Portland to ask voters to keep investing in kids 

Levy - The council agrees to put a property tax on the fall ballot to fund children's services 
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Elizabeth Fleming is a stay-at-home Portland mom with three children younger than 4. 

Thanks to a nonprofit group, Portland Impact Inc., she got a few hours away from her kids in the middle of the day, and when they came home, she wanted to kiss them. 

"I never knew what it was like to miss my kids, because I was with them 24 hours a day," Fleming told the Portland City Council on Wednesday evening. 

	
	


Portland Impact also helped her find home-visit teachers when her 2-year-old struggled, rental assistance when her husband was laid off and other family services. 

"I felt like the community was helping me raise my kids," she said, fighting back tears. 

Without controversy, the council agreed Wednesday to ask voters in November to renew a city property tax that has funneled $42 million into programs such as Portland Impact during the past five years. 

"The real work begins now," Commissioner Dan Saltzman told levy supporters packing the council chamber. "We need to hang together to make sure it passes in November." 

The new levy would impose the same rate of 40.26 cents per $1,000 of assessed property value, raising about $74 million during the next five years. The owner of a home assessed at $300,000 would pay about $120 a year. 

The children's investment fund supports 67 programs that reach about 16,000 children. The programs provide early childhood and parenting education, immunizations and health screenings, after-school and mentoring programs, and child abuse prevention and intervention services. 

With the new levy, the fund would add summer school programs and foster children services. 

Saltzman heads a committee that allocates the money. The committee includes Ted Wheeler, chairman of the Multnomah County Board of Commissioners; Alissa Keny-Guyer, a consultant for nonprofits and foundations; Adrienne Livingston, executive director of the Black United Fund of Oregon; and Ron Beltz, a businessman who represents the Portland Business Alliance. 

The fund limits administrative expenses to 5 percent and supports only programs with a record of success. 

Multnomah County Commissioner Jeff Cogan said that it may seem obvious that money should go only to programs that work but that hasn't always been the case. 

Examples of programs that receive money from the fund include Albina Early Head Start, Cascade AIDS Project, Big Brothers Big Sisters of Metro Portland, Chess for Success and Catholic Charities El Programa Hispano. 

"These groups are the backbone of civil society," Keny-Guyer said. 

Portland Police Chief Rosie Sizer said she has spent a career "dealing with the repercussions of our disinvestment in children." 

Sizer, who also serves on the board of Big Brothers Big Sisters, said small investments early in a child's life make a big difference. 

"Ultimately, these investments help kids avoid making bad decisions that can land them in jail," she said. 
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