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Community Action talks on poverty provide insight

M The agency hopes the
discussions will put problems of
the poor back into the local and
national community’s awareness

By GILLIAN GAYNAIR
of The Oregonian staff

A recent dialogue sponsored by
the Community Action Organiza-
tion of Washington County didn’t
teach the agency anything particu-
larly new about how poverty of resi-
dents here. But it did learn some
fresh strategies to help improve
quality of life for the poor.

Those proposed remedies, along
with the most compelling issues
that came out of the three-week dis-
cussion, will be addressed at a Sep-
tember conference of the National
Association of Community Action
Agencies, Findings from other com-
munity talks will be discussed, as
will nationwide trends regarding
poverty.

Jerralynn Ness hopes the meeting
will cause a renewed commitment to
helping the poor.

“We feel the issue of poverty has
slipped from the national agenda,”
said Ness, executive director of the
county’s Community Action Orga-
nization. “The intent of the confer-
ence is to develop at the national
level a strategy that will give sup-
port to the efforts people want to
carry out at the local level. And to
influence the policy-makers.”

Those decision-makers will learn
that finding safe, affordable housing
is the No. 1 concern among many of
the 40,000 poor families in Washing-
ton County.

“This growth boom Washington
County is going under is great in a
lot of respects,” said Carren Woods,
development director of Community
Action. “But at the same time, being
able to have affordable housing and
preserving what’s already out there
is really difficult.”

The housing situation has been
critical for the past five years. Even
more, the poor say well-paying jobs
are tough to come by, and wages
aren’t keeping up with housing
costs.

Those factors, along with the “fed-

eral government backing out of fed-
eral programs it once supported,”
has resulted in more homeless fami-
lies, Ness said.

“And once a family becomes
homeless, it costs about $1,500 to get
them back into a house,” she said.
“With the people we're working
with, that’s a phenomenal amount
of money.”

But Ness remains optimistic.

- Community Action will take the
suggestions from the 110 people who
participated in the four local dia-
logues and fold them into their stra-
tegic plan for addressing poverty in
Washington County.

Community talks and focus
groups also will continue in the
coming months.

“We believe if we can continue to
engage people and bring them along
to hear their views that we really
.can have an impact,” said Ness, who
added that change can’t come about
through the Community Action Or-
ganization alone.

“We really do need to work with
all sectors of the local community
and at the statewide and national
levels.”

Affordable housing, better j‘obé {
are among group’s suggestions

The Community Action Orga-
nization invited residents of
Washington County to four meet-
ings to talk about poverty and
share ideas on how to combat it.
About 110 people participated.
The group determined the follow-
ing to be the six most important
issues and offered some sugges-
tions for change:

WMore safe, affordable housing:
To achieve this goal, increase
housing development, implement
incentives for developers, de-
crease rent and move-in costs.

B Meeting the basic needs of
more people: To achieve this
goal, increase services and ac-
cess, provide Canadian/
European-style programs such as
national health insurance.

BMore full-time jobs with good
pay and benefits: To achieve this

goal, create local public-private
partnerships, increase minimum
wage, encourage profit sharing
with employees.

M Help more families solve prob-
lems effectively and without vio-
lence: To acheive this goal, devel-
op family and community
education, - support and preven-
tion programs, provide better ac-
cess to drug and alcohol pro-
grams.

®More people need basic read-
ing, math and communication
skills: For this goal, educate pro-
fessionals to understand and re-
spect all cultures, train teachers
better.

EBetter quality, affordable child
care and other support for work-
ing adults: Create public-private
partnerships, provide child care
subsidies and sliding fee scales.
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