available to military personnel.  Other states such as Illinois, Oregon, Florida and North Carolina are making legislative progress in eliminating this industry or at least adopting consumer protections which apply to all citizens.   Low income families frequently come to the Conferences for assistance when payday loans are out of control.  SVdP will continue to support additional consumer protection legislation.

IMMIGRATION BILLS

There were 35 immigration bills introduced in the Arizona legislature this session, some of which were duplicate versions in the House and Senate.  Not all bills were heard.  Some were passed and later vetoed by the governor.  Contents of some vetoed bills will appear on the November ballot as propositions.  

SVdP nationally supports comprehensive immigration reform as articulated by the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops and the Arizona Catholic Conference.  Comprehensive immigration reform includes border security measures, a guest worker program and a pathway to legal status or citizenship for undocumented persons who have been working in the U.S. for a period of time.
Some elements of the following bills are potentially damaging to the lives of those we serve and interfere with the mission of the Society.  It should be noted that a person convicted of a felony  (defined as a trespasser) is permanently barred from eligibility for legal status or citizenship.

The diocesan board also opposes charging out of state tuition to undocumented students, brought to the U.S. as children, who have graduated from an Arizona high school and been admitted to community colleges or state universities.

SVdP opposed the following: 

HB 2073 – Illegal Aliens; Prohibited Possessors (Rep. C. Gray et.al.) - This bill would have 1) allowed police to question immigration status of those detained for any reason; 2) made it illegal to be an undocumented person in Arizona; 3) prohibited employed undocumented persons from receiving workers compensation; 4) prohibited landlords from renting homes and apartment to undocumented persons   The bill failed in the House Rules Committee.  
HB 2577 – Immigration Law; Employment; Enforcement (Rep. Pearce et. al.) – This bill proposed numerous changes by incorporating a number of provisions from other bills including 1) denial of in-state college tuition to undocumented immigrants (including children brought into the U.S. by their parents and who have spent almost their entire lives in Arizona); 2) mandated that local police must enforce immigration laws; 3) prohibited local governments from accepting the matricula consular as a form of identification; 4) created a trespassing statute making undocumented presence anywhere in Arizona a felony (a permanent barrier to legal status or citizenship)  The bill was passed by both the House and Senate, but was vetoed by the governor.

SB 1157 – Trespassing by Illegal Aliens (Sen. Leff et.al.) – This bill would have made being an undocumented person anywhere in Arizona a felony (a permanent barrier to legal status or  citizenship).  It also would have permitted peace officers to question immigration status and provided public immunity to public employees for questioning a person’s status.  This bill was opposed by almost every major law enforcement group and many mayors as an unfunded burden.  It was passed by the House and Senate, but was vetoed by the governor.

HB 2597 – Postsecondary Education; Student Status; Citizenship (Rep. Boone et. al.) – This bill would have prohibited an undocumented person from being classified as an in-state or in-county student.  This bill was not heard in committee but is now part of SCR 1031 and will appear on the November ballot.
HB 2598 - Postsecondary Education; Financial Assistance; Citizenship (Rep Boone et al.) – This bill would have prohibited an undocumented person from any type of educational financial assistance including tuition waiver.  This bill was not heard in committee but is now part of SCR 1031 and will appear on the November ballot.  
**************************************

What can you do?

NOVEMBER BALLOT MEASURES

The following initiatives are supported by the SVdP Diocesan Board.  Please consider supporting these measures.  The diocesan board believes they will benefit the people who turn to the Society for assistance.

Prop 202 – Arizona Minimum Wage Amendment - Proposing an amendment to the Constitution of the State of Arizona amending Article 18 by adding Section 11--Minimum Wage--setting a minimum wage of $5.95 per hour, effective July 1, 2007, to be raised to $6.75 per hour on July 1, 2008 and thereafter to be adjusted for inflation each year; raising the minimum wage of "tipped employees"; providing for civil enforcement of the minimum wage; and authorizing the Legislature to establish remedies for violation of the minimum wage and to adopt such other statutes and regulations for implementation and enforcement.

PROP 203 - First Things First for Arizona’s Children – All Arizonans benefit from voluntary early childhood education.  Children start school ready to succeed; parents are able to keep good jobs and earn higher incomes and taxpayers save money because early childhood education lowers drop-out rates, reduces crime and cuts the cost of social services.  This proposition would increase funding for early childhood development and health programs.  Local councils who know their communities’ needs would distribute the majority of the funding, with oversight by a statewide board subject to audits and other accountability measures.  Dedicated funding would come from an increase on of the price of tobacco products.

This initiative calls for 40% of funding (provided) to go to children at or below the federal poverty level.  Vincentians are very well aware of the direct link between lack of education and poverty.  Many Vincentians helped collect signatures to qualify this initiative for the ballot.  The Society will have a letter in support of the initiative in the 2006 Arizona Voters Guide published by the Arizona Secretary of State.

The following proposition is opposed by the SVdP Diocesan Board.  Please consider voting against this measure.

PROP 300: Public Programs; Citizens - This proposition prohibits Department of Education from 

providing adult education classes to adults who are not citizens or legal residents of the United States

or are not otherwise lawfully present in the United States.  It also prohibits a person who is not a United 

States citizen, a legal resident or without lawful immigration status pursuant to federal law from 

being classified as an in-state student or county resident pursuant to statute and from receiving tuition 

waivers, grants, scholarship assistance, financial aid, tuition assistance or any other type of assistance

that is subsidized or paid in whole or in part with state monies.

