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The Portland Observer

FEB. 10, 1999

Editorial Articles Do Not Necessarily
Reflect Or Represent The Views Of
The Portland Obseruver

Attention Readers!

Please take a minute to send us your comments. We're alwaystrying togiveyou

a better paper and we can’t do it without your help. Tell us what you like and

what needsimprovement... any suggestions are welcomed and appreciated. We

take criticism well! Get your powerful pens out NOW and address your letters
or, Reader Response, P.O. B § RS
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PARTIAL VICTORY FOR BLACK FARMERS

We often hear the joke about the
person knocking on the door and
saying,” I'm from the government
and I'm here to help you.” Well,
this time, for African American
farmers the phrase may be true.
The U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture recently settled a long-stand-
ing class action lawsuit brought by
the National Black Farmers Asso-
ciation on behalf of 1,000 of its
members.

Under the settlement, the Agri-
culture Department has agreed to
pay as much as $300 million dol-
lars for claims dating back 16 years
toblack farmers who havean active
discrimination case or who file an
affidavit of discrimination that
names specific individuals in the
Agriculture Department who de-
nied them loans. Those elgible will
be able to get a $50,000 tax-free
paymentand will haveall their debts
to the Agriculture Depatement for-
given. [fthey havebetter documen-
tation they can forego $50,000 pay-

ment and negotiate with an arbitra-
tor for a higher payment.

The disrimination faced by
thousands of black farmers is a
legacy of the Reagan administra-
tion, which dismantled the Agri-
culture Department Office of
Civil Rights. While the black
farmers watched white farmers
receive loans, local elected
county officials who disbursed the
funds often told them that they
had run out of dollars. John Boyd,
Jr., president of the National
Black Farmers Association, him-
selftold of how the county super-
visor threw his application in the
trash in 1992, saying he had no
more money. When investigators
asked him why he had made only
two loans to African American
farmers, he replied that blacks
were lazy. Other black farmers
were required to produce evidence
of agricultural and financial ex-
pertise not demanded of white
farmers, or had their loans de-

layed until after the planting sea-
son. In 1997 the Agriculture De-
partment took away much of the
power of the Farm Service Agen-
cies when many of these inequi-
ties came to light.

Farming holds a special place
ofhonorin the African American
community, since most of us are
descendents of slaves who worked
the land, making theirowners rich.
But much of that special respect
has been lost over the past 25
years as fewer African Americans
own fewer farms. Indeed, in the
1920 14 percent of the nation’s
farms were owned by blacks. By
1992, only | percent of farms
were owned by African Ameri-
cans and even that number has
probally dropped in the past six
years.

Sadly, this settlement may be
too little and too late for some
black farmers. When they were
denied Agriculture Department
loans, many were forced to take out

commercial loans at much higher
rates and are now facing foreclo-
sure. Thus, the $50,000 will do
little to help these farmers. Others
lament their inability to expand or
modernize because the government
loans were unavailable to them,
causing then to lose money, which
they can never regain.

Moreover, many black farmers
are distrubed that the settlement
did notinclude any punishment for
officals who denied then loans.
However, the Agriculture Depart-
ment promised to change its inter-
nal procedures for investigating
bias claims and has streamlined
many of its procedures. The Of-
fice of Civil Rights was re-insti-
tuted by the Clinton Administra-
tion in 1996.

Black farmers deserve a special
place of honor in this nation’s his-
tory. The settlement is only one
stop forward in their journey for

justice. Butitisastep forward. It’s

good news for us all.

Policy Makers End Month Spent On

Last Friday marked the end of a
long and frugal month for twelve
Oregon policy makers who spent
the four weeks living onafood stamp
budget and being paired with a food
stamp recipient in their district. The
public officials participated in Walk
a Mile, an educational program co-
ordinated by Oregon Food Bank and
sponsored by a number of other so-
cial service agencies.

The participants this year included
Sen. Marilyn Shannon; Sen. Lenn
Hannon; Sen. Verne Duncan; Sen
Kate Brown; Rep. Ken Messerle;
Rep. Barbara Ross: Rep. Kitty
Piercy; Rep. Tom Butler; Rep. Lynn
Lundquist; Julia Cooley, Governor’s

office; Bob Repine, Director of
Housing and Community Services;
and Gary Weeks, Director of De-
partment of Human Resources.

As part of the project, pairs talked
on the phone, met together over
lunch or went grocery shopping to-
gether. Legislators learned about the
myriad of issues facing low-income
Oregonians.

Rep. Ken Messerle, Coos Bay
said “Talking with her (his match)
brought into focus the pressures
these folks are facing.” Added to the
pressures of surviving ona tight bud-
get, Messerle added, “The economy
here is very depressed and looking
worse all the time.”

Food Stamp Budget

Sandra Savage, a food stamp re-
cipientand single mother paired with
Sen. Lenn Hannon of Ashland shared
the difficulties of a food stamp bud-
get.

“It's hard to live on $237 a month
on food stamps for three people; we
buy what we can to make it through
the month.” Savage recently shared
dinner with Sen. Lenn Hannon and
his extended family. “We had tacos,
talked about education and how hard
it is to find affordable housing.”

“This year's project made some
profound connections between
groups of people who are not o ften
able to connect. Both legislators

and food stamp recipients expressed
gratitude and understanding after
having the opportunity to meet,” Said
Cassandra Garrison, project coor-
dinator. She added, “the project re-
ally highlighted the void left by wel-
fare reform, social service agencies
simply are not able to fill the gap.”
In addition to Oregon, eight states
including Alaska, Arkansas, Indiana,
Louisiana, Montana, New Y ork, Ohio
and Wisconsin also ran Walk a Mile
projects this fall. The Walk a Mile
program went national in May of
1995 when 16 members of Congress,
eight Democrats and eight Republi-
cans were matched with welfare re-
cipients in their home districts.

You Can Now Find Us On The Web!!!!
http:www.portlandobserver.net

What Social Security “Crisis™?

The same economic interests whose
political reprentatives were opposed
to Social Security (SS) in 1935 are
still againstitin 1999 — theprivatizers.
Their trick is to invent a political “cri-
sis” over the public program of SS in
order to propagate a political outcry
for privatization.

Politicians mess with SS at their
peril. Every Americanhasastake inSS
and it has worked well for 64 years. To
conservatives’ consternation, it is the
largest, mostsuccessful and mostpopu-
lar “‘centralized,” “big government,”
bureaucratic,” “costly,” “entitlement”
program in American history. The
national Council of Senior Citizens
reports that in 1997 the U.S. spent
slightly less entitlements, as a per-
centage of GDP, than it did in 1983. In
fact, since 1976 entitlement spending
has risen only eight-tenths of one per-
cent of GDP. SS spends about one
percent of total program expenses on
administration, compared to the insur-
ance industry, which spends between
12 nd 14 percent.

SSprovidesuniversal portability and
nearly universal protection. Ninety-
six percent of those now working
(nearly 142 million people) are cov-
ered, while less than half of Americans
with private pension plans are covered,
and that number is eroding. Without
SS, 54 percent of the elderly would be

nomic

lapse in the 1930s. If people choose to
risk their disposable income in the
stock market they can do that today
without privatizing SS. Itis ironic that
nmmwummn
have a pension, and few have any sav-

ings at all, SS is the leg of the stool
under attack.

Wall Street, private banks and fi-
nancial corporations are spending mil-
lions of dollars to lobby for their fa-
vorite SS soultion of risky private in-
vestments for greater average indi-
vidual return. However, average in the
stock market is the middle of two
extremes — winners and losers. SS is
not a funded pension or retirement
system with your name on it, designed
solely to benefit individuals. It is a
transfer program where today's work-
ers pay today’s beneficiaries. There-
fore, it is an economic security pro-
gram designed to protect society.

In contrast, the privatization plan
favored by Wall Street is rooted in
“market values” that would generate

$240 billion in investment manage-
ment and administrative fees between
nowand2010. The fact thatprivatization
would reduce the rate of return benefi-
ciaries receive by a full percentage
point seems only an ancillary concem
to free marketeers.

We are told by some that we must
acknowledge that the SS system as we
know itis in trouble. In fact, wearetold
it is in crisis, and that it it needs to be
fixed! Various reforms are being sug-
gested, including some drastic ones,
such as raising SS taxes, cutting ben-
efits, taxing SS as ordinary income,
extending retirement to age 70, modi-
fying cost-of-living adjustments,
means testing SS benefiiciaries. But
mostofall, tosave it, we must privatize
it to gaina greater return. BALONEY!

What is actually needed to fix SS
is a minor correction; an adjustment
similiar to others made in the past,
most recently in 1993. Even more
importantly, we need to focus on
balanced economic growth with a
commitment, a policy and a con-
crete plan, built around national and
international monetary and fiscal
policy, to establish a peacetime full
employment economy. If we were
truly committed to full employment,
the SS crisis would completely go
away.

If we truly want to give all Ameri-
cans unprecedernted economic secu-
rity, both during their working years
and in retirement, we will commit our-
selves to a peacetime full employ-
ment economy.
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They don’t come in XL.
So fix your roof instead.
PDC offers loans for home repairs

__ and improvements.
For details, call 823-3400. |

PDC

In life, there are certain lines
you should N€Ver cross.

1-800-544-1795.
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This is ONE of them.

If stormy weather knocks a power line across your
path, don't take chances. Take a big step back and call
PGE. Because while power lines bring us the electricity we
all count on, downed lines can be extremely dangerous

There's simply no way to tell if a downed line is still live
And getting too close to one could be deadly. So play it
safe, and remind your family, too. Don’t try to move, touch
or even go near any downed line. Instead, call this one
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