Silicon Valley agencies unite to cut poverty by 2020
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Fed up with so much poverty amid the riches of Silicon Valley, a coalition of community service groups emerged from two years of planning today to launch a lofty campaign aimed at slashing the region's poverty rate in half by the year 2020.

Seem overly ambitious?

It's been done before, argues one of the founders of the nascent movement calling itself Step Up Silicon Valley.

Greg Kepferle, CEO of Catholic Charities of Santa Clara County, likens the effort to the nation's War on Poverty and President Lyndon B. Johnson's Great Society of the 1960s, credited with a plunge in the U.S. poverty rate from 25 percent to 12 percent. 

"Yes, it's a huge issue, but it's shameful that in one of the wealthiest areas in one of the wealthiest countries in the world that we have people living on the streets, kids that are too hungry to learn, a janitor working two, three jobs and his family is living in a van," Kepferle said. "We need to help those families because they're already helping themselves as much as they can."

Part of a nationwide movement launched by Catholic Charities in 2007, the Silicon Valley effort now includes 90 active groups, from homeless service providers to philanthropists and the county's Social Services Agency. The goal is to attack poverty-fueling crisis areas: the high cost of food, housing and health care, as well as school dropout rates and low-paying jobs. The strategy now being worked on chips away at each area through reshaped public policy initiatives, increased public and private funding, and streamlined services. 

Anti-poverty bills

A spate of anti-poverty bills has already been introduced by Assemblyman Jim Beall, D-San Jose, who is among Step Up Silicon Valley's leaders. Beall's proposed legislation would assist impoverished seniors by updating poverty measurements to allow a greater number of the elderly to be eligible for services, ease the application process for family public assistance programs, and increase the number of working poor Californians taking advantage of federal tax credits. 

Step Up Silicon Valley will push for other policy changes, including modernizing the current federal poverty measurement, which is 50 years old and doesn't account for regional differences in the cost of living. Such a change would expand eligibility for safety net programs, allowing more local residents to qualify. The campaign also aims to create microlending programs, and launch outreach campaigns for existing federal programs that many struggling populations simply aren't aware of. More than half of Silicon Valley residents who are eligible for federal food stamps, for example, don't use the benefits. 

"The resources are there," Kepferle said. "It's just choosing to use those resources to cut poverty."

Further details on the anti-poverty campaign will be presented today at the San Jose City Hall Rotunda, where civic leaders will join a three-hour "poverty simulation," aimed at heightening awareness of the human suffering too often hidden from public view. Participants role-play various scenarios involving the daily lives of the very low-income, from a single parent struggling with child care, to senior citizens feeding themselves each month on scaled-back Social Security benefits.

The event could not be more timely for the clergy, politicians and nonprofit directors expected to participate, organizers say. As the nation plunges deeper into recession, Sacred Heart Community Services has seen a 32 percent increase in clients seeking food and clothing, including at least a half-dozen volunteers-turned-recipients among the 35,000 served each month. Requests for food at the Second Harvest Food Bank have grown by 45 percent this fiscal year, with 200,000 people now being fed each month.

According to Step Up Silicon Valley's initial report, one-quarter of the population here can't afford basic necessities without assistance, and nearly half of low-income residents go hungry at some point each month. Fueling the hardship, one in eight adults has no health insurance, and nearly one in four county residents lacks the savings or home equity to support themselves for even three months if they lose their jobs.

Organizers say much of their work will focus on streamlining and linking together programs that already exist, not creating new ones that may be cost-prohibitive in a time of deep county and state deficits.

Advocates for the poor say their effort is perfectly timed. The White House now boasts a community organizer who launched his public service career in inner-city Chicago. And the wide reach of the recession — with unemployment cursing multiple industries and foreclosures creating new ranks of homeless — has begun to shift long-held notions of "us" and "them," de-stigmatizing struggling populations. 

Window of opportunity

"I'm not looking at President Obama to be the messiah, but what's been different is he's creating a window to start talking about solutions," said Poncho Guevara, executive director of Sacred Heart Community Services and a Step Up Silicon Valley member. "That's what's so historic about this place and time in our community."

Acknowledging the audacity of the campaign's goal to cut the poverty rate in half in the next 11 years, Catholic Charities' Kepferle said he's taking his share of ribbing. One friend regularly asks him: "Hey Greg, it's 5 p.m., have you cut poverty yet?"
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