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The Ecu-Advocate

Pennsylvania Council of Churches
August 29, 2005

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

This issue of The Ecu-Advocate is also available at http://www.pachurches.org/ecu-advocate.htm.

This issue of The Ecu-Advocate is mostly aimed at reminding readers of all the important issues that are before us at the moment, and that we need your help now in contacting legislators and decision makers concerning these issues.  They include (click on links or scroll down for updates):

· Social Security privatization
· Federal Budget—budget reconciliation aimed at cutting $35 billion from mandatory government programs, including Medicaid, Food Stamps, TANF, and other programs that support the most vulnerable (NOTE:  We are still looking for persons/congregations/organizations to sign on to a letter to the Pennsylvania Congressional delegation—PLEASE SIGN ON TODAY!  See article with link below.)
· Proposed changes to federal Corporate Average Fuel Efficiency (CAFE) standards for automobiles and light trucks
Also, a reminder that the Council has prepared a new resource—“Tips for Contacting Your Legislators

and Decision Makers.”  If you have ever wondered why the Council does not engage in the “click and send” advocacy used by national organizations like MoveOn.org, this resource will explain why and will provide valuable information about how to do effective advocacy on behalf of the issues that are important to you.

Check out the calendar of events with listing of many events related to issues of importance to the Council and opportunities to learn more and join others in advocacy efforts.

Please note:  The website is in transition.  Links to current alerts are posted at http://www.pachurches.org/action_alert.htm.  You will find that they have taken on a new look!  Many thanks to those of you who have followed through to contact your legislators.

SOCIAL SECURITY  (Action Alert at http://www.pachurches.org/html/8-23-05 Social Security.doc)

Events Scheduled

The Council is partnering with Call to Renewal, a faith-based movement that works around issues of poverty and human needs (associated with Sojourners—Jim Wallis) to hold Social Security “town hall” meetings during September:

September 14, 7:00 p.m.:
Market Square Presbyterian Church, 20 S. 2nd Street, Harrisburg (in coordination with AARP, SEIU, AFL-CIO, and Church Women United)

September 16, a.m.:
Pittsburgh—details to be announced

Please help in publicizing these events.

Background

In recent years, many economists and government officials have claimed that the Social Security system is going broke—that some time in the future, with best estimates being around 2041 (give or take a couple of years), worker contributions will no longer provide 100% of benefits promised under the current system. There are a couple of reasons this is expected to happen: (1) worker to retiree ratios are declining—that is, the number of workers contributing to the system compared to the number of persons they must support is getting smaller; and (2) life expectancy is increasing. Without any changes to the system, the percent of benefits funded by worker contributions is expected to decline to around 70% of what is needed.

Update from Pennsylvanians United to Protect Social Security:

As we move into the final weeks of the summer, those of us committed to defending Social Security face a serious challenge from those who seek to privatize the program rather than preserve it.  Because the American people have clearly and overwhelmingly voiced strong opposition to privatization, many folks believe that … Social Security privatization…has already been defeated.  Nothing could be farther from the truth.  (NOTE:  I have gotten calls and e-mails expressing this—please do not be lulled into a false sense of security—SLS)
When the U.S. Congress returns to session in September, there will be a major and unyielding effort to pass a Social Security privatization bill in the House of Representatives…U.S. Reps. Jim McCrery (R-LA) and Clay Shaw (R-FL)—both members of the powerful House Ways and Means Committee—introduced legislation a few weeks ago to privatize Social Security by raiding the Social Security surplus.

The McCrery-Shaw legislation mirrors the priorities of the President’s Social Security privatization plan which he heavily pitched earlier this year during a 60-day/60-stop speaking tour…With the assumption that Americans are no longer paying attention to Social Security "reform" efforts, GOP leaders in the U.S. House are gearing up for a vote on the McCrery-Shaw privatization bill as soon as possible this fall.

For a larger discussion on Social Security, read the article in the August 1, 2005 issue of The Ecu-Advocate available at http://www.pachurches.org/ecu-advocate.htm.

TAKE ACTION by going to the Social Security Action Alert (click on link or paste the following address into your browser:  http://www.pachurches.org/action_alert.htm; click on Social Security link).

FEDERAL BUDGET RECONCILIATION:  OPPOSE CUTS IN MEDICAID, FOOD STAMPS, TANF; OPPOSE TAX CUTS FOR THE WEALTHY (Action Alert at http://www.pachurches.org/html/8-16-05 Reconciliation.doc)

Background
By mid-September, Congressional committees have been directed to engage in a reconciliation process to make $35 billion in reductions to mandatory programs that include Medicaid, Food Stamps, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), and other programs aimed at lower income and otherwise vulnerable populations that provide an essential lifeline, without which basic dignity—even survival—will be difficult. Such cuts will make it even harder for Pennsylvania government and agencies to provide the funding and services that millions of Pennsylvanians so desperately need.
Cuts in a vital program like Medicaid can literally mean the difference between life and death for people who are sick and have nowhere else to turn.  Millions of Pennsylvanians are already faced with major reductions in services because of cuts in Medicaid enacted in the state’s most recently passed budget.  Millions will simply go without lifesaving medical care if faced with paying for services when there is no money to do so, or if it means the difference between paying the rent or putting food on the table. 

If we add dramatic reductions in Food Stamp and TANF dollars, the picture becomes even bleaker.  Families struggling to lift their children out of poverty should not bear a disproportionate burden because of attempts to cut the budget.  Parents trying to get or keep jobs with decent pay and benefits need help with education, childcare, and other work supports.  Changes to TANF that require more hours of work without pay distracts parents from finding permanent employment; rigid requirements without supports will mean more families in need will be pushed off assistance without the help they need to succeed.
At the same time, Congress is proposing unprecedented tax cuts, including repeal of the estate tax.  About $45 billion in revenues would be lost from just one year of estate tax repeal, and the benefits would go to only the wealthiest one percent of estates.  In addition, Congress will also consider a reconciliation bill with $70 billion in additional tax cuts for the wealthy and/or corporations.  These funds can go a long way toward protecting those who have no other place to turn—more often than not through no fault of their own.
TAKE ACTION by signing on to a letter to the Pennsylvania Congressional delegation, and contact both senators and your representative directly to tell them to vote no to dramatic cuts in important programs, and to oppose tax cuts that benefit only the wealthy and threaten our future by creating even larger budget deficits.  Click here to go to the Alert with the letter and specific instructions about how to engage in these efforts, as well as some additional suggestions for what you can do to help (click on link or paste the following address into your browser:  http://www.pachurches.org/action_alert.htm; click on Federal Budget Reconciliation link).

FUEL EFFICIENCY:  URGE CONGRESS TO INCREASE CORPORATE AVERAGE FUEL EFFICIENCY (CAFE) STANDARDS (Action Alert at http://www.pachurches.org/html/8-29-05 CAFE Standards.doc)

Background
(NOTE:  Facts and figures come from an alert issued by PennEnvironment.)

As retail gasoline prices continue to rise—they are now well over $2.00/gallon across Pennsylvania and expected to rise to nearly $3.00/gallon by Labor Day—the U.S. continues to remain dangerously dependent on fossil fuel resources.  The high price we pay at the pump is, at best, frustrating, and at worst, devastating for the poor and low income workers, and the entire economy is beginning to feel the weight of burgeoning energy costs.

One critical means of reducing our dependence on oil, cutting air pollution from cars, and saving money at the pump is to increase the fuel efficiency of our cars.  While the National Academy of Sciences has stated that we have the technology to increase fuel efficiency to at least 40 miles per gallon (mpg), today fuel economy is at a 24-year low of 20.8 mpg.  Despite the move backward in fuel efficiency, our government has done nothing to address these problems. The energy plan passed by Congress in July 2005 did not include provisions to increase the fuel economy of cars and light trucks.  In fact, the Energy Information Administration (EIA) concluded that the policies outlined in the bill will increase U.S. imports of foreign oil by 85 percent by 2025 and do nothing to lower gasoline prices in the short or long-term.

The cost of this inaction adds up:  PennEnvironment's report "America Idles" found that the failure in 2001 to increase the fuel economy of cars and SUVs to 40 mpg by 2012 will result in Pennsylvanians spending an extra $194 million at the gas pump in 2005.  Then, on August 23rd, the administration proposed an increase in fuel economy standards that is so weak that it would do almost nothing to reduce fuel consumption or our dependence on oil.  There is a small reduction proposed for cars and light trucks, but the proposal exempts the largest SUV—including Hummers—from ANY increase in fuel economy. The proposal also creates a new size-based system that rewards auto manufacturers for increasing the size of their vehicles by requiring weaker fuel efficiency standards for these larger vehicles. That means even the minimal oil savings that the Bush administration is predicting as a result of the rule could be eliminated as auto manufacturers increase the size of their vehicles and qualify for weaker standard levels.
TAKE ACTION by contacting both senators and your representative to urge them to require that cars and trucks go farther on a gallon of gas by supporting a significant increase in the miles-per-gallon standards of cars and light trucks, and ask your family and friends to get involved by contacting their own senators and representative—regardless of where they live.  This is a national issue.  Click here to go to the Alert with specific instructions about how to engage in these efforts (click on link or paste the following address into your browser:  http://www.pachurches.org/action_alert.htm; click on CAFE Standards link).
� “Frequently Asked Questions About Strengthening Social Security,” American Association of Retired Persons (AARP), � HYPERLINK "www.aarp.org/money/social_security/frequently_asked_questions_about_social_security.html" ��www.aarp.org/money/social_security/frequently_asked_questions_about_social_security.html�.





