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HEADLINE: SPIRIT OF COMPASSION FOR CHILDREN ATTACKED
BYLINE: By Hillary Rodham Cl@nton

BODY: ,
" We Amerlcans have long stood for our compa581on toward children. We know that
the best investment in our future is the one we make in young people.. Today,
-‘however, that caring spirit is under attack and endangered by a reckless
disregard for the future. Shockingly, that attack is being launched by some in
the Congress. : ‘ : : ‘ o

While millions of our chfldren are happy, healthy and flourishing, mllllons
of others are in crisis. Twenty-three percent live in poverty. Too many go
hungry every day Children increasingly bear children of their own. Drugs,
viclence and abuse claim the lives of our young before they even reach
adulthood. i :

It is tempting to dismiss this as a crisis of the poor. But all of cur
families feel the ripple effect when children in our society are deprived of
basic necessities or are alienated by the conditions of their lives. Children
from wealthy and middle-class famllles are not immune from this: Divorce and
the excesses of consumerism, among other things, alienate them as well.

‘As a mother, I have felt .what so many others feel when we see life in our
communities grow harsher and full of greater anxieties. We see it in rising
~health-care costs and crime, in families where both parents struggle to make
ends meet. We also . see it in the breakdown of our civic instituticns, and when
the values that for two ¢enturies have defined us as a people erode. A

HONEST DEBATE

Given the urgency of our problems, weé need a thorough and honest debate
about helping children and families. We need- to find reasonable ways to make
government do its job more eff1c1ently and effectively. What we don't need is
a mean-spirited attack on nearly every government program designed to help
poor and disadvantaged children. .

President Clinton has descrlbed congresszonal actions as "a war on the
children of our country." The war takes many forms: cutting funds,
eliminating programs or replacing them with block grants in the name of state
flexibility. It is a war whose devastation we will feel far beyond the $40 ‘
billion in cuts Congress is proposing for children's programs over the mnext
five years. Along with Big Bird, school lunches, summer jobs, and aid for poor ;
handicapped children, what we stand for as a soc1ety is in jeopardy. '
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any of these budget de0151ons are bllled as necegsary curbs on spendlng
In. fact,.eviscerating chlldren s programs will not significantly reduce the
deficit. The only winners will be families earning more than $200,000 a year
who will be eligible for the Republicans' capital gains tax cut. .

In only 68 days, we have learned that the Contract With America is a
financial arrangement whose purpose is to enhance the interests of the very

. wealthy and’ powerful at the expense of the very poor and weak and, for that

matter, everycne else. Any country - or family - that views its obligations to
children as contractual, not'moral, i1s heading in the wrong ‘direction.

Lost in the blizzard of anti-government rhetoric is an appreciation of the
help we can provide children. While we all agree government must be leaner and
more efficient, we should remember that not all government is bad or
excessive. Those who blame it for the crisis among our children miss the
point. Government cannot and should not solve all of our social problems. A
school. lunch program can help a child's development, but it can't provide
shelter or parental love. Nutrltlonal help for pregnant women can help produce
a healthy baby, but it -can't, protect that baby from. viclence and abuse..

What government can do is. provide a safety net for our neediest children
and families, and the opportunity to lift themselves up. Through child- care
assistance for low-income families and those coming off welfare, through
grants for foster care .and adoptlon aid, family preservatlon support ,- heatlng

“-fuel for the dlsadvantaged and basic health and nutrltlon programs,

government - keeps a safety net in place. And that means fewer children in

poverty.
Today, poor, vulnerable chlldren are regarded less as subjects for concern

‘than as. culprits for everything that has gone wrong in society. They and their

families are being singled out for punishment.

What happened? There are many reasons, including these: . . ' 2

--> Social and economic qhanges left most Americans, partlcularly
middle-class people, with stagnant 1ncomes feellng increasingly frustrated
about their lives.

--> Many politicians in the 1980s focused their opprobrium on 1nd1v1dual
behaviors of the poor - like the much- pub11C1zed "welfare queens" - and the
waste of federal resources. :This disgust overpowered feelings of charity and
fueled the anger of many Americans and distracted them from the failure of

- other institutions, from big‘business and the media to state and local

government . :
Such myopia made it harder to see the massive transfer of ‘wealth from the.

middle class to the rich - which took the form of tax breaks for the wealthy

and increased burdens on the middle class. At the same time, companies with
lobbying influence gained in power, ‘to the detriment of the average citizen
and their children, who have no such powerful lobbies.

- Illegltlmacy and family breakdown led to greater personal insecurity
and public consequences, such as increased crime among younger teen-agers.

-~> The influence of the mass media, particularly its emphasis on sex and
viclence, undermined parental authorlty‘ and led to a yearnlng for more
traditional "family values. .

--> The guilt many Amerlcans feel about thelr own children - because of
longer work hours, divorce, shrlnklng resources and all 'the other

kitchen-table issues - is often projected as anger onto other peoples’

children. ‘ : C : - « B

NO SUCH THING
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But there is no such thing as “other'peoples' children." There are only
the hopes and dreams all parents share, which we must do everything in our
power to preserve and strengthen. Instead of making children scapegoats, we

‘should focus on helping poor ones overcome poverty and helping others defeat

the anxieties they feel about their futures. Every child needs food, shelter,
health care, schooling, a strong family and love. They also need the security
of a strong economy. As the National Council of Bishops stated in a 1991
pastoral letter entitled "Putting Families First" " . . . many (families)
are poor because of economic:forces beyond their control: recession, |
industrial restructuring, erosion of real wages unemployment and
discrimination in hiring and promotion. " '

We cannot afford to deprlve children of support and, at the same time, fail
to address the broad forces that contribute to poverty and famlly break-up in

the first place. The president has fought to lift up our children and their

families through fundamental structural changes: meaningful deficit reduction,

.the creation of 6 million new jobs, streamlining-and elimihating bureaucracies

to ensure that aid is provided as intended, and irvestment in the skills and
training ¢f our people. R

- We must judge every proposal in Congress whether it affects welfare,
nutrition, education or health, by its impact on children. We prepare
environmental impact statements beforé taking actions in areas where
endangered species live. We have places where children are endangered,'They
deserve at least the same care we give our physical environment.

Rather than a contract, we need, as the president has advcocated, a New
Covenant, a sacred trust between government and the American people, and among
Americans themselves. Being American is not about being rich, poor or
middle-class. It is about having faith in our futures.
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