The California Budget Cuts: Everybody Hurts

The Time is Now for Working Class Solutions!
The latest round of severe budget cuts that California’s lawmakers are trying to impose illustrate an important trend that no one wants to talk about: Every time a budget crisis hits, we make corporate profits more important than the well being of our people.  In other words, our leaders do not value a society that generates the best conditions for everyone to enjoy happy, healthy, and productive lives.  There are many reasons why this is both a tragedy and a travesty.  One reason is that it doesn’t have to be this way.  There are better solutions that will cut expenses and improve life for almost everyone.  Read on for an explanation.

This year’s California budget cuts come in three major areas: health care, safety net programs, and education (a detailed list of some of these cuts can be found at the end of this article).  These cuts hit hardest at the most vulnerable - low-income families, working class women and men, the disabled, children, the elderly, and the poor.  But they also hurt almost everyone as they ripple through the entire society.   

For instance, the proposed $1.1 billion cuts to Medi-Cal will drastically reduce health care access for a wide array of people directly and indirectly.   A recent Health Access report estimates that over one million California residents will lose their health coverage.   It won’t be just the poor, disabled, children, and elderly who are hurt.  As more and more hospitals, emergency rooms, and pharmacies close because of the cuts, there will be higher premiums, higher medical bills, and higher prescription costs for everyone.  The report predicts “an increased burden on ‘safety net providers’, from emergency rooms to hospitals to community clinics.”  After decades of budget cuts, most safety net providers are already struggling to stay afloat.  By pushing more people into overcrowded and overburdened clinics and emergency rooms, and by driving doctors of all kinds out of Medi-Cal or out of California entirely, these budget cuts will affect all Californians and not just the predicted one million newly uninsured. 

Budget Cuts: A 50 State Phenomenon

These periodic budget cuts are not just in California; they are a 50-state phenomenon.  A review of the budgets in all 50 states shows health coverage would be eliminated for millions of poor, low-income families, children, disabled, and elderly, even in states that claim to have increased health coverage. More than 10 million people would lose dental care, access to specialists, name-brand prescription drugs, or other benefits. About 20 million would see their care jeopardized by cuts to doctors' reimbursements for Medicaid. Cuts in aid to schools and universities and to safety net programs for the elderly, disabled, and unemployed are being made throughout the country, even though the demand for those services is on the rise.

Despite these dire conditions, only a few states are genuinely considering general tax increases, or even modest tax increases on the wealthy, to solve the budget crisis. Lawmakers say they fear such actions would only further stress the economy. Instead, states are considering increases in lottery ticket sales, promoting Indian gambling, or further raising taxes on cigarettes and alcohol. These types of taxes disproportionately hit the pocketbooks of the same poor and working-class people hurt by the budget cuts.  In turn, the growing inequality gap will grow some more- at last count, the world’s richest 1% owned 40% of the wealth.
In California, lawmakers’ actions have been especially hurtful- meaning they have continued to favor the rich while severely punishing the low-income and poor.  A few months ago, some lawmakers blocked a measure last that would have required buyers of luxury yachts, private planes, and motor homes to pay state sales tax. Currently, these owners can avoid it by purchasing and keeping the property out of California for three months. Closing this loophole would have brought an estimated $21 million to the state.  Instead, lawmakers have chosen to punish greater numbers of our children, poor, working class women and men, families, elderly, and disabled further into poverty, homelessness, hunger, sickness, and unnecessary death.

The Solution: Going Beyond Blocking the Budget Cuts

Many groups and individuals are coming out against the budget cuts.  Yet, simply trying to stop the budget cuts is not enough.  Every year that budget cuts are proposed, some get through and further shred the “safety net programs” that affect the low-income, poor, elderly, and children the most.  Whatever “safety net” we used to have is now so depleted that it has ceased functioning in any practical sense.  The vast and growing numbers of poor, homeless, hungry, and jobless are proof of that.   

This is why we must organize for an effective solution, like Just Health Care, which would solve our annual health care budget cut woes.  Under Just Health Care, the profit is taken completely out of our health care system while everyone, from the poorest to the richest and the youngest to the oldest, is guaranteed quality and affordable health care from birth to death.  A program like this, a federal single payer universal health care system, would cost us less and still give us better health care by cutting profit out and reallocating resources more efficiently and fairly.  You can learn more about Just Health Care at the Just Health Care website (link) or at our Health Justice page (link).   

Just Health Care is just one example of the types of solutions that poor and working people need to organize around.  We can’t expect support from corporations that value profits over people’s well being.   We must keep in mind that mobilizing for solutions that guarantee everyone’s basic human rights is the only way we can avoid defeat and make change that will actually create a society that says we value EVERYONE.  Safety nets are not enough anymore and blocking the budget cuts is only the first step in a much larger struggle.  It is time that we take the offensive and build a movement for a new social contract that allows everyone to fairly gain the “skills, shelter, and nourishment they need to enjoy happy, healthy, and productive lives.”

We urge you to get informed, spread the word, and do everything you can to stop the budget cuts from passing.   More importantly, we urge you to help organize for positive change - poverty elimination, health justice and generally pursuing economic security and justice! Join the Women’s Economic Agenda Project at the WEAP Office (449 15th St., 2nd Floor, Oakland, CA 94612).  E-mail us at weap@weap.org to RSVP or if you have any questions.  We welcome all. 
Budget Cut Breakdown

The following shows how the proposed budget cuts will affect you, your family members, neighbors, friends, and colleagues:

Health Care:

-The California governor proposes $1.1 billion in cuts to Medi-Cal, including doctor reimbursement rates, which are already almost the lowest in the nation. These cuts will reduce health care coverage for thousands of low-income and poor residents.  Some of the cuts include:

· Eliminating dental care benefits for Medi-Cal patients.  

· Eliminating audiology, optometry, podiatry, speech therapy, psychology, chiropractic care and other such benefits for Medi-Cal patients.  Thus, benefits like a foot checkup for diabetes’ patients, which can detect infections that lead to amputations, would no longer exist. 

· Reducing the allowable income for enrollment in Medi-Cal of two-parent households from 107% of the poverty line to 61%. A parent in a family of three earning $11,000, for example, would no longer be eligible.  This would reduce the number of working parents who qualify by 400,000.

· Reinstating quarterly status reports, which needlessly require children and adults to justify their income and eligibility every three months to stay covered by Medi-Cal.  This “tactic” is well known for dropping enrollment numbers and an estimated 160,000 children would lose coverage.

-Cuts have been proposed to the state’s SCHIP program, health insurance for low-income and uninsured children, including increases in co-payments and reductions in dental services.

-County cuts have occurred in low-income clinics and non-profits that help fund important safety net clinics.  Lab testing, mental health, and drug/alcohol treatment funding has been hit hard, leaving those already hurting in an even worse position.

Safety Net Programs:

-Nearly a 20% cut to CalWORKS, the program for financial assistance and employment for low-income families, is being proposed.  This means that 150,000 families can no longer make ends meet because they are no longer eligible.

-An estimated 75,000 families would lose all cash assistance, pushing poor families into homelessness, increased hunger, and greater poverty.

-Cuts to child care and child development programs means almost 20,000 children will not have a safe and educational place to be when their parents go to work.

-The legislature has voted to delay the cost-of-living adjustment for 1.3 million poor and near-poor elderly and disabled people who receive state supplementary payments to their Supplemental Security Income (SSI) benefits.  Without any cash assistance, seniors and people with disabilities with little or no other income could become homeless.

-$119.6 million in In-Home Supportive Services program cuts have been proposed, primarily by reducing the number of hours available for domestic and medical assistance to low-income Californians who are over 65, disabled, or blind.  This would affect thousands of low-income seniors and disabled, denying them essential assistance for their survival.

Education:

-The governor in California has proposed cuts to K-12 education that translate to a reduction of $665 per student, including cuts in general operating spending, special education, K-3 class size reduction and other educational programs.  These will push our children further into poverty and further away from educational opportunity.

-Oakland city schools could lose $15-20 million next year under the governor’s proposed budget cuts.  Prescott Elementary would be one of the hardest hit, which is comprised mainly of minority staff and students.  This phenomenon would be repeated throughout the state in our cities’ schools.

-There have also been proposed cuts to higher education and tuition has already been raised at the state university systems. 
