



Welfare workers in Monterey County protest state cuts to kids' programs

Schwarzenegger vetoed $90M for welfare programs
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In Monterey County and throughout the state, community leaders and people who work to improve child welfare rallied Thursday against state cuts to foster care, abuse prevention and other services.
In front of the Monterey County Department of Social and Employment Services on Main Street, more than a dozen people lined up for the noontime protest against Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger's veto of $90 million for foster care, child abuse prevention and other programs.

Among the political leaders and nonprofit backers stood union members, the county workers who respond to reports that a child has been beaten, neglected or otherwise abused.

"These are not just numbers, these are lives," said Diego Quevedo, a Monterey County eligibility worker.

Included in the cuts they protested are funds for emergency-assistance, caseworker visits, foster parent training and transitional housing.

Because the money Schwarzenegger cut from the spending bill is matched by federal dollars, the veto amounts to a $124 million loss for children's services, about a 10 percent reduction.

Monterey County will absorb about 1 percent of the total statewide cut, but how much exactly isn't clear. Employment and social services in the county have an approximately $167 million budget.

The cut to children's services was part of more than $24.3 billion in cuts and other accounting maneuvers designed to patch California's recession-battered budget. Lawmakers and the governor also axed money for women's shelters, land preservation and children's health care.

The county Board of Supervisors will review their options for dealing with the loss of about $23.5 million in state funding. But they are poorly positioned to make up the difference, after drops in tax revenue forced them to slash $41.6 million in county spending in order to pass a $583 million budget.

Supervisor Jane Parker said she worries cutting children's services could cost more in the long run.

Extreme interventions — such as removing a child from a home — are much more difficult than prevention work that can keep a family out of the protective services, she said.

"It's costly to the families, to the service providers and the county," Parker said.

"Without question," said ACTION Council Executive Director Larry Imwalle, "the cuts to child resources the governor has made affects our ability to serve and protect children."

The council provides child abuse prevention services.

The Salinas event was one of several throughout the state sponsored by the Service Employees International Union. The union, officials said, wants people to contact lawmakers to urge them to overturn the cuts.

Such a change wouldn't be unprecedented. The state assembly voted last week to tax health insurers to help save the Health Families program, which insures low-income children and was slated to drop most of its enrollees because of budget cuts.

