Soft heart vs. hard head 

The Portland City Council should heed Commissioner Dan Saltzman and put a renewal of the children's levy on the November ballot 
Wednesday, February 20, 2008 

I n 2002, Portland voters did a rare, brave, generous thing. They voted to tax themselves more to support everybody else's kids. 

It's not a small amount. Homeowners with an assessed value of $300,000 pay $120 per year in property taxes to the Children's Investment Fund. The levy generates about $10 million annually for child abuse prevention, early-childhood education and after-school and mentoring programs. 

Since 2003, the community has invested $42 million in nearly 70 programs, serving roughly 16,000 children each year. More than half live in low-income households, with 27 percent in extreme poverty (another 28 percent also qualify for free or reduced lunches). 

But now the five-year levy is about to expire. At a hearing tonight, Commissioner Dan Saltzman will ask his colleagues on the City Council to place the levy's renewal on the November ballot, even though it promises to be very crowded. 

The council should follow Saltzman's advice. True, with the economy moving into a recession, voters may be more wary about financing extra help for children. Voters will wonder whether the Children's Investment Fund truly qualifies as an investment, and they'll want to ask: How is it really paying off for our community? 

If 2008 is anything like 2002, some Portlanders will be reluctant to ask that question out loud. But spoken or unspoken, it's a crucial question the program should be prepared to answer. Certainly, organizers can point to a long list of promises made -- and kept. 

In 2002, they pledged to keep administrative costs at 5 percent, and spend 95 percent of the tax money they raised on actual services for children. Done. 

They said they would leverage the taxes they collected by going after grant money. Done. (The fund has thus far attracted $3 million in grants for kids.) 

They promised to spend money only to replicate successful programs, not to experiment. Perhaps a small percentage of the levy should be applied to research and innovation, but that's not what organizers promised, or what they've delivered. Only proven programs. Done. 

The only changes organizers are seeking, in renewing the levy, would be to add summer programs and place a new priority on foster children, two additions that make perfect sense. Foster kids are more likely to drop out of high school and fail in every way. Bolstering their chances for success via the levy would help to reduce crime and homelessness. 

Between tax funds and grants (some of which don't run out until 2010), the Children's Investment Fund is now on track to serve 66,962 children and 13,463 parents even if the levy is not renewed. There may be some duplication in these figures if children participate in more than one program. Still, these are impressive numbers. 

Voters will have a seemingly selfish question, though, that may not be easy to answer, despite this program's high standards of rigor and transparency. They'll want to know not just what the levy has done for "everybody else's kids," but also what it's done for the city. 

And for voters themselves. 

