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Mr. President, Mr. City Town Clerk, Colleagues, and guests. Good evening and thank you. Let me first take a moment to recognize the members of the Black and Hispanic Caucus. Would all the members of the Caucus please stand and be recognized. Thank you. 

Members of the Caucus and colleagues on this Board I am truly humbled and grateful for this opportunity to address you this evening. It is an honor and a privilege that I take very seriously. 
And consistent with that, I am going to talk to you tonight about getting serious.  I am going to talk to you tonight about getting serious about health, and environmental issues, economic development and affordable housing for our constituents, programming for our youth, educational opportunities and the continued importance of this caucus, since one progressive publication in this town suggested that we are no longer necessary. 

And I am going talk to you tonight about less talk and more action. 
Less talk. More Action. Please say it with me. 
Now. Let me start with health care. 
Specifically, I am speaking about the public health of the citizens of the City of New Haven and more directly about those in the portions of this city that are majority persons of color. Our City is home to some of the finest health institutions in the world. Yet our communities continue to be ravaged by the effects of poor access to treatment. A large portion of this has to do with the rising cost of health care. You may have seen the article in the register the weekend of March 26, 2006 where a young lady who lost her health insurance because she had to take a internship for her academic program is putting off getting a hole in her tooth fixed, and a gall bladder procedure  because she can’t afford them. She is also using her father’s prescriptions because she can’t afford her own. 
Her story is representative of so many here in New Haven. Some of our friends, our families, our constituents, and their children are suffering similar dire consequences and it’s time for us to get serious about taking their case to the state and the federal levels to get health care for all who need it. 
It’s time for us to demand that the insurance companies, the hospitals, and the public sector, join together to come up with programs that provide basic health care for everyone. People who live in our communities that have major health care institutions in them should not be suffering from lack of access to health care. It is time to tackle the staggering increases of asthma and diabetes. It is time to get serious about the issue of substance abuse and addiction in our community. 
 In recent days the register reported a homicide story in West Haven where it appears that the healthcare system failed once again to provide a safety net of services to an individual either because the community was not effectively providing a service and or the healthcare provider did not have the services as part of the coverage.  
Either way, substance abuse and addiction presents a community, family, and individual challenge to our city and our citizens who reside in our poorest neighborhoods.  It is time to challenge the substance abuse service providing agencies and the healthcare providers to establish a coalition that will ensure that there is immediate and central access to services, appropriate healthcare coverage that includes moving those individuals who have been assessed appropriately into long term care, and the establishment of a permanent and effective safety-net of services to be provided to those who are released back into their neighborhoods for recovery. 
In addition, The Black and Hispanic Caucus supports the work of the City of New Haven Substance Abuse Commission that was established by executive order and will work diligently on an ordinance amendment to make this an official city commission in the up coming term.

The caucus will also call on this Board and the state delegation to advocate for improved health care, better policies on emissions, and healthier lifestyles for our citizens. I am going to challenge us to commit to a “healthier new haven initiative”. We must lead by example. So I am calling on us to take the appropriate steps to do the following:
1) support passing legislation to create a universal health care system in Connecticut. If Massachusetts can do it then so can we.
2) Pass legislation that creates tax exemptions for solar panels and other renewable energy systems. 
3) Direct city departments where appropriate to replace vehicles with hybrids or use alternative fuel sources that produce less hazardous emissions. 
4) Promote public transportation and car pooling by our workforce and in our city by negotiating incentives into union contracts and development deals.  These incentives should reward people for using public transportation by offering reduced rates at city owned garages for car pool vehicles and by legislating exemptions from building permit fees costs associated with solar panels and other renewable energy systems.  
This Healthier New Haven Initiative can also include close collaboration with other groups such as the league of conservation voters and the environmental justice network on other ideas that will lead to a better and brighter future for all of New Haven. As New Haven prospers we want all of our children to be able to enjoy it. 
Now, let’s talk about Economic Development. Our Mayor was a former Economic Development Director of this City. And you can see from the changes during his tenure that we have seen some successes in this town. Where there once was nothing now stands IKEA. Where there once were vacant store fronts downtown we now have Ann Taylor, Bentara. We also have Bottega and half million dollar condominiums.
We applaud the city for those successful efforts. Unfortunately, none of these businesses serve the basic needs of the average New Haven citizen nor do they appeal to the average African American or Latino. Some of our children believe that they can’t attend the Criterion Theater unless they are formally dressed. That is the message sent by the type of development we have downtown.   
As bad as that is, it is even worse in the neighborhoods. There, we haven’t seen the same type of resurgence. In the neighborhoods, we are losing Winchester.
 In the neighborhoods, we are constantly concerned about losing businesses like Simkins either to other towns or worse of all, to closings.
 Development in our communities no longer, only, can be new school buildings, new parking lots, new pocket parks and new facades. It is time for us to get serious about starting real development happening in the neighborhoods. We do not want to create a city where all the new activity happens on long wharf and downtown and no new economic activity is occurring in the neighborhoods. 
For years we have brought this issue to the table and for years we have heard talk that something was going to happen. Well. I drive around this city often as part of my job, and I am sorry to say that it has not happened. I am sorry to say that on our watch, to date,  the neighborhoods that have space for commercial activity, especially, those commercial corridors in the communities of color, continue to suffer, while we continue to approve projects for downtown and long wharf and continue to talk about  making downtown larger. 
While we can support that in concept we can not and should not support that without a connection to simultaneous economic development in the neighborhoods. Not just economic development where we bring in some national developer or international chain, but development that will build wealth for our citizens in this community. And to move in that direction, I am proposing that this body pass a resolution urging the state to declare Connecticut’s five largest urban centers special zones for manufacturing to increase jobs. These special zones will be eligible for tax incentives towards equipment purchase and construction financing. These new zones will allow for new job and training opportunities for our citizens and will be located in the neighborhoods of the urban areas. 
And since I mentioned taxes. Let me stay on that subject for one moment. Specifically, I want to talk about taxes as it relates to housing in this city. 
Let me make it plain and simple. We must do everything we can to reduce the tax burden on our citizens. 
At the rate we are raising taxes and the property values are rising we risk having to call long distance to speak to the people we have grown accustomed to calling our neighbors. Our citizens and our seniors are going to move to another town because they can no longer afford to live here. 
We must not abandon our senior citizens. Their right to a secure quality life is fundamental.  Seniors are living longer, independently, and therefore require maximum homebound services.. Senior Centers must remain accessible for those who can leave their homes and enjoy the services the centers offer which include daily meals through the elderly nutrition program.

We commend the Mayor for making the property tax issue a major proponent of his statewide efforts. He should be applauded for that. In the interim however we can not forget those who live in our town and who are being forced out by costs that we control. Remember it is the Mayor who proposes that mill rate and this board that approves it. 
That said the direction that the mill rate in this town is going is dangerously close to the point of diminishing returns. We have heard the horror stories, so I do not have to relate them to you, but let it suffice to say we should not be paying large money to foreclosure lawyers and marshals as a result of policies that we pass. We should be passing policies that support our homeowners who stayed here when others would not, not policies that force them to move out of town or lose their homes. 
It is time to be bold and creative in our consideration of new revenue producing strategies.  Tax relief is essential so as to allow them to remain in the homes they have occupied for many years. We must work diligently to raise the burden of property taxes off the backs of the middle class and those who work two to three jobs just to keep from financially drowning.  Our approach must fairly and equitably distribute the responsibility to all who come into our city and use our services.  The Black and Hispanic Caucus will be supporting a resolution that will send a message to our state delegation that they need to support and promote legislation to institute a 1% commuter tax and give Connecticut’s most distressed cities permission to raise the sales tax by a ½ percent.  We cannot continue to rely on an unfair property tax system that is creating an economic Katrina in our city.
 
That is why the caucus will support efforts of our Board’s Affordable Housing Committee which will present to us during this term, legislation that will include best practices on housing including: mandating that affordable units be apart of subsidized developments, proposing new Inclusionary zoning ordinances and supporting credits toward building permit fees for developments that include affordable units. 
The homeownership rates in this city over the last decade have gone in the wrong direction. It is time for us to get serious about turning that tide around. The homeownership rate in New Haven was 29.6% in 2000 while in 1990 it was 31.6%   we are going in the wrong direction. When that is considered with the national statistics which show that for non-Hispanic whites homeownership is at 76% while it is in the 50% range for African Americans and Hispanics and has gone down in the last two years for African Americans. It is clear that we have work to do.
 But while we do that work. Let’s make sure that for those we assist they can keep their homes. Let’s make sure that they do not confront the problems, where, because of an unexpected costly repair they lose their homes. 
We want homeowners, but let’s make sure that we do not continue to use our city programs to put people into homes, just so that we can say we helped someone become a homeowner, and not provide assistance for them to get resources to fix the home if something goes wrong.
Let’s now talk about our children. 
We all love our children. We talk about them being our future all the time. Now its time to act so that they can succeed. We commend the Mayor for proposing a youth initiative. And we want it to start as soon as possible. Our children have less and less to do. They deserve more and we need to provide it.  Its time for less talk about our youth and more action for them.  Every year we are struggling to provide summer jobs for our young people. We must make a commitment to find a way to provide work for every young person that wants to work. 

? What will it take to unleash the potential of the children?
Not just summer jobs but year around jobs. Jobs that have a training component that can be used as a basis for a profession or  a career path. Jobs like the fire cadets. Our young people are the future workforce. They need every advantage they can get. We must prevail upon companies doing business in our city to hire young people from our city and their neighborhood first. It will be good for the business and great for the neighborhood. You may have seen the op ed piece last month in the Register attributed to our community services administrator and our superintendent of schools. We commend them for their efforts to date and urge them to prevail upon our business community to do even more.  For those who are too young to work we also need effective recreational programming. 
Considering that according to the Yale Chapter of the Roosevelt Institute we have 103 programs in New Haven for young people and so many of young peoples’ need are still unmet we are calling on the City to take the appropriate steps to create a program similar to the Door program in New York.  
We need a program similar to this in New Haven, where comprehensive services are available to our young people. 
The existing Q-House location or the Armory on Goffe Street would be great places to consider a program such as this. 
Our Caucus will be meeting with officials from the DOOR to engage in discussions about creating a similar program in New Haven.

Speaking of the Q-House, we can not allow what has happened to the Q-House and to Latino Youth Development to happen to any other youth program in this city.  

The Boys and Girls Club, Farnam Neighborhood House, The YWCA, CASA Otonal, Project Apoyo and other programs around this town must be supported by this Board and the administration of this City.  We can no longer play politics with the lives of our youth. Their continued existence is crucial to the development of our young people. In that same vain our schools must remain open and available to our children. When we approved the building and renovation of these schools we were told that they would be community schools. It’s now time for less talk about that and more action to make it true.  If we are going to raise taxes lets make sure that our citizens get the services that they thought they were paying for. 
Because as Audre Lorde said “WE MUST BE THE CHANGE WE WISH TO SEE IN THE WORLD .”
And finally, let’s talk about the issue at the source of so many of the problems facing some of the younger residents of New Haven: the achievement gap in our public schools.

What is the achievement gap?  National studies define it as the persistent, pervasive and significant disparity on standardized achievement tests between low-income and minority children and their white, middle-class peers. 

I would define it more simply one of the most critical chapters in our struggle for equal rights. 

At the root of so many of the problems facing our children today – be it unemployment, healthcare, the criminal justice system – lies an education system that has not equipped them with the basic tools they need to succeed in life.   

We hear a lot of complaints from state officials about the burden of administering standardized tests. Right now the state of Connecticut is suing the federal government to avoid expanding our state assessment tests to additional grades.

Go through the results of these tests and you don’t have to imagine why there is so much resistance: 
When you are exposing a public issue of this magnitude you are bound to make some folks pretty uncomfortable. 

Let me be clear: Every state in our country has an achievement gap. Connecticut does not have a monopoly on educational inequality. But Connecticut is by far the worst offender. 

Take the U.S. Department of Education’s National Assessment of Educational Progress, often referred to as “the nation’s report card.”  The most recent report on the performance of public schools across all fifty states found that Connecticut’s achievement gap at all levels, in all subjects, for all disadvantaged groups, is the widest, most persistent and most far-reaching in the country. 

On the Fourth-grade Math test, Connecticut’s African American students were found to be three grade levels behind White students. 

That’s a tragedy. 

By the Eighth-grade, this federal report found that the gap in math scores in our public schools had increased to four and a half grade levels – meaning that the average African American 8th grader in Connecticut has the Math skills of a White child half way through the 3rd grade. 

That’s a crime. 

In fact, there is not a single measure on these national tests where our African American, Latino and low-income children score above average compared to similar students in other states. To cite just one example, the 8th Grade Math scores for our Latino students are the second lowest in the country. That means that by the time they reach the 8th grade Connecticut’s Latinos are one and a half years behind Latinos in states like Texas, Florida, California and New York.
We know that the young people who are struggling in school are more likely to turn to crime. It is no wonder then that Connecticut also has the second-highest youth incarceration rate for Latinos in the country and the third highest rate for African Americans. Or that last year, for the first time, Connecticut spent more money on prisons than its higher education system? And after these young people are released from incarceration to which city are they sent, ours, and to which communities do they come to, the one’s represented by the members of this body and especially the members of this caucus. Because of this other towns like Milford feel that if they have a public disturbance at their mall the way to handle it is to call Connecticut Transit for extra buses, put young people on those buses  and drop them off in New Haven on the town green.
We know that young people who are struggling in school are less likely to find a job and contribute to our state’s economy.  Is it any wonder then that over the past decade Connecticut has ranked 43rd out of 50 states in terms of job growth?

So, that’s a brief portrait of the achievement gap and its consequences for our state. What about here in New Haven?

Let’s start with the good news. Our city’s leadership deserves credit for making progress on some fronts—New Haven does stand out statewide for its school construction program. We don’t have the funding shortfalls that cities like Bridgeport endure. And we have made some progress in our school choice program, which provides parents with more public schools to choose from than any other district in the state.

Unfortunately, far too often the students in these brand new classrooms are not learning any more then they were in the old classrooms. And while we are spending more money on our schools, sadly the results are the same. Finally, while we have expanded the number of public schools from which parents may choose, the low performance of so many of our schools means that in the search for a great school for their children far too many of our parents come up short. 

Given these facts, it perhaps does not come as a surprise that by the time New Haven’s African American, Latino and low-income children reach High School less than one in nine is reading, writing or computing at the goals set by the state. 

Let me be clear: New Haven is not unique in having an achievement gap in its public schools. When you look across Connecticut’s cities you will see the same gaps and the same low-levels of student achievement. 

But we DO have an opportunity to be unique by becoming the first Connecticut city to close these gaps. 

As Geoffrey Canada, the inspiring leader of Harlem Children’s Zone put it, “Either people don’t know about the achievement gap – or they simply don’t care.” Well, now you know. And I have no doubt that you care. So the question is: what are we, as a city, willing to do about it?

As Mr. Canada and other pioneering education reformers have taught us, the first step in closing the achievement gap is clearing away the excuses. 

You will hear that our achievement gap stems from the relatively high achievement of the top academic performers. The data tells a different story: we have a large achievement gap not because our best students score so high but instead because the majority of our students are scoring so low. 

You will hear that we can’t expect our public schools to overcome our city’s poverty, crime, and other social problems by themselves. That you can’t expect our schools to catch kids up who have come to school so far behind. You will also hear That you can’t expect them to make progress with kids whose parents are working two and three jobs and don’t have the time to be actively involved with the schools.

Lord knows it would certainly be easier to close this gap if every family in New Haven was wealthy, if every child came to school on grade level, if every parent was willing and able to spend whatever time was necessary to make sure their child didn’t fall behind. 
But we can’t wait until that day comes and we don’t have to. We have examples in our own backyard that demonstrate beyond a doubt that great public schools can make tremendous gains regardless of their students’ backgrounds or levels of parental participation or any other social or economic excuses. 

?Do you know which city is home to the middle schools that make great gains in student achievement in our state? It’s not Greenwich or Westport or Darien. It’s schools called Hooker, Edgewood and Amistad. It’s our city, New Haven.  And how do we do it. Well, just look at Amistad.  Over the past two years, Amistad Academy, located in Fair Haven on James Street, increased the percentage of students at goal by 22 points in just two years – more than any other school in Connecticut. It has the same demographics as many of our other middle schools. Nine out of ten students are African American or Latino. Eight out of ten qualify for the free and reduced price lunch program. Their kids come into the fifth grade reading and writing on average at a third grade level. Yet they leave in the eighth grade with writing scores that rival their counterparts in Greenwich. 

?How do they do it? Its not rocket science. 

First, every adult in that building believes that every child in every classroom has the ability to achieve at a high level. The principal, the teachers, the staff have all come together with the goal of making dramatic gains in student achievement. 

Second, as a public charter school, the school leaders are given the freedom to make whatever changes they need to realize this goal, whether it is lengthening the school day, increasing instructional time, or rewarding excellent teaching through performance pay. 

Finally, they are held accountable for results both to public authorities through a performance contract with the state and to parents through school choice. If they don’t make these gains in student achievement parents can take their kids elsewhere and the state can revoke their charter. 

It is time we started asking why all of New Haven’s public schools can’t make similar gains in student achievement. 

It is time we started providing “truth in advertising” in our school choice booklets so that parents can make informed choices for their children. 

When you are shopping for a car, you don’t just want to know how it looks in the showroom. You want to know about the facts: How many miles per gallon does it get? What is the horsepower?  Does it have a good reliability rating? And that’s just a car. School choice is about our children’s future and parents deserve to have the facts in front of them when they are making that choice.

It is time we start making more resources available to parents in our most needy schools. Right now only a fraction of the children eligible for free tutoring under No Child Left Behind is receiving their share of the federal aid that comes into the district. 
We can and must do better. 

And it is time that we start talking about how we bring this proven mix of higher standards, greater freedom to innovate and greater accountability for results to every public school in our city so that every child in our city has an equal opportunity to attend a great New Haven public school.

We do not tolerate inequality in our laws or political institutions. We should not tolerate inequality in our schools, either. The achievement gap can be shrunk, and the first step is believing that in the right environment, with the right mix of expectations and incentives, every child can succeed. 

We will be carrying this discussion out into our neighborhoods in the coming months, and I ask that you’d support us.  
If New Haven is going to realize its potential as a true leader among Connecticut’s cities, we’re going to have to learn from the pioneers who have shown so clearly that all children can succeed,  we’re going to have to come together in strength to shake up the educational status quo, and we’re going to have to build support behind reforms that refocus our public school system on educating every child and hold everyone – teachers, principals, public officials and administrators – accountable for getting the job done.

The challenge for all of us is to take this message into our neighborhoods, and to turn it into an unshakeable will to do better and to not stop until every child in every one New Haven’s public schools is getting the education they deserve. 
In closing, let me say this to those that might believe that there is no need for our caucus anymore. 
Take a walk through the neighborhoods that we represent. 
Then take a walk through the neighborhoods whose representatives are not members of this caucus. 
What you will see will be a glaring contrast. 
When that glaring contrast disappears so will the need for this caucus. 

To recap Please remember 

On environmental issues and public health and economic development.
Less Talk. More Action.

On affordable housing and protecting our seniors and homeowners. 

Less Talk. More Action. 
On initiatives for youth and education and the achievement gap. Less Talk. More Action
Martin Luther King  said that “ The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy”. We will be measured by where we stand now . Let’s be measured by Less Talk and More Action.

Thank you. God Bless. Good Night.
Endnotes


 For the complete National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) results, visit: http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/
For analysis of the NAEP results, see Education Trust, Achievement Gap Summary Tables, www.edutrust.org.

2 According to the results from the 2005 NAEP, the average scale score for 8th grade Latinos in Connecticut was 254, 1.1 grade levels behind the average Latino score in Florida and 1.7 grade levels behind the average Latino score in Texas. 

3 According to the results of the 2005 National Assessment of Educational Progress, Latino 8th grade students had an average scale score of 254 on the Math test, the second lowest score in the nation. The average Latino in Texas scored 1.7 grade levels higher. 

4 Sickmund, Melissa. Juveniles in Corrections, Juvenile Offenders and Victims, National Report Series, Office of Justice Programs, June 2004. 

5 FY2004-05 Budget, Governor M. Jodi Rell, Connecticut. 

6 Wagner, Natalie. OLR Research Report, Connecticut Job Growth Rankings (1990-2005), 2006-R-0179, March 3, 2006. http://www.cga.ct.gov/2006/rpt/2006-R-0179.htm
7 2005 10th grade CAPT results, average percentage of students at goal on reading, writing, math and science tests. www.captreports.com
8 On the 2004 CMT, 87% of Amistad 8th graders scored within Goal range and 49% scored Advanced on the writing test, compared to 78% of Greenwich 8th graders scoring within Goal range and 35% scoring Advanced. 
9 According to Patricia Avallone, the New Haven point of contact for the Supplemental Education Service provisions of NCLB, approximately 400 of the 3,800 students eligible for the program are currently enrolled.
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