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The two remaining candidates for the City Council seat being vcated by Mayor-elect Sam Adams disagree about the future of the Portland Children’s Investment Fund, the early childhood development program up for renewal at the November election.

Charles Lewis and Amanda Fritz both say they will vote for Measure 26-94, which will raise approximately $70 million in property taxes over five years to be channeled to a variety of nonprofit organizations that help disadvantaged children and their parents.

But while Lewis calls the fund a “creative partnership” between the city and private partners, Fritz believes it should instead be funded by the state of Oregon.

“I strongly support the ballot measure. But I think the most cost-effective programs should be supported by the state and spread to all 36 counties,” Fritz said.

Lewis, however, believes the city property taxes should continue funding the organizations through the grant program approved by the council.

“The city is in the best position to know the needs of its children,” Lewis said. “I just don’t see any reason to get the state involved in the program.”

The disagreement is one of the few major policy differences between Lewis and Fritz that has emerged in their campaign to fill the council seat being vacated by Mayor-elect Sam Adams.

City Council views on the fund could help determine the long-range future of it, which was first approved by the voters in 2002 and will need to be renewed by voters or – if Fritz has her way – taken over by the state in another five years.

Fritz, a longtime neighborhood activist, first raised her concerns about the fund on her personal blog, www.amandafritz.com. Writing about it on July 12, 2007, she said, “It seems to me the priority should be finding ways to fund needs that are specified in the (city) Charter, like parks and streets, before citizens are asked to provide extra money for programs that aren’t part of the City’s core responsibilities.”

Lewis, however, argues that the fund provides basic services to some of the city’s most vulnerable citizens.

“To me, it’s a matter of equity,” Lewis said. “Some parts of the population have been left behind.”

The fund is the brainchild of city Commissioner Dan Saltzman, who felt the needs of low-income and at-risk children in Portland were not being met.

Since it was created, the fund has distributed approximately $50 million to 66 nonprofit organizations that work to improve the health, safety and educational opportunities for Portland’s neediest children and their families.

One of them is Big Brothers Big Sisters of Metro Portland, which provides one-to-one mentoring for at-risk children. It has received around $385,000 a year from the fund over the past five years, approximately 12 percent of its $3.4 million annual budget.

CEO Lynn Thompson credits the support with helping the organization grow into the largest youth mentoring service on the West Coast.

“The funding has allowed us to reach hundreds of Latino and foster children who would otherwise still be on waiting lists,” Thompson said.

The fund also has provided $106,000 a year to the Ethos Music Center, a nonprofit organization founded and directed by Lewis. None of the money went to Lewis, however. Instead, it is used to teach music to low-income fourth- and fifth-graders.

Ballot Measure 26-94 would renew the fund until 2013. It is endorsed by hundreds of organizations and individuals.

The only visible opponent is the fiscally conservative Taxpayer Association of Oregon. Executive Director Jason Williams argues the city has wasted more than enough money on mismanaged projects to pay for the programs without seeking additional property tax dollars. 

