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Creation and Charge
Recognizing that Alabama’s poverty rate is now almost 17% compared to the national rate of 12%,
House Speaker Seth Hammett officially created a Poverty Task Force in September 2007 for the
purpose of identifying and assessing conditions that create or worsen poverty throughout Alabama
and to develop and propose public policy initiatives to reduce and eliminate those conditions.

State Representative Patricia Todd (D-Jefferson) was appointed Chair by the Speaker. A fourteen
member Task Force was then appointed to the Task Force, one that included bipartisan
participation along with State Department Heads and the Executive Directors of Alabama Arise
and the Alabama Poverty Project (See Attachment A, Task Force Membership List).

The Task Force members would like to recognize the contributions of the late Dr. Richard Dorrough
who actively participated until his death.

The Task Force’s Approach: Guidelines and Objectives
At the onset of embarking on this work the membership of the Task Force unanimously embraced
four guidelines:

1. The state’s General Fund is currently strained and does not have room to add
additional financial obligations without additional revenue streams

2. The Task Force will concentrate on programs that reach those in poverty who are able
and motivated to move out of poverty

3. Consensus on policies will be the goal, understanding that not all members will
support specific legislation.

4. Stakeholders, especially those living in poverty, will be provided an opportunity at
every task force meeting to address the Task Force members

At its October 2007 meeting the Poverty Task Force agreed to approach its work by subscribing to
three objectives:

1. Conduct a review of policy and programs that work to move people out of poverty.
This work was conducted both in plenary sessions as well as through four working
committees open to citizen participation:
a. Human and Social Capital
b. Education and Workforce Development
c. Housing and Community Development
d. Tax and Regulatory Policy

2. Develop a comprehensive database of services available for low and no income
citizens

3. Explore ways to continue the work of the Poverty Task Force beyond its current time
constraints.
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Poverty Task Force
Membership

Representative Mike Ball
Representative James Buskey

Richard Dorrough (Children’s Affairs)
Kimble Forrister (Alabama Arise)

Nick Foster (Alabama Poverty Project)
Representative Victor Gaston

Representative Laura Hall
Representative Earl Hilliard, Jr.

Bill Johnson (ADECA)
Representative John Knight

Representative A.J. McCampbell
Carol Steckel (Medicaid)

Page Walley (Department of Human Resources)

Representative Patricia Todd, Chair
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Testifying/Participating Organizations

AIDS Alabama
Alabama Alliance to End Homelessness

Alabama Appleseed Center for Law and Justice
Alabama Arise

Alabama Birth Coalition
Alabama Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy

Alabama Civil Justice Foundation
Alabama Coalition Against Domestic Violence

Alabama Disabilities Advocacy Center
Birmingham Urban League

Community Action Agencies of Alabama
Community Foundation of South Alabama

Empower Alabama
Family Connection, Inc.
Family Guidance Center

First Light
Greater Birmingham Ministries

Hispanic Interest Coalition of Alabama
Independent Living Resource Center

Jefferson County Economic Opportunity
League of Women Voters
Legal Services of Alabama

Low Income Housing Coalition of Alabama
Neighborhood Services of Birmingham

Pathways
Public Affairs Research Council of Alabama

Save Alabama’s Small Schools
Sheppard Center East

The Center for Rural Alabama
United Way of Central Alabama

VOICES
Wings Over Alabama

YWCA Central Alabama
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Testimony:
Jenny Oliphant on behalf of Betty Tucker

Good morning: Ladies, gentlemen and members of the Task Force. Once upon a time
there was a family of six, Mama, Papa, 2 boys, and 2 girls. The House that Mama and
Papa bought was adequate for all. The years passed kids grew up and moved away to
have families of there own and Papa passed away. One daughter moved back in with
Mama and the struggle began. We were faced with selling the home the family grew up
in for 30 years. We wanted to stay in our home and had heard of reverse mortgages.
Tuscaloosa Community Family Outreach Services provided counseling on reverse
mortgages. This is how we met Barbara Smith, she led us every step of he way.
Providing Mama with books and all the answers to the questions Mama had. She
lessened the burden right away by arranging to have 2 over due power bills paid and a
referral for food for the family. The whole process of applying and getting paperwork
done was somewhat overwhelming but Barbara was there with her delightful
personality and calming advice that facilitated the process in a timely manner. Barbara is
the perfect person for the line of work she’s chosen. There are not enough positive
adjectives to describe her. She was wonderful to be around in during a traumatic time.
Tuscaloosa Community Services are very fortunate to have chosen her for this position.
Thank you for giving our family the opportunity to speak today having an organization
like the Tuscaloosa Community Services program can really make a difference in our
area. This helps people like us to stay in our newly painted home, and allows Mama to
relax and enjoy the rest of her long life without burden.

Thank you on behalf of Betty Tucker.

Testimony:
Harry Olmstead

Good morning I’m Harry Olmstead and I’m living in poverty this came about as a result
of my medial condition. As you can see I am an above the knee amputee, but I also have
several hidden disabilities such as hypertension, diabetes, and narcolepsy. My greatest
concern is transportation I live in subsidize housing in a rural area 15 minutes outside of
Birmingham, Alabama. I have to pay $8 round trip Monday – Friday between 10:30 pm
– 3:30 pm to get to medical services or other needs. I can’t afford to pay this and I miss
out on many activities such as church, working, entertainment and shopping. The needs
of disabled in poverty must also be addressed and considered as part of your
stakeholders groups.
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Testimony:
Athanasius Isaac

My name is Athanasius Isaac. I am a 37 year old single father of a 7 year old boy and an
11 year old girl who both live with me. My children are on the reduced lunch plan at
school and are on the All Kids insurance program. Although on paper my home is
descent, the real world often dictates a different condition. I was born into a military
family and I have lived in Tuscaloosa, AL for 20 years. I am currently a Data Systems
Administrator for CSRWAL. There I hose the data for the Head Start program in 6
counties and I track the services that our agency provides to families that are considered
program eligible.

Prior to my current position, I was incarcerated for six months in the Tuscaloosa County
Jail. I was held without bond for a probation violation while awaiting a court
appearance. Now I am serving out a three-year sentence with the Department of
Corrections and carry a felony conviction. While in the Tuscaloosa County Jail, I made
several observations which were both grotesque and disturbing regarding the treatment
of humans and the perpetuation of poverty.

Poverty is perpetuated through “ghetto mentality” and access denial, Poverty to most is
a matter of income and income potential that may make one a good consumer; however,
I am here to tell the task force that poverty in many ways is not a quantifiable particular,
but a qualitative one. My experience has shown me that poverty is inadequate access to
resources (material, culture, and social) and social exclusion (to some degree) because of
this inadequacy.

This condition then in turn preludes the impoverished individuals from being accepted
by general society. They are excluded and marginalized from particular activities which
are considered the norm for all others in society. There are many ways to address the
poverty issue, but before it can be tackled, poverty must be understood as a systemic
particular. It is built into the system of economics and cultural transmission of
education.

From the walls of the Tuscaloosa County Jail, for six months all that I heard was how to
make money the “easy way”. I heard how sex, drugs, music, and sports were the hopes
of the impoverished world. I was told stories about people having thousands of dollars
in their possession, yet not one had a car or house of their own, nor did they pay any
child support for their many children. As I began to ask how all of this could be, I
unearthed a pattern among all of the hustlers and “big money makers”. They were of
lower level education and they were never given access to opportunity and resources.

Now as for the education aspect, there is a long debate as to it’s systemic role but I will
say from my experience, a free compulsory public education has cost me upwards of
$1,000 or more per year for my two children. Also, I have seen the constant “dumbing
down” of their curriculum as they pass from grade to grade. Many of my inmates who
were of lower income communities spoke of not participating in the majority of
activities like their classmates begins preparing them for social exclusion.
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It is systemic because it teaches children that the person who cannot afford to participate
is excluded from the group. As this pattern continues throughout the school career the
student who is excluded, he or she develops low self esteem and a rebellious attitude
towards the educational system, which they carry with them into the prison industrial
complex. With the ideas of neighborhood schools becoming more and more popular this
only adds to the systemic reality. Malcolm X once said “If you grow up in a poor
neighborhood, you will go to a poor school. If you go to a poor school, you will get a
poor education.” With a poor education, you can only get a poor job, poor job means
poor pay, and poor pay means you can only live in a poor neighborhood when means
your kids will go to poor schools and so goes the cycle. If boards of education persist
with neighbor school plans and also refuse to inform parents of rights under the “No
Child Left Behind” act then the board consciously and systematically supports poverty
and the duel binary.

With regard to economics, in a laissez-faire economy and capitalist society, profit is king.
The profit notion is what has driven over 85% of the people that I was incarcerated with
to commit crimes that have landed them in jail. The want for capital gain is encouraged
and supported. I find myself struggling to make ends meet as I try to keep my children
from being socially excluded. What is needed here is surgery or a tourniquet to stop the
bleeding-not a band aid or pressure dressing. You as policy makers make the decision to
either perform surgery or apply the band aid in every aspect of social life. Consumerism
is the other aspect of the economic dilemma. Many of my former cellmates even while
incarcerated continued to talk about what they were going to buy when they got out.
Not one talked about what they were going to save, just what they were going to buy.
This is blind consumerism. Without continued education on how to save and why one
should save and be an educated consumer and how to invest, low educated or
conditioned consumers, will only continue to fill the jails and prisons and they will
never come out of the realm of social exclusion. As I have seen, not only are the low
educated exploited systematically but the well educated are also taught (carefully
taught) to exclude those who are less fortunate and who have a denial of access to
opportunity and resources. For them, persistence and consistency in maintaining the
status quo is the placing of low educated workers in positions of authority over inmates.
By placing people of low education in the positions is reminiscent of accounts of slavery
and poor whites as overseers.

By placing impoverished people in such positions they develop a mentality of being
better although they realize that they are not economically (so much) this mentality
becomes a metaphor that we live by and thus the impoverished go and will
systematically keep down the inmate. The bottom line here is that whether they realized
or not, poverty is systematically perpetuated by economics and education and until they
are well meaning and understanding, individuals in power-brokering positions then this
issue will never change. Thank you for the opportunity and please consider the systemic
concern of poverty.
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Testimony:
Jim Williams, Executive Director
Public Affairs Research Council of Alabama
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