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OVERVIEW

Approximately 68 people attended this workshop sponsored by the First UU Congregation of Detroit, the Birmingham Unitarian Church, the Grosse Pointe Unitarian Church, the East Michigan Environmental Action Council (EMEAC) and the Michigan Unitarian Universalist Social Justice Network (MUUSJN).  This report and a list of people who attended the workshop are being made available to workshop registrants and attendees.  Workshop goals were to:

1.  Inform people regarding the plight of low income families and their children who are being cut off food and public assistance; 

2. Motivate individuals to take action through their local congregations and in their communities; and  

3. Stimulate communication and collaboration on actions between workshop participants from different congregations and organizations attending the workshop. 

This report will document that all these goals have been addressed. However, communication and collaboration between workshop participants will need to happen in the months ahead. 
Special thanks to the First UU Church of Detroit for hosting this workshop, to representatives of several UU congregations who helped plan it and to our knowledgeable and inspirational speakers.  MUUSJN staff time and resources were provided to organize the workshop.
KEYNOTE:  Gilda Jacobs, President and CEO, Michigan League for Human Services (MLHS)
Ms. Jacobs said Michigan is experiencing a crisis of conscience because “many people in Lansing don’t have a conscience”.  One in four children lives in poverty .The Department of Human Services system is broken and families are being penalized. Michigan has experience the largest annual job loss since the 1930’s.  Unemployment benefits have been reduced. She indicated that while a lot of new jobs are being created, many of them are low wage positions.   

Requests for food assistance have risen, but the State has made it more difficult to get Food Stamps.  This fall, Michigan established assets tests for people who seek Food Stamps, something not done in 38 states.  While the State recently decided to allow families to have two vehicles, the assets test is still expected to cut 15,000 families from Food Assistance (aka Food Stamps).  As a result, the Michigan economy will be losing millions of federal dollars.  Ms. Jacobs said she is scheduling meetings with Michigan Department of Human Services officials to discuss this issue.  The State is cutting 25,000 families off public assistance with the legislature’s adoption of a stricter four year welfare limit.  [Editor’s Note: While DHS Director Corrigan has said that the purpose of cutting people off aid is to encourage people to work, where are the jobs? Outrageously, persons with disabilities will be cut off public assistance in five years.] 

Ms. Jacobs urged workshop participants to get more information from the MLHS website: www.mlhs.org to get facts to educate others during conversations.  Other suggested actions:  work in coalitions with Republicans and business people; send letters to the editor; and talk with legislators.  She emphasized that it is “very, very important” to gather stories of real people affected by the policies and share these stories. Ms. Jacobs reported that the MLHS is developing a workforce development task force. Making sure that all people have a decent education and that people can read are important parts of the solution.  
PANELS:  APPROACHES TO ADDRESSING POVERTY

1. Janet Peplin, an activist with the Grosse Pointe Unitarian Church (GPUC), described how her congregation collects food and takes it to Crossroads East for distribution.  This last year, GPUC collected 12,000 pounds of food, up from 2,000 pounds six years ago. Janet offered specific strategies for achieving this food collection project.  She noted that Crossroads is now looking for a new eastside Detroit “home”.  She also described how GPUC works in a “Partnership 4 Change” (P4C) with the Ravendale Community Center in Detroit to assist families and children. 

2. Charity Hicks, a leader with the EMEAC Food Justice Task Force, is an activist on the Boards of Directors of eight community groups.  Her sorrow at the plight of the poor was deepened when she was recently was evicted from her own home. Charity reported that over 30,000 homes have been vacated in the last year.  She said the majority of home owners lost their jobs and couldn’t pay the property taxes.  The Food Justice Task Force has three clusters of work: environmental justice; social justice; and the People’s Community Kitchen.  Other major issues are utility and water crises:  27,000 houses in Detroit do not have water. Charity invited workshop attendees to join the Food Justice Task Force and the People’s Water Board.
3. Marian Kramer, Co-Chair, Michigan Welfare Rights Union, said that this organization is headquartered at Central United Methodist Church which supports local justice movements. Its minister, Rev. Ed Rowe, works for justice on the picket line and to help people understand what it means to be to be on welfare or to be cut off benefits. She invited participants to join others on the “Resurrection March” picket line at noon every Thursday (except Thanksgiving) until December 15th at the State of Michigan Building, 3044 W. Grand Blvd, Detroit to protest families being cut of public assistance.  She said churches could help organize “Resilience Circles”, small groups where people come together to increase their personal security through learning, mutual aid, social action, and community support (see: http://localcircles.org/).

BRAINSTORMING ACTION STRATEGIS & PRIORITY SETTING
Two groups brainstormed service strategies and two groups brainstormed advocacy strategies and by consensus identified the following priority action strategies:

ADVOCACY

Group #1:

1. EMEAC – Where can you fit me in? Partner with existing groups;
2. Amend the (Michigan) Constitution to allow for a progressive income tax;
3. Challenge media omissions;

4. Examine credit unions vs. banks;

5. Support a moratorium on foreclosures (Senator Martha Scott’s proposal).

6. (Participate in) Time Bank and skill sharing.

Group #2:

1. Education on the issue at the neighborhood and faith group level. Hold conversations to build relationships and to develop an understanding of self-interest in order to motivate engagement of the people; 
2. Develop collaborative efforts reaching out from the neighborhood or faith group to develop greater presence in the larger community;
3. Create a resource network to alert advocates on protests, educational forums, and new developments;

4. Work towards regional cooperation (breaking down the barriers between city and suburb) seeing that as a critical element to the economic and social health of Metro-Detroit, as well as the success of any issue advocacy.

COMMUNITY SERVICE

Group #1:

1. UU churches partner with agencies (as a source of?) DAY LABOR

2. Help others apply for jobs at church

3. Hold pot-luck information exchange (where) needs and offers (are shared) DOABLE!

4. Inform people!

Group #2: (mostly people from UU Church of Farmington interested expanding their food justice activities) 
1. Google food banks to look at their activities

2. Involve youth in doing community service. Log youth community service time through RE program

3. Establish relationships with food sources. 
4. Pick up bread and baked goods @Kroger, Panera Bread, other sources and take goods to a food bank.  
After the group brainstorming, came ACTION.  Over two-thirds of all participants pledged to take action on the ideas they heard at this workshop.  Eighteen participants wrote individual messages on post cards that were mailed to Governor Rick Snyder.  Key messages:  Urge the Governor to end the strict and cruel limits on public assistance. End the new assets test for Food Stamps.  Create more jobs.  Finally, the Rev. Roger Mohr, minister of First UU Church of Detroit, gathered workshop participants together -- holding hands -- in a “square circle” of love for those present and for the broader community. 
CONCLUDING REMARKS

The workshop provided information, allowed activists to identify community service and advocacy strategies on behalf of low income families, and triggered commitments to action.  MUUSJN stands ready to support follow-up on these strategies.
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