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Facts must trump anecdotes for budget cut debate
“We are entitled to our own opinions, but not our own facts.” 
That old expression is important to consider as the legislature takes up the serious policy debate over the governor’s budget and his proposals to undercut our state’s safety net.  
My name is Mark Eves. I’m the state representative from North Berwick and the lead Democrat on the Health and Human Services Committee. Our committee has oversight of the largest department in state government and impacts the lives of every Maine citizen in one way or another. With such big issues before us every day, it’s important to know that we’re working with the facts and leaving opinions, campaign rhetoric and rumors at the door. The work we do to protect the health and safety of Maine people is too critical to govern with anything other than facts.  
Unfortunately, it’s anecdote and false rhetoric that seems to be driving much of the cuts in Governor LePage’s budget. These proposals are not only dangerous to the health of many Maine people, they’re also fiscally shortsighted.  The proposals shift cost to towns, increases uncompensated payment to hospitals, and destabilize families.  
It’s especially disappointing to hear Governor LePage’s close advisor, Tarren Bragdon, admit on television that there’s no evidence people are moving to Maine for our public assistance programs; but since many Mainers have the misperception that it’s happening, we should react to these stereotypes by cutting benefits, instead of telling the truth about our public assistance programs.  
Enacting laws, which pretend to solve problems that don’t really exist only perpetuate false stereotypes, put lives at risk, and does nothing to grow our economy.  So before we discuss the health care cuts in the budget, I want to quickly dispel some of the most popular myths you may have heard about Maine’s safety net. 
For instance, I’ve heard over and over again that people are moving to Maine from other states because of our generous welfare system. This is simply not true. The fact is, the maximum temporary assistance benefit in Maine is the lowest in New England. From 2008 through July 2010, twice as many people receiving public benefits left Maine than moved in.
There also seems to be a misperception that people stay on these programs for years at a time, or even their entire life – and that they aren’t even attempting to get jobs. The fact is, most families receive assistance for a short period of time, typically prompted by a crisis such as leaving an abusive relationship.  The truth, is that the average length of time a family receives benefits is 18 months, not a lifetime.  In addition, 97 percent have had at least 3 jobs in the past 5 years.
 Most of them are single mothers.  Many of them are fleeing abusive relationships and they don’t have reliable transportation, child care, safe housing or the education and training needed to get a good paying job.
Even with so many elements working against them, they seek assistance for a short time as a last resort to stay in their home or feed their kids.  The Maine people I know are not interested in turning their backs on our neighbors when they need help the most.
When the facts are presented it makes it a little harder to understand why Governor LePage is targeting these folks – people who can’t afford health care; our senior citizens who need help purchasing expensive prescription drugs; retirees, teachers, health care providers and the people they treat.  Our valued citizens are targeted in this budget proposal, which also provides thousands of dollars in tax cuts for the richest people in Maine.  Why would we take from the poor and give to the rich, furthering the income disparity that currently exists between the haves and have not’s.
This approach is unnecessary, unfair, and unproductive in improving our economy and our health status.
Thoughtful legislators of both parties will spend the next several weeks looking at these proposals side by side, digging into who is really impacted, assessing whether these proposals are fair, and deciding what changes need to be made.
  

I hope you’ll stay tuned, and keep seeking the facts. This is our state, and we should all have an informed say in how we treat the people who need our help the most.
Thank you for listening and have a great day.
