Measure 26-94: Children’s Services

Vote: Yes
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What’s the fuss? The city needs money to support social services for kids and families. 

What’s the fix? Renew a property tax levy at $14 million a year that’s dedicated to preschool, mentoring, and after-school and child-abuse prevention programs. That’s about 40 cents per $1,000 of a property’s assessed value, or $80.52 a year for a house assessed at $200,000. 

Here’s the deal: Alarm bells should sound whenever someone tries to pry open your wallet with pictures of smiling, Bambi-eyed toddlers. (Trig Palin, anyone?) 

Such is the pitch behind the renewal of the Portland Children’s Investment Fund, a five-year, $70 million city property tax levy that funnels money to nonprofits for after-school and foster programs, tutoring and counseling. 

When Commissioner Dan Saltzman pitched this plan in 2002, we opposed it on the grounds that social services were Multnomah County’s job, not the city’s. We also worried about oversight. 

We still have those concerns. But let’s be real. The feds, the state and the county are not exactly lining up to fund human services, even for cute kids. And the fund has established a track record, helping an estimated 16,000 kids in five years without any disasters or outrages like the collapse of Cascadia Behavioral Healthcare on the county’s watch. 

Some caveats: We’re not happy that the fund’s 5 percent cap on administrative costs doesn’t necessarily apply to its nonprofit grantees. And only one of 67 grantees—the House of Umoja—has had its funding pulled. That suggests either an improbable success rate, or sketchy performance measures. 

However, these aren’t deal-breakers. The fund made a smart decision not to invest in unproven pilot projects. And its money has done good. Just ask Shelley- Barnes, who serves on the board of the Albertina Kerr Center, which offers care and counseling to disabled and mentally ill children, as well as their families. Last year, the children’s levy provided $148,200 that covered classroom and individual therapy for 24 kids. Among the beneficiaries is Barnes’ autistic grandson. The boy’s mother—Barnes’ daughter—was mentally ill; the boy’s father hanged himself in front of the kids. Obviously, money can’t fix that. But we believe Barnes when she says that without the Kerr Center’s levy-aided help, her grandson would not have made it to the first grade. 

Granted, Portland homeowners could reject this $10 monthly tax hike and donate the money to charity instead—for a tax write-off! Yeah, right. 

