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GUEST COMMENTARY | LAURA M. OPELT

Redefining poverty in 
a time of economic turmoil
T h e global recession

h as m an y of us fac-
in g th e tough est

fin an cial ch allen ges of our
lives. It ’s a t im e for pro-
foun d question s, especially
if you, or som eon e you
kn ow, is a recen t casualty
of our curren t toxic eco-
n om ic clim ate.

If you ’ve been  laid off in
th e past couple of m on th s
an d don ’t  kn ow wh ere to
turn ; if you ’ve fallen
beh in d on  your m ortgage
paym en ts; if you ’re worried
th at you won ’t  be able to
pay your electric bill or are
just strugglin g to m ake
en ds m eet; you’re part of a
growin g subculture with in
Steuben  Coun ty. 

You’re n ot alon e. An d
our respon se, qu ite sim ply,
is “welcom e, n eigh bor.” 

Cath olic Ch arit ies of
Steuben  Coun ty, like m an y
oth er local social service
providers, is seein g a lot of
n ew faces am on g th e peo-
ple th at com e to us for h elp
in  m eetin g th eir daily liv-
in g n eeds. In  th e past,
we’ve provided th e n eces-
sary footh olds for th ose
wh o con sisten tly earn  low
in com es an d struggle to
attain  th e lon g-term  stabili-
ty th at so m an y of us take
for gran ted. Th e core ele-

m en t of our m ission  is to
give h elp an d h ope to
everyon e wh o n eeds it .

Th ese are differen t tim es,
h owever. Th e recession  is
“defin in g down ” wh at it
m ean s to be poor in  Steuben
Coun ty. More an d m ore
people are fin din g th em -
selves with out th e resources
th ey n eed to get by. 

Here’s wh at we m ean : by
our est im ates m ore th an
13,000 of th e 98,000-plus
people in  Steuben  Coun ty
are curren tly livin g below
th e federal govern m en t
poverty gu idelin es. Th at
n um ber is alm ost certain  to
in crease as th e fu ll force of
recession  takes h old in  our
area an d un em ploym en t
figures con tin ue to rise. 

Th e “n ewly poor” m ay
com e from  a variety of job
sectors such  as m an ufactur-
in g, service in dustries, or
self-em ployed con tract in g.
But th e on e th in g th ey
h ave in  com m on  is th at
th ey’re n ow with out regu-
lar work an d h ealth  care
in suran ce; m an y for th e
first t im e in  th eir lives.  

Sin ce it ’s un likely th at
our local econ om y will get
dram atically better an y
t im e soon , we wan t to
en courage an yon e goin g
th rough  a h ard t im e to take

th at im portan t first step
an d reach  out for assistan ce
from  groups like Cath olic
Ch arit ies’ Turn in g Poin t
Cen ter righ t h ere in
Corn in g. Or, d ial th e 2-1-1
Help lin e for con fiden tial
h elp on  a h ost of issues
related to th e econ om ic
down turn . 

We un derstan d h ow frus-
trat in g it  is wh en  th e job
m arket preven ts capable
people from  provid in g for
th em selves an d th eir fam i-
lies. We kn ow h ow h ard it
is to take th e first step
th rough  a food-pan try door
or to ask for aid in  n avigat-
in g th rough  th e New York
social service system . But in
t im es like th is, it  takes
courage to ask for h elp.   

Con sider it  a h an d up,
n ot a h an dout. 

An d if you reach  out, th is
area’s com m un ity service
organ izat ion s will m eet
your grasp with  a h an d-
sh ake. We’re h ere for you
wh en  you n eed us.

After all, we’re n eigh bors. 

■ Laura M . Opelt  is execut ive
director of Catholic Charit ies
of Steuben County. She can
be reached at  (607) 776-8085
Ext . 212; e-mail: lopelt@dor
.org.
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Limit  money 
to government

TO THE EDITOR | More
m on ey to govern m en t is
th e solu t ion  to th is eco-
n om ic crisis?

Govern m en t can n ot
properly adm in ister pro-
gram s th ey con trived, let
alon e m an age en terprises
like GM or AIG!  Social
Security, Medicaid,
Medicare, im m igrat ion ,
education , wars on  poverty
an d drugs follow stan dard
govern m en t failure m odels
squan derin g trillion s of
dollars.  Sen ator Tom
Coburn  revealed $60 bil-
lion  a year in  Medicaid an d
Medicare fraud exem plify-
in g m on ey to govern m en t
putrefies purpose an d
process, cu lt ivat in g crooked
polit ician s.  

Like a m agn et, m on ey to
govern m en t attracts fraud!

Polit ician s like Barn ey
Fran k an d Ch ris Dodd,
(Fan n ie/Freddie) sat isfy
th eir appetites, leavin g peo-
ple destitu te. Govern m en t
failures in  New Orlean s,
Detroit , Mich igan  an d
Californ ia em body in com -
peten t leadersh ip; th ough t-
less spen din g, im poverish -
in g our n ation .  

Elit ist  in tellectual bottom
feeders sabotage Am erica,
feedin g th eir greed, wastin g
n ation al treasure. Blin d
beyon d th eir obese bellies
an d egos, p lun der obscures
vision . 

People t igh ten in g belts
durin g econ om ic crisis, is
an swered by polit ician ’s
h yper glu tton y! Un able to
get it  righ t on  a sm all scale,
like spoiled ch ildren  polit i-
cian s wan t m ore an d bigger
toys to break. More m on ey
to govern m en t expan ds
corruption , in com peten ce
an d waste expon en tially.

Polit ician s are exploit in g
th e rich , m iddle class an d
especially th e poor to arrest
power from  th e people.

With  few exception s, par-
asit ic, part isan , polit ician s
posit ion in g for person al,
profession al an d polit ical
profit  an d power is our
govern m en t! Effect iven ess
an d efficien cy are of n o
con sequen ce to th em . Th e
sign  is h un g in  seats of
power, “Polit ician s On ly,
Statesm en  Need Not
Apply.”

More m on ey touch in g
polit ician ’s fin gers m akes
th em  st ickier. Trust in g
polit ician s with  m ore
reduces trustworth in ess.
Lim it in g m on ey to govern -
m en t is th e first step to
con fron tin g polit ical cor-
ruption !

Gerald J. Furnkranz
Millport

Hope an d experien ce

T h ere was a ph rase
th at popped to m in d
Mon day as Presiden t

Barack Obam a outlin ed h is
am bit ious h ealth -care reform
plan s. He told a room  fu ll of
doctors at th e Am erican
Medical Associat ion  con ven -
t ion  in  Ch icago th at
Am erican s pay too m uch  for
an d get too lit t le from  h ealth
care. Th at th e system  is a
“t ickin g t im e bom b” in  th e
federal budget. Th at h is
reform s – in cludin g a con tro-
versial n ew govern m en t
h ealth  in suran ce program  –
will im prove care an d curb
costs.

Th e ph rase th at cam e to
m in d? “Th e trium ph  of h ope
over experien ce.”

Th at’s th e on ly way to
describe Obam a an d con gres-
sion al Dem ocrats’ cam paign
for a so-called “public
option ” as part of h ealth -care
reform .

Wh at it  m ean s is an oth er
govern m en t-run  h ealth  in sur-
an ce p lan  to com pete with
private h ealth  in surers.

Th e presiden t backs such  a
plan  to keep th e private
in surers “h on est” an d pro-
m ote com petit ion . He prom -
ises th at an yon e wh o wan ts
to keep th eir private coverage
will be able to do so.

Th ere’s a lot of th eorizin g
about wh at such  a govern -
m en t-run  p lan  would look
like an d h ow it  would affect
private in surers. We can ’t
kn ow for sure un til we see a
proposal with  details.

But we do kn ow a few
th in gs about govern m en t-run
h ealth  p lan s. We draw upon
decades of experien ce with
Medicare, th e govern m en t’s
p lan  for th e elderly, an d
Medicaid, wh ich  provides
coverage for th e poor.

We kn ow th ose p lan s pay
bare-bon es rates an d yet st ill
are bustin g th e federal budg-
et. On e part of Medicare will
be in solven t in  2018 if n oth -
in g is don e. States are stagger-
in g un der Medicaid costs. We
kn ow, as th e presiden t said in

h is AMA speech , Medicare
an d Medicaid spen din g will
“grow over th e com in g
decades by an  am oun t alm ost
equal to th e am oun t our gov-
ern m en t curren tly spen ds on
our n ation ’s defen se.” An d
th at “it  will even tually grow
larger th an  wh at our govern -
m en t spen ds on  an yth in g
else today.”

Th at’s scary. Costs clearly
n eed to be con trolled. But
th e Dem ocrats’ solu t ion  to all
th is govern m en t excess is to
create ... an oth er govern -
m en t-run  h ealth  p lan .

In  wh at parallel un iverse
can  th at possibly work to
h old down  costs? Wh ere’s th e
proof th at govern m en t can
run  an  efficien t, cost-effect ive
system  with out raid in g th e
Treasury for m ore an d m ore
fun din g? Wh ere’s th e proof
th at govern m en t can  curb
billion s in  fraud an d waste
th at p lague Medicare an d
Medicaid, n ot to m en tion  th e
in ten se polit ical batt les an d
arcan e ru les en tan glin g deci-
sion s about h ow doctors an d
h ospitals are paid?

We’re n ot arguin g th at
h ealth  in surers couldn ’t
im prove. Or th at th ey couldn ’t
use m ore com petition  to drive
costs down  an d quality up.

But th e federal govern m en t
isn ’t  com petit ion . It  is th e
h ealth  care equivalen t of
Bigfoot, with  so m an y
Am erican s on  its rolls th at it
d ictates prices for doctors,
drugs, an d oth er ben efits. It
sets low prices, to be sure,
lower th an  m an y in surers are
able to m atch . But th at just
m ean s th ose doctors an d h os-
p itals recoup th e losses by
sh ift in g costs on to th ose with
private in suran ce – am oun t-
in g to an  est im ated $89 bil-
lion  a year, on e in suran ce
exec told a Sen ate com m ittee
a few m on th s ago.

A n ew public opt ion  m ay
start sm all. But it  cou ld easily
crowd out private p lan s
depen din g on  h ow prem i-
um s, ben efits an d subsid ies
are structured. 

Lessons from
Iran, Lebanon
and N. Korea

I n  Iran , Leban on  an d
North  Korea, a fam iliar
lesson  h as p layed out

dram atically in  recen t days:
Wh en  freedom  reign s,
h um an  life h as greater im por-
tan ce an d security; th e oppo-
site prevails un der repression .

Wh y n ot start with  th e
just-con cluded sh am  elect ion
in  Iran , a coun try th at on ce
experim en ted with  gen uin e
dem ocrat ic pract ices? It  is
easy to join  with  th e oppo-
n en ts of th e declared win n er,
in cum ben t Presiden t
Mah m oud Ah m adin ejad, in
expressin g disgust, alth ough
th e result  sh ould com e as n o
surprise.

Rem em ber, Ah m adin ejad
origin ally gain ed h is posit ion
th rough  m an ipulat ion  an d
fraud. Clearly, h e h as n ot
ch an ged; th e sam e applies to
th e Iran ian  system . Iran ’s reli-
gious leadersh ip, wh ich  was
supposedly com m itted to a
free an d fair vote th is t im e
aroun d, abdicated its respon -
sibility. All th e excitem en t
Iran ian s felt  durin g th e
robust give-an d-take of th e
cam paign  was apparen tly for
n augh t. In  th e en d, th e
un willin gn ess of Ayatollah  Ali
Kh am en ei, th e suprem e
leader, to do wh at was righ t
m ean t m ore th an  surveys
poin t in g to a likely victory
for ch allen ger Mir Hussein
Mousavi.

Curiously, som e observers
are n ot overly con cern ed.
“Better to h ave th e h ardlin er
you kn ow (Ah m adin ejad)
th an  th e reform ed h ardlin er
(Mousavi) you kn ow less,”
th ey con ten d. I d isagree.
Even  if Mousavi was on ce a
h ardlin er an d m igh t h ave
been  troublesom e in  h is own
way, h e would h ave ch an ged
th e ugly, d isruptive ton e th at
h as ch aracterized Ah m adin -
ejad’s ru le. I suspect m an y
Iran ian s kn ow wh at th ey
sh ould do at th is stage – take
to th e streets. In deed,
Mousavi h as urged h is sup-
porters to resist a govern m en t
built  on  lies an d dictatorsh ip.

But th ere is a larger issue
h ere: Elect ion s sh ould n ot
com e down  to a ch oice
between  a h ardlin er an d a
reform ed h ardlin er. Voters
deserve a fu ll spectrum  of
option s; th e on ly way to
en sure th at possibility is to
topple th e religious order th at
h as st ifled Iran  for th ree
decades.

On  to Leban on , wh ere peo-
ple crowded th e streets after
th at coun try’s recen t elect ion
for a d ifferen t an d uplift in g
reason : to celebrate voters’
reject ion  of extrem ism . An d,
in  sh arp con trast to Iran ’s
experien ce, th e Leban ese h ad
real ch oices at th e ballot box.
You would be h ard-pressed to
fin d an yon e wh o deem s
Beirut ’s vote less th an  free or
fair. Of course, th e en courag-
in g outcom e does n ot guaran -
tee peace an d stability for
Leban on , because Hezbollah ,
a key force on  th e losin g side,
retain s both  in fluen ce an d
gun s. It  is sign ifican t, h owev-
er, th at th e m ajority opted for
th e m ain stream .

Fin ally, th ere is North
Korea, wh ere th e govern m en t
sim ply im poses leaders on  its
people with out a secon d
th ough t. North  Korean s will
h ave n o say if curren t ru ler
Kim  Jon g Il’s youn gest son ,
Kim  Jon g Un , succeeds h im ,
as h as been  reported. Th ey
will h ave n o say if h e decides
to con tin ue h is fath er’s reck-
less policies th at con dem n
th e populat ion  to poverty
an d h un ger. An d th ey will
h ave n o say if h e leads th em
to war.

Worst of all, North  Korean s
can n ot rise up. Th ey are as
h elp less as Laura Lin g an d
Eun a Lee, th e two Am erican
journ alists recen tly sen ten ced
to a dozen  years of h ard labor
in  North  Korea. Th e on ly
h ope for all of th em  lies in
th e in tern ation al com m un ity,
wh ich  h as fortun ately m oved
to stan d up to Pyon gyan g’s
excesses with  n ew san ction s.
In  a desperate respon se,
North  Korea h as an n oun ced
an  all-out effort  to obtain
n uclear weapon s.

■ John C. Bersia is t he special
assistant  t o the president  for
global perspect ives at  t he
Universit y of Cent ral Florida. 
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W h o’s goin g to
blin k first in  th e
state Sen ate, th e

Dem ocrats or th e Repub-
lican s?

Th ey’re locked in  a stare-
down , like bug-eyed kids
stan din g toe-to-toe h opin g
on e side will flin ch , lose an d
taste defeat.

But th is is n o kids’ gam e
th ese sen ators are p layin g,
alth ough  th e an tics are ch ild-
ish . Th ey’re elected officials
figh t in g for polit ical power to
ben efit  th eir own  careers an d
stren gth en  th e party th at
supports th em . It  is th e m ost
in ten se an d selfish  war of
part isan  polit ics ever seen  in
Alban y. 

It  h as becom e obvious th at
th e con stituen cy, th e people
th e sen ators are supposed to
serve first an d forem ost, are
in con sequen tial in  th is bat-
t le. Th ey are th e collateral
dam age. 

Th e in terests of th e con -
st ituen cy does n ot m atter,
even  th ough  sen ators in  both
part ies h ave declared th ey are
th ere to do th e “people’s
busin ess.”

Balon ey.
Th e Republican  coup on

Jun e 8, th e retreat of on e of
th e Dem ocrat ic turn coats, th e
lawsuit  by deposed Sen ate
Majority Leader Malcolm
Sm ith  an d all th e rest th at
h as caused th e Sen ate to fall
in to grid lock h ad n oth in g to
do with  th e “people’s busi-
n ess.” It  was all about th e
“polit ician s’ busin ess.”  To
suggest oth erwise is an  in su lt
to us, “th e people.”

Th e Sen ate h as n ow been

“out of busin ess” for 10 days,
paralyzed in  a stalem ate
wh ere both  sides h ave 31
m em bers. Both  Dem ocrats
an d Republican s claim ed vic-
tory in  a court decision  th is
week th at declared n o side
th e win n er an d n eith er party
is willin g to legislate un less
th e oth er recogn izes its lead-
ersh ip.

Both  sides are stubborn ly
dug in  deep an d un willin g to
com prom ise. In  th e m ean -
t im e, th e “people’s busin ess”
sits an d waits. 

Left  un don e are dozen s of
requests from  coun ties to
con tin ue th eir auth ority over
local sales taxes, wh ich  expire
Ju ly 1. If act ion  isn ’t  taken ,
coun ties face large reven ue
losses th at will resu lt  in  h igh -
er property taxes an d reduced
services. Oth er big issues n ow
in  lim bo in clude gay m ar-
riage, property tax caps, th e
bott le bill, reform s to th e
public pen sion  fun d an d reis-
su in g property tax rebate
ch ecks. 

Sen . George Win n er, 
R-Elm ira, said h e’s con fiden t
sen ators un der pressure to act
on  bills th at d irect ly affect
th eir d istricts will even tually
get back to work in  th e fin al
days of th is session . 

Maybe. But we’re con -
vin ced th at if a quorum
return s to th e Sen ate ch am -
bers th at on ly th e m in im al
am oun t of work will be don e.
In  oth er words, sen ators will
act on ly en ough  to save face
in  th eir d istricts, an d n oth in g
else. An d th at ’s bein g opti-
m ist ic.
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