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Even the angels must be trembling this week -- and we're not talking about the ones with wings. We're talking about financial investors with fat bank balances who help risky ventures get off the ground. 

If the turbulent economy has people with deep pockets worried, it's easy to imagine how city voters are feeling about now. Many were nervous in 2002 as well, when they made a big investment in the city's children. Voters approved a five-year tax levy to pay for after-school and mentoring programs, child-abuse prevention services and early childhood education. 

Let's stipulate right here that, ideally, city taxpayers wouldn't be the ones putting up this money. The city's mission, in general, is to provide public safety and "hard" services such as roads and sewer lines. Ideally, the county would handle social services, with help from the state. 

But if Portland had waited for the state or the county to put up the money, we'd all still be waiting -- and a lot of children would be waiting, too. Or, actually, some of them wouldn't be children any longer. 

On the November ballot, the children's levy is up for renewal. And for many voters, a decision on Measure 26-94 won't be an easy call. It will cost 40 cents per thousand dollars in assessed value, or about $120 a year for owners of a $300,000 home. At minimum, voters will want to review the results of their investment portfolio. 

Here, City Commissioner Dan Saltzman, who spearheaded the levy, has much to boast about. The Children's Investment Fund has lived up to Saltzman's promises that it would replicate only proven programs, rein in administrative costs and go after private grant money. Since 2003, the fund has spent $42 million on nearly 70 programs, improving the lives of 16,000 children each year. 

More than half live in low-income households; more than a quarter in extreme poverty. Some have teen parents (one boy, now in fifth grade, had a 12-year-old mother); many have suffered abuse or negligence from parents addicted to drugs. 

Take Susie, for instance. It's not her real name, but she's a real third-grader at Grout Elementary in Southeast Portland. When she was a kindergartner, the nonprofit Friends of the Children selected Susie as one of 325 children (soon to be 350) to be matched with a mentor. 

Susie had previously spent much of her time "holed up in a dark apartment, playing video games," according to her mentor. But thanks to Friends of the Children, Susie's been to camp, taken dance and swimming lessons and seen a little more of the universe. Her ambition, as of a year and a half ago, was to be an astronaut. 

Whether that will come true, we don't know. What we do know is that the children's levy -- with an investment of about $300,000 a year to Friends of the Children -- enabled the program to expand to kindergartners, including Susie. 

Past performance is no guarantee of future success, as they say. But the children's levy has pulled off a kind of levitation in the lives of thousands of children. Voters should, once again, give the program wings. 

