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Nonprofits say failure of levy would be devastating
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Richard Nitti knows he’ll face tough decisions if the Portland Children’s Investment Fund fails in November.

Over the past five years, the fund has poured $42 million into 67 programs for children, many of which may not be renewed if it fails. Loss of the funds could be devastating, especially when timed against an economic downturn, which could make it tough to raise cash from private donors.

“There’s really no way to replace those dollars,” said Nitti, executive director of the nonprofit Neighborhood House Inc.
The social service agency gets 13 percent of its $5.8 million budget from the levy. The cash funds three projects — two that target early childhood development for marginalized communities plus an after-school program at Jackson Middle School.

“We would have to look at whether there’s one of the three we’d want to take on,” while the others would likely be shuttered, he said.

A January poll showed reasonable support for the measure, although the economy has significantly changed since then.

The measure will go before Portland voters on Nov. 4. It seeks to renew an existing property tax of just more than 40 cents per $1,000 in assessed property value, meaning the owner of a $500,000 house would pay $200 annually.

The measure would collect an estimated $14 million per year for five years. If it does not pass, money for nonprofit programs would dry up by early next year.

The measure garnered just one opposition filing in the official voter’s guide, from Jason Williams of the Taxpayers Association of Oregon’s political action committee. Eleven people filed arguments in favor.

Nonprofits are scrambling to make contingency plans for programs funded by the levy.

In the meantime, many agencies are acting as advocates for the measure. Nonprofits can’t lobby for specific candidates, but they can stump for ballot measures.

“Our board signed a support agreement and is going out and speaking on behalf of the levy,” said Terri Sorensen, executive director of the Portland mentoring agency Friends of the Children. “We are giving out lawn signs to workers and reminding everyone that this is not an increase in taxes, it’s just a renewal.”

Nonprofit leaders say what makes the fund unique is its ongoing support for programs, and that it invests in preventive efforts that could ward off public safety issues down the road. Many grant makers want to pay for startup programs, nonprofit directors said, but won’t promise sustained funding.

“Programs like ours might spend a couple thousand a year to put a kid through, compared to $65,000 a year or more for incarceration,” said Tony Hopson, executive director of the North Portland children’s nonprofit Self Enhancement Inc.
Self Enhancement Inc. gets $344,320 annually from the fund.

Children’s investment fund proponent Dan Saltzman, Portland City Commissioner, touted the investment’s return on investment.

“The programs we have invested in have done everything we asked and have met their benchmarks,” Saltzman said.

Nonprofit executive Catherine Milton said recent trips to the nation’s capital convinced her that replacement federal dollars for social programs will not be forthcoming.

“It shouldn’t be filling a gap as much as investing to help them develop profit-making ways of getting funds or developing new donor bases,” said Milton, former CEO of the national nonprofit Save the Children’s U.S. programs.

