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Pass the praise, please

Thursday, November 22nd 2007, 4:00 AM

Give thanks - and a hearty round of applause - to New York’s unruly, unsung corps of poorfy paid, never-say-die activists.
They are the hot pepper in our civic stew, the tart ingredient that brings the meal together.

Here are a few of my favorites:

| first met South Bronx activist Omar Freilla about 10 years ago when he was an organizer ai the NYC Environmental
Justice Alliance, a caalition of community-based green groups. After a journeyman stint waorking with Majora Carler (a civic
jewel in her own right), Freilla has launched Green Worker Caoperatives{www.greenworker.coap), an ambitious effort ta
create worker-owned companies that reuse or recycle some of our city's mountains of waste,

Drug-abuse counselor Melvin Biackman got tired of trying to treat hundreds of addicted men and women one at a time, and
penned a punchy, seli-published book called "Urban Suicide: The Enemy We Choose Not to See” that reads like a blunt,
street-smart version of Bill Cosby's take on dysfunctional behavior in black communities.

Blackman uses the book as the basis for brutally frank talks with jail and prison inmates about the habits that landed them
behind bars. Biackman's Web page is at www.urbandrugrecovery.com.

Ten years aga, when a kid in my neighhorhood was killed in gang viotence - and it turned out he had no family to bury him
or even say a word at his wake - one of the few people to step farward with a Bible verse and an offer to help pay for a burial
was James Caldwell, who soon after was elected president of the 77th Precinct Community Gouncil.

Caldwell cantinues to lead a long, difficult fight against street viclence in Crown Heights - he recently co-sponsored an
anti-violence rally - and works on the root causes of poverty and joblessness as co-founder and president of Brooklyn
United for Innovative Local Devetopment, a group dedicated to making sure locals get a fair share of the jobs at the Atlantic
Yards project, www.buildbraoklyn.org.

On a recent visit to a troubled housing development in East Harlem, | met Agnes Rivera of the Wagner Houses, a
grandmother who landed in the projects while fleeing domestic violence. Rivera, although grateful far finding satety at a
critical time, has become a fighter for better condilions, working with Community Voices Heard, an advocacy group, to put
pressure on elected officials 10 fix what's wrong with public housing.

Jean Halloran of Consumers Union is leading the local push against companies that are - even afier the recall of 25 million
toys - selling children's products tainted with lead paint. Tomorrow at 10 a.m., in fact, Hallaran is leading a hardy band of
consumer-rights activists to Herald Sguare, where they will hand out infarmation io shoppers about how to spot dangerous
toys - and put pressure on retailers to quit selling the stuff (www.notinmycart.org).

At a time when New York's tradition of not making fine distinctians batween legal and illegal immigration is under attack,
Chung-Wha Hong, executive director of the New York Immigration Coalition, nas her work cut out for her. Hong seems 1o
be mare than up to the task, representing the city's many immigrants with dignity, savvy and dry wit (www.thenyic.org).

As long as New Yark needs creative, determined people to push the press, the pols and the powerful to do the right thing,
these folks will have plenty to do. We may not always like to hear what they have to say, but they are much-needed voices
in the urban chorus, fighting against long odds to malke the city better.

And for that, | say to all of them: Thank You.

elouis@nydailynews. com
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New York City's effort is led by Mark Levitan, director of poverty research at the
Center for Economic Opporiunity (CEO). The development of the new measure is
largely a response to the federal measure's inability to accurately assess the
eﬂecnveness uf CEO programs, said Levitan. The city’s alternative measure is based
orn: 1z made by the National Research Council of the National
Academy of Sciences {NAS) in 1995. "] think that there’s a fair consensus among
poverty experts that this measure of poverty is far superior to the one we have now.,”
Levitan said.

The 7 <> will use the new poverty measure to help create two annual reporis: the first
an analysis of the well-being of three target groups (working poor aduits, young
adults ages 16 to 24 and children up {o age 5}, and the second a look at poverty
throughout New York Gity. The goa!l of the reports, said Levitan, is to “create practical
infarmation for policy makers.” These new mechanisms for tracking outcomes and
measuring program resulis will be at the heart of the CEO's work. Other more
well-known CEQ initiatives include Opportunity NYC—the nation’s first "conditional
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cash transfer” program—and the city's new child care tax credit.

The official poverty measure grew out of a series of studies conducted for the Sccial
Security Administration in the 1960s by Mollie Orshansky, who worked for many
years as a social researcher and analyst in the federal government. Rather than
trying to calculate a complete budget for different family types, Orshansky based her
guideline on Department of Agriculture data showing that the typical American family
spent about cne-third of its income on food. To determine the minimum income
tamilies needed to survive, she simply multiplied the average food budget by three;
incomes under that fell below the poverty line. in 1968 the tederal government
adopted Orshansky's method as the official paverty measure of the United States.
Other than adjustments for inflation, it has not changed since. As Patricia Ruggles of
{he NAS iz« before the subcommitiee this summer, "No other major statistic
produced by the federal government has baen issued over so long a period of time
without being re-benchmarked and having its methodology updated.”

Low-income New Yorkers feel the trickle-down effects of the guidelines’
inadequacies. "They most definitely need a new farmuta because what they're doing
is not working." says Marilyn Bezear, 51, who lives in public housing in Harlem. She
and her adult daughter get by on the $210 per week she clears from part-time office
cleaning, but they don't qualify for the health and nutrition supports she'd like.
"They're not living the life I'm living," said Bezear, who has teslified on poverty issues
before Congress as part of her work with Community Veices Heard, a low-income
advocacy organization.

007 HEALTH AND Hupaatl SERVICES POVERTY GUIDELINES

Semvnl Prccloe berenn

Many government programs already implicitly recognize the limitations of the
measure: the income limit for food stamps, for example, is set al 130 percent of the
poverty guidetines. Similarly, in the recent debate over funding for the state children’s
health insurance program (SGHIP), public officials such as Gov. Spitzer argued that
income limits for eligibitity should be set well above the poverty guidelines.

There are clearly "concerns that that poverty line simply doesn't adequately reflect
the amounts that families need in order to get by,” says Mark Greenberg, executive
directar of the task force on povarty at the Genter for American Progress, a
progressive think tank in Washington. Public opinion polls, too, consistently show that
people think families need to earn at feast twice as much as the federal paverty
guidelines to meet their basic needs.

The primary criticism of the federal measure is that it fails 1o account for changing
patterns of income and spending. “The distance between the poor and the economic
mainstream has been growing over time,” said Levitan. While food costs once
accounted for one-third of a family's budget, families now typically spend one-seventh
or one-eighth of their income on food. Similarly, national affluence has risen faster
than the poverty measure: in the 1960s the poverty ling fell at about half the median
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income, whereas today it is at less {han 30 percent.

And while there is value to having a nationai standard, critics argue that an accurate
poverty measure must account for regional differences in cost of living. A family of
three in rural Mississippi might be able to subsist on less than $20,000 of pre-tax
income per year, but that won't cover basic needs in cities like New York, Also, the
current measure ignores saome expenses and income types. For example, antipoverty
tools such as the Earned Income Tax Credit, food stamps and Medicaid—which can
each be warth thousands of dollars per year—are not taken into account.

“We end up with a measure that's not capturing the things that government is doing
to improve the lives of low-income people. That's kind of ridiculous,” said Levitan. The
NAS formula addresses these concerns by taking into account the differences in
poverty across population groups and over time. For example, NAS poverty
threshoids are based on the actual costs of food, clothing, shelter and miscellaneous
items in various geographic areas, and are updated on a yearly basis to reflect
changing costs. Additionaily, the NAS measure deducts certain expenses from
income, such as taxes, child care and medical costs, but counts benefits iike food
slamps and tax credits as income. The recommendations also call for ragular review
of the poverty measure, to ensure that it continues to accurately reflect changes in
government policy and standards of living.

Several groups in New York City other than the CEQ are waorking on alternative
measures and definitions of poverty. Although iheir methods differ, the different
groups all think a paradigm shift is necessary to more effectively address poverty in
New York City. Two alternative measures focus on the minimum income families in
New York City need to meei their basic expenses: the “self-sufficiency standard,”
developed for the Women's Center for Education and Career Advancement
{WCECA); and “basic needs budgets,” developed by the National Center for Children
in Poverty (NCCP) at Columbia University's Mailman School of Public Health.

These take into account families' “comprehensive range of needs,” explained Merble
Reagon, executive director of WCECA, and recognize the unique economic
circumstances of living and warking in New York City. The goal of these measures is
to advance the discussion about poverty and to highlight the distance between the
poverty level and financial stability.

Both the self-sufficiency standard and basic needs budget calculate the income
necessary for different family types to meet their most basic level of expenses. They
include costs for housing, child care, food, transportation, health care, taxes and
miscetlaneous expenses. “The emphasis is not on how poor people are, but on how
close they are to being self-sufficient,” said Reagon. For example, a household in
Queens with one adult, one preschooler and one school age child would have to
make $54,961 just to cover basic expenses, according to the standard. The federal
poverty level for the same family is $17,170.

Harlem resident Sandra Killett knows New York City's special challenges firsthand.
Now receiving a Section B subsidy and living in Harlem, in the pasi she rented a
three-bedroom duplex in Atlanta for $675 a month. "You can't even get a bathroom
for $675 a month in New Yark," said Killett, who supports herself and two children on
a $28,000 salary. "I'm so glad it's being done,” she said of the measurements’
reworking.

Walter Stafford, professor of urban planning and public policy at NYU's Wagner
School of Public Service, is currenily creating a measure of poverty for New York City
hased on standards developed by the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP). The human development index, as the measure is called, rates countries on
a scale according o health, knowledge and standard of living attainments. In the
most recent rankings in 2006, Norway was ranked most developed of 177 countries
and Niger least, while the U.5. was eighth.

The human development index for New York City will classify neighborhoods as high,
medium or low development areas. The goal of the project is to take a more holistic
approach to poverly. “People need a broader concept of poverty,” Stafford said,
“Income is not the only variable.” People living in low development areas in New York
City, such as Harlem or the South Bronx, not only generally have lower incomes, but
their health, education and standard of living are lower, too. This "multi-dimensional
poverty" is ignored by the federal poverty measure, Stafford said. He hopes the
report, planned for release in the coming months, will infarm the way government
locks at poverty and makes funding decisions.
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