MARK REDMOND

REMARKS AT THE SAVE OUR STATE RALLY

We have a lot to be proud of in Vermont.  We rank number one in the country in terms of the percentage of low-income children covered by health insurance.  We have the lowest high school dropout rate in the country.  Last week we read in the papers that we are number one in the country in percentage of high school students placing high in the AP exams.  Two weeks ago, I was in Washington D.C. at the annual meeting of the National Network for Youth.  Over 300 people were there from organizations which work with at-risk, homeless and foster youth, from Hawaii, California, Illinois, Florida.  The Network gave out 5 awards, and Vermont won two of them:  Sen. Leahy for legislator of the year, and Spectrum for agency of the year.  It was so clear to me at that gathering that the rest of the country looks to Vermont, they see us as a leader, in terms of how to care for children who are homeless or at-risk.  They look to us in terms of how to help low-income families, the elderly, the homeless.  

And yet none of these things happened by accident.  It is no accident that we have the lowest dropout rate, or the highest percentage of low-income children with health insurance.  These things happened because of conscious decisions made by the people who work in that Statehouse above us.  They and their predecessors made conscious decisions, over the years, if not over decades, that have resulted in Vermont being seen as a leader in these areas.

Now, in my opinion, is not the time to roll back these decisions.  An economic downturn, such as we are experiencing now, is bad for all classes and strata of people.  It’s bad for people with Ph.Ds, it’s bad for people with Masters degrees; look how many people at places like UVM and IBM are going to be out of work.  But a downturn like this is always particularly vicious for those who were already low-income, who were already marginally housed, who were already homeless.  And we are already seeing this.  We know that there has been a 40% increase in Vermont in the number of child abuse and neglect investigations, from 2007 to 2008.  In Chittenden County, where I work, there has been a 26% increase in the number of calls to the children’s mental health crisis line, a 35% increase in the number of times that crisis workers felt the call was urgent enough to send staff our to the home or school, and a 468% increase in the number of times a child required a hospital diversion bed or emergency bed, but none was available.  

Our state motto is “Freedom and Unity.”  That word unity implies that we in Vermont are going to look out for each other, that we are going to do whatever we can to aid those among us who are the most vulnerable.  This is the charge we lay before our legislators and our Governor:  How, in the midst of an economic downturn, to hold on to what is best about our state, what others across the country admire us for and look up to us for.

Thank you.
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