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The Ecu-Advocate

Pennsylvania Council of Churches

January 29, 2007

Please feel free to distribute to anyone who may be interested.

If you have received this from a friend or colleague and wish to be included on the e-mail list, send contact information to s.strauss@pachurches.org.

This issue contains an invitation—no, a heartfelt plea—for your participation in the 2007 Ecumenical Advocacy Days for Global Peace with Justice, with its theme, ‘…and How are the Children?”  More information on this terrific opportunity is included below.

We are also informing you about two resources that we hope you will consider using, or that you will encourage your congregations and others to use.  First is a bulletin insert for Good Schools Pennsylvania.  The Council is joining Good Schools to encourage advocacy around the Commonwealth’s costing out study designed to determine what level of funding is required for each school district to help students reach appropriate performance standards.  The second is a bulletin insert to make people aware of the availability of the underutilized Earned Income Tax Credit, the most significant anti-poverty measure available to low income families.

As always, we encourage you to check our Alerts page at http://www.pachurches.org/What/Advocacy/Alerts/Alerts.htm for new and ongoing action alerts, and to check our advocacy calendar at http://www.pachurches.org/What/Advocacy/Resources/Resources.htm (scroll down to click on calendar link).

FEATURES (click on links)

· We Need Your Witness!  Join Us for the 2007 Ecumenical Advocacy Days for Global Peace with Justice—PARTICIPATION REQUESTED
· Calling All Education Advocates!—BULLETIN INSERT AVAILABLE
· Earned Income Tax Credit—A Program That Can Help Low Income Families— BULLETIN INSERT AVAILABLE
WE NEED YOUR WITNESS!

JOIN US FOR THE 2007 ECUMENICAL ADVOCACY DAYS FOR GLOBAL PEACE WITH JUSTICE
 “Let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action.” 

1 John 3:18 

 (This passage appears as a theme on every page of the Advocacy Days website—www.advocacydays.org)

The 2007 Ecumenical Advocacy Days for Global Peace with Justice will be held in Washington, DC on March 9-12.  This year’s theme is "…and How are the Children?"  According to the website, “Experts will train participants how to do advocacy and inform them of U.S. domestic and international policies that impact all of God's children and are shaping the future of our world. The gathering will conclude with a visit to Capitol Hill where participants will ask their Congressional representatives to make the needs of children the center of the 2007 legislative agenda.”

Nearly 1,300 people of faith are expected to gather for this event to advocate for a world that better reflects our Christian faith and values.  There are several tracks available, depending on your specific areas of interest, including Africa, Asia-Pacific, Latin America, Middle East, Domestic (USA), Jubilee & Economic Justice, Eco-Justice (environment), and Global Security.  (Editor’s Note:  I have attended the last two of these events, and they not only provide learning and networking opportunities, but much needed spiritual nourishment for those who sometimes wonder if they are making a difference.  You are!)  

The Council’s Advocacy program encourages you to join with other people of faith from across the country in Washington, DC, March 9-12, 2007!  Many of you are within easy striking distance of Washington.  A registration brochure with more specific information on this year's event is available at http://www.advocacydays.org/registration/index.php (click on link on this page to download the brochure).  Or please visit the Ecumenical Advocacy Days webpage at www.advocacydays.org for information, registration, and updates.  Spread the word and join the spirit of solidarity!  If you do plan to attend, please let us know so that we can work together to coordinate legislative visits.

While it would be most worthwhile to register for one of the conference tracks (all are excellent) and attend the entire event, we recognize that some may be unable to do so.  If you are not able to schedule an entire weekend, please consider joining other Pennsylvania persons of faith on Monday, March 12 to visit legislators and urge them to support (or oppose) legislation and policies that are socially just, promote peace, and that protect vulnerable persons and the environment.  Click here or scroll down to learn more about this lobby day and for directions on how to express your interest in participation.

Workshop tracks include (descriptions from website):

· Latin America—The Latin America track will explore the impact of U.S.-Latin American migration upon the lives of children. We will also discuss how the Colombian conflict affects children and provide training on asking your members of Congress for more aid for peaceful development, less aid for war, in Colombia and around the globe. Workshops will include: Organizing for children’s rights in Latin America; Economic globalization; Approaches to youth gang violence; the Cuba travel ban & its impact on families; Water & indigenous communities; Immigration reform.
· USA (Domestic)—In 2007, the Domestic (USA) track will ask the all-important question, "And How are the Children?" We will examine a variety of domestic issues through the lens of their effect on the youngest and most vulnerable. Our workshop topics will include, but are not limited to, children's health care, public education, media targeting of children, children and violence (including video games), children living in poverty, immigration, substance abuse and tobacco, foster care, adoption and child welfare. We will place special emphasis on the goal of insuring all children in the U.S. with quality health care and will take this message to legislators as the track "ask." On Monday, March 12, we will take a message of well being for all kids to our legislators on Capitol Hill.
· Asia-Pacific—Political killings and natural calamities, especially colossal mudslides, are on the rise in the Philippines, leaving in their wake a country traumatized by the upsurge in violence that some say is aggravated by unprecedented foreign military and mining investments. In Myanmar/Burma, a repressive military regime continues to pursue its policy of brutal attacks against its own ethnic communities who are displaced and either remain in hiding and on the run within Burma or flee to refugee camps on the borders. Come join two groups of international speakers to learn more about these two dire situations and advocate for corrective responses needed in US foreign military and economic aid.
· Middle East— Issue experts and Washington insiders will explore U.S. policy toward the broader Middle East region, with particular focus on the war and occupation of Iraq and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and the effects of the conflicts on children of the region. Experienced Washington advocates will talk about U.S. policy, discuss practical change strategies focused on Capitol Hill, and prepare participants for effective advocacy on the Hill and from their home communities.

· Global Security—There are alternatives to a reliance on military solutions to assure national security. This track will explore the U.S. government's national security policy and some alternative peacemaking strategies that could be used. We will also examine the Administration's plans for new nuclear weapons and the new facilities to build them, the issue of torture, other weapons that do not discriminate between civilians and combatants and the issue of Iran.

· Eco-Justice—What kind of world are we leaving for our children? This year's Eco-Justice track will focus on global warming—how it affects the health and quality-of-life of today's children, tomorrow's children, and what we can do now to protect our future. Through the lens of faith, justice, sustainability, and proper stewardship, we will study eco-theology, explore ways congregations are becoming "green", learn about energy policy, and gain advocacy skills to carry back into our communities.
· Africa—Universally parents hope that their hard work will give their children better lives; but today in sub-Saharan Africa more than 11 million children under the age of 15 have lost at least one parent to HIV/AIDS; millions more face their future as orphans confronting disease, poverty, hunger, and war. We must challenge the crisis of survival caused by the rising death rate of children under the age of five, from preventable causes. The world has enough knowledge, wealth, food and medicine for all people to achieve a wholesome existence. Along with African experts and activists, in interactive workshops, Africa Track participants will explore ways to transform U.S. policy towards Africa and challenge international systems designed so that trade, loans and investment impoverish many for the benefit of a few. Come join the call we will take to Congress for cancellation of Africa's $200 billion plus debt burden, and take home new clarity from workshops on the impact of the "war on terror", trade, aid and overcoming regional conflicts.
· Jubilee and Economic Justice—A Sabbath Year has been declared for 2007 in response to the impact of oppressive debt and harmful trade policies on the countries of Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Sabbath Economics calls for right relationships among nations and opposition to all forms of economic injustice. Track participants will explore global economic justice issues, receive briefings from policy experts, hear personal testimonies from the global south, and learn advocacy strategies to apply in Washington and at home.
Lobby Day Overview (from the Ecumenical Advocacy Days website):

Lobby Day will take place all day on Monday, March 12th. Hospitality will be provided throughout the day in the lower level of the Lutheran Church of the Reformation, 212 East Capitol Street, Washington, DC.

Lobby day briefings and preparations for all tracks will be part of the conference sessions Sunday morning, March 11th. On your registration you must designate whether or not you will be lobbying on Monday the 12th. If you will be part of the lobby visits, you have the choice of setting up your own visit or having one set up for you. On your registration please mark whether you will set up your own lobby visit. If you choose to do this, please do so immediately and send the details of your meeting to lobbyday@advocacydays.org. If you choose to have a meeting set up for you, further details will follow and specifics will be available at the conference. If you have questions please email lobbyday@advocacydays.org.  (see NOTE below)

See the daily schedule for advocacy training workshops and lobby visit de-briefing sessions that will take place throughout the day at the Church of the Reformation. Sit in on them before, between, or after your Hill visits.

NOTE:  Please consider joining other Pennsylvanians on Monday, March 12 for Lobby Day, even if you can’t attend the entire event.  Contact Director of Public Advocacy Sandy Strauss at (717) 545-4761 or at s.strauss@pachurches.org if you have questions or would like to attend.  If you plan to attend, please be prepared to provide information on the issues you wish to address (see workshop tracks above) and your Congressional district.  If you do not know your Congressional district, go to http://www.house.gov/writerep/ and enter your state and zip code information to get the name and district number for your representative.

Return to Features
CALLING ALL EDUCATION ADVOCATES!
The Pennsylvania Council of Churches is joining with Good Schools Pennsylvania to ensure that our legislators support the statewide Costing Out Study to determine the actual resources needed to provide quality education in any given district.

While state funding for public education has improved, it still remains far 
behind the nationwide average of 50 percent—in the 2004-2005 school year, Pennsylvania provided only 35.8 percent of school costs.  We have a long way to go to close that gap.

Good Schools is looking for advocates to send preprinted, pre-addressed postcards to legislators, host postcard writing events, write letters to the editor, joint Public Education Advocacy Groups, or participate in other activities that promote public education in Pennsylvania.  The Council has prepared a bulletin insert with basic information about the campaign and a sign-up form to volunteer for one or more of the activities mentioned above.  The insert is available in PDF format on the Council’s website at http://www.pachurches.org/What/Advocacy/Resources/Resources.htm (click on link under “Bulletin Inserts”).

Several events are being scheduled throughout the mid-state area to meet with legislators to discuss the Costing Out Study.  For more information about dates, times, and places, contact Dave Smith at Good Schools at (717) 371-1516 or dave@goodschoolspa.org.

Return to Features
EARNED INCOME TAX CREDIT—A PROGRAM THAT CAN HELP LOW INCOME FAMILIES

The Earned Income Tax Credit, also known as EITC or EIC, has the potential to help nearly 750,000 Pennsylvanians each year.  The EITC is the nation’s largest and most powerful anti-poverty program; larger than the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and Food Stamp Programs combined.  Enacted by Congress in 1975, the EITC already makes a big difference in the lives of thousands of Pennsylvania residents each year.

Unfortunately, many eligible Pennsylvanians are unaware of this program—a program that can provide families with additional income, and in many cases, could lift them out of poverty.  Many others reduce the potential impact of the EITC by taking costly rapid anticipation loans (RALs) or paying high tax preparer fees.

The Pennsylvania Council of Churches has joined with the United Way of Pennsylvania to help educate the public about this valuable program.  A camera-ready bulletin insert is available at the Council’s website at http://www.pachurches.org/What/Advocacy/Resources/Resources.htm (click on link under “Bulletin Inserts”).  If use of a bulletin insert isn’t possible, you can find more 
information on EITC or free tax preparation sites in your area by contacting the IRS at 1-800-829-1040.
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