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Introduction

1. The prophetic mandate to "make justice your
aim" (Isaiah 1:17) challenges us to a constant
review of our circumstances, an ongoing reading
of the signs of the times, to determine whether
justice is indeed our aim. In an attempt to conduct
such a review, we have entered into 2 process of
listening to the people of Alabama. We consulted
with many civic, business, political, and religious
jeaders.! The most compelling witness, however,
came from the poor. Through days of statewide
hearings, the fear, the anxiety, the frustration, the
despair of Alabama’s poor were evident. Having
heard in the cries of the poor the call of Jesus
Christ, we are prompted to respond with a
message of understanding and hope.

2. Ours is a beautiful state populated by a
talented and energetic people whose culture values
hospitality. Matching the geographic diversity of
a land that encompasses the gulf coast in the south
and mountains in the north, Alabamians are
characterized by a cultural diversity that includes
native American, European, African, Asian, and
Latin American roots. Alabama is rich in natural
resources: forests, mineral deposits, petroleum,
arable land, and seafood. For many of us,
Alabama is truly "a land where you can eat bread
without stint and where you will lack nothing"
(Deuteronomy 8:9).

3. On the other hand, there are many
Alabamians who do lack something. Our
unemployment rate is consistently higher than the
national average. Many of our citizens are
discriminated against because of their race. Many

cannot get a good education, adequate health care,
essential transportation, or good care for their
children while they work. All of us are burdened
with an unfair tax system. These conditions are
symptoms of injustice to which we direct our
attention.

4. Jesus told us that we will ultimately be
judged by whether or not we have reached out to
the least of our brothers and sisters (Matthew 25).
Throughout history the Church has sought to
embrace the cause of such brothers and sisters,
following the command of Jesus:"When you hold
a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame,
the blind" (Luke 14:13).

I worked 7:00 AM till 3:00-
5:00 PM for two elderly white
women. 1 got $112 a week,
no extra. They hurt my
feelings all the time, but 1
stayed becanse I thought they
needed help. Then I found out they had plenty of money.
Now I work at a restaurant for $105 a week. - Mary

s. In 1986, the National Conference of
Catholic Bishops of the United States issued a
pastoral letter entitled Economic Justice for All?
The purpose of that letter was to examine the U.S.
economy in the light of the principles of Catholic
social teaching. The letter enunciated six basic
principles of economic justice: 1) economic
decisions and institutions must protect the dignity
of the human person; 2) human dignity can be
realized and protected only in community; 3) all

1. The process of listening which was conducted by the Peace and Tustice Commissions of the Archdiocese of Mobile and the
_Diocese of Birmingham was multi-faceted. Between February and May 1989 there were hearings of those adversely affected
by the economy held in Gadsden, Tuscaloosa, Birmingham, Robertsdale, Enterprise, Selma, Mobile, Florence, Atmore,
Huntsville, Montgomery, and Tuskeges. A questionnaire was used to obtain input from parish councils and other parish
jeaders in the Archdiocese of Mobile and the Diocese of Birmingham. A statewide "Survey on Economic Issues” was sent
to a random sample of Catholic households in Alabama in May 1989. Consultation meetings were held with business leaders
in Birmingham in October 1989 and Montgomery and Mobile in February and March 1990. Consultation was also done with
professionals in the fields of education, social work, business, economics, labor, religion, research, industrial relations,

politics, advocacy and medicine.



people have a right to participate in the economic
life of society; 4) all members of society have a
special obligation to the poor and vulnerable; 5)
human rights are the minimum conditions for life
in community; 6) society as a whole, acting
through public and private institutions, has the
moral responsibility to enhance human dignity and
protect human rights.

6. Fundamental to the message of that pastoral
letter is the principle that every individual has the
right to "life, food, clothing, shelter, rest, medical
care, and basic education."® Since these are
precisely the things that the poor lack, "the
fulfillment of the basic needs of the poor is of the
highest priority."* The letter challenges us, when
faced with "a brother or sister [who] has nothing
to wear and has no food for the day," to "give
them the necessities of the body" (James 2:15-16).
It calls on us to review the economy to see how
well the basic needs of the poor are being met.

7. We, the Catholic bishops of Alabama, seek
to respond- to that call by examining the Alabama
economy with particular emphasis on the needs of
poor people. = While we address ourselves
primarily to our brothers and sisters in the
Catholic community of Alabama, we hope that all
Alabamians will find in this letter a positive
message that will encourage them to work together
for the well-being of all our citizens.

Poverty in Alabama

8. Economic Justice for All defines poverty as
"the lack of sufficient material resources required
for a decent life,"* but it goes on to broaden that
definition: "Poverty is not merely the lack of
adequate financial resources. It entails a more
profound kind of deprivation, a denial of full
participation in the economic, social, and political
life of society and an inability to influence
decisions that affect one’s life. It means being
powerless in a way that assaults not only one’s
pocketbook but also one’s fundamental human
dignity. "

9. As in the national pastoral, we will use the
official government definition of poverty in order
to provide a common ground for discussion.” The
1990 poverty line for a family of three is $10,560,
and for a family of four is $12,700.

PERCENT OF POPULATION IN POVERTY
Percentage below poverty line in 1988
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10. Alabama now has a higher percentage of
poor people than forty-six other states.® Nearly
twenty-two percent of Alabama’s population is in
poverty, in other words, about one of every five
persons!

11. Why is there so much poverty in Alabama?
Some would have us believe that the fault lies with
the poor themselves, who are accused of having
large families and of being lazy and/or immoral.
But as we noted in the national pastoral, "70
percent of [Aid to Families with Dependent
Children] AFDC families have only one or two
children and ... people who are poor have the
same strong desire to work that characterizes the
rest of the population, "

12. There is no single factor which is entirely
or even largely responsible for the amount of
poverty that exists in Alabama. Rather, there are
many reasons for the poverty in our state. The
following deserve particular consideration: 1) the
absence of sufficient economic development in the
state to provide good jobs for more Alabamians;
2) a poor educational system; 3) a tax system in
need of fundamental reform; 4) discrimination



against minorities and women in education and
employment; 5) the powerlessness of the poor in
the political arena; 6) welfare dependency; 7) lack
of access to medical care; and 8) negative attitudes
such as lack of esteem for education, contempt for
the poor, and hostility to government.

13. The effects of these factors on people’s
lives are devastating. In 1988 Alabama had the
highest infant mortality rate in the nation.'® There
are Alabamians who are living in cars or under
bridges or in shacks that have no running water or
indoor plumbing. There are Alabamians who go
to bed hungry most nights. There are Alabamians
condemned to joblessness because of an inadequate
education or unavailability of suitable day care
opportunities, or simply the lack of a job that
would support them. Others work hard at jobs
that lack adequate pay. "That so many people are
poor in a nation as rich as ours is a social and
moral scandal that we cannot ignore."!!

How We Deal with Poverty in Alabama

14. "Dealing with poverty is not a luxury to
which our nation can attend when it finds the time

and resources. Rather, it is a moral imperative of .

the highest priority."'?> How are we dealing with
poverty in Alabama?  There are disturbing
indications that Alabama could do a better job of
dealing with poverty.

oor Alabamians, for example, often stand
alon®in time of need. Alabama's Aid to
Dependent Children program (ADC, commonly
referred to as "welfare") provides cash benefits
which are so far below the poverty line that in
1987 the ADC benefit level for a family of three
ranked 51st out of all the states and the District of
Columbia. Maximum ADC and food stamp
benefits would have to be doubled just to reach the
level at which the federal government would
consider a family to be living in poverty. Yet,
when adjusted- for inflation, ADC benefits have
fallen considerably over the last two decades.”
While we acknowledge the recently enacted five
percent increase in ADC benefits, we deplore the

fact that Alabama still has the lowest benefit level
of all the states.

ALABAMA "WELFARE" FACTS 1990
e ADC only for one parent households.

s Maximum ADC benefit for one parent
and two children = $124 a month.

e No children, no ADC.

e Maximum food stamp allowance for a
family of 3 = $260 a month.

u@l‘here are many in Alabama who often go

to bed hungry. The Loaves and Fish feeding
program in Mobile reports that in the last five
years the daily feeding average has gone up from
150 meals per day to 200 meals, and the monthly
average is up from 3500 to 4500. The Firehouse
Shelter in Birmingham served eighty meals a day

~ when it opened in 1984 and averaged 204 meals a

day in 1989.  Yet between January 1983 and
September 1988, participation in the food stamp
program by Alabamians fell by 29 percent. All
of this indicates that many Alabamians are not
having their food needs met.

AID TO DEPENDENT CHILDREN (ADC)
ADC payment for one child in 1989
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17. Homelessness is on the rise in Alabama,
and inadequate housing is common throughout the
state. In Birmingham alone there are 4700 on the
waiting list for public housing. Demand in
Birmingham for shelter rose from 50 requests



monthly in 1988 to 200 in 1989. No new beds are
available, and half of the turnaways are children, '’
A 1989 survey of 850 social service agencies
estimated that there were 17,318 people ages 21
and under who were. homeless in Alabama,
including 2,452 in Jefferson County 1,236 in
Baldwin County, 1,105 in Tuscaloosa County and
1,076 in Mobile County.®  For -all such
Alabamians "homeless poverty is wormwood and
gall" (Lamentations 3:19).

18. The poor in Alabama lack adequate medical
care. Our state does not provide Medicaid
coverage to 2-parent families or to most income-
eligible children under 18 years of age. The
Alabama Medicaid program is very limited in
scope.'” In our hearings held around the state in
the winter and spring of 1989 we repeatedly heard

of medical needs not being met and of medical

problems causing financial ruin and poverty.

I have a back problem
from a fall in 1973,
My busband got
cancer in 1987. We
get only the most
important medicine or
don’t take it as often, only 1 or 2, not 3 times a day. We
cut back on food so we have money for medicine and bills.
Many times we go to bed hungry. - Mellie

Unemployment and Poverty in Alabama

19. "The first line of attack against poverty
must be to build and sustain a healthy economy
that provides employment opportunities at just
wages for all adults who are able to work. "'
How is Alabama doing at this "first line of attack
against poverty"? During the 1980s Alabama’s
annual unemployment rate averaged three

percentage points higher than the national rate. -

Some improvement took place as the decade came
to a close, but at the end of 1989, with a national
unemployment rate of over 5 percent and a state
unemployment rate of over 7 percent, twenty of
Alabama’s sixty-seven counties had double-digit
unemployment.'® = All too many Alabamians are
like the people in the parable of the workers in the

vineyard -who were ‘"standing idle in the
marketplace” not because they did not want to
work but because no one would hire them
(Matthew 20:3,7).

20. There are multiple factors contributing to
Alabama’s unemployment problem.2® Alabama’s
traditional strategy of luring industries with
promises of cheap labor, tax abatements, and other
incentives has not served us well.  While
providing some jobs, such efforts have often
impeded more permanent solutions. Alabama
must develop a policy of reinvesting in education,
local business initiatives, infrastructure, and capital
improvements.

21. Not only does Alabama have a higher
unemployment rate than most other states, but also.
fewer of its unemployed receive insurance
benefits.?! What happens to these workers who do
not get unemployment benefits? Many families
subsist on a much reduced income as one or the
other spouse works at a part-time job with low pay
and no benefits.

I lived in my car through the
winter of '87. It was difficuit
for me to find work, having to
take sponge baths in gas
station rest rooms, and
wearing clothes I had slept in.
Would you hire someone who had no address or telephone,
dirty and unironed clothes, and had not bathed in days or
weeks? - Daniel

22. Catholic social teaching has strongly
defended the right of the individual to productive
employment and the right of society to expect
productive employment from all those who can
work. Corresponding to these rights are the
mutual responsibilities of the individual to
contribute to the common good through productive
work, and of society to ensure that the individual’s
right to work is protected. What we said in
Economic Justice for All applies to Alabama as
well as to the entire nation: "We must make it
possible as a nation for every one who is seeking



a job to find employment within a reasonable
amount of time."?

Education and Poverty in Alabama

23. Good education is basic to the struggle
against poverty and unemployment. This is why
we asserted that "investment in a skilled work
force is a prerequisite both for sustaining economic
growth and achieving greater justice in the United
States."”® More must be done in Alabama to
invest energies and resources in developing a
skilled -work force. Alabama business leaders
assure us that jobs are available in our state for
skilled and well-educated workers.?*

1 work with migrant workers.
They are from a foreign land and
do not speak English. They are
brought in by bus or truck to farm
in Alabama. Transportation is
$200 a head. For $90 they live in
a trailer not fit for an animal. Five year olds pick crops.
There is no doctor for pregnant women. No government
agency will help because they are illegal. We need these
people and bring them here, but they are treated like they do
not belong. 'I'heyaretmatedsobadlybecausethereis
nowhere to go for help. One man was locked up and let out
to work at night, then paid $10 a week. If hurt on the job,
there is no compensation. These are people of strong faith.
- Grace 4

24. There are many illiterate adults in
Alabama.?®> A majority of the adults in most
Alabama counties have not completed high
school.? The economic consequences of poor
education are severe. The 1980 census revealed
that Madison County had both the lowest illiteracy
rate and the second highest family income, while
Greene County had both the highest illiteracy rate
and the lowest family income.”’ In 1988 an
illiterate person in Alabama earned 36 percent less
than a literate person. A person with less than a
high school education earned 16 percent less than
a person with a high school diploma. The
unemployment rate for high school dropouts was
close to double that of high school graduates.?® In

1988 about 62 percent of the heads of Alabama
families receiving public assistance did not have

' high school diplomas, and 85 percent of all:

inmates in Alabama prisons had not completed
high school.?”” The connection between poor
education and poverty is obvious. :

25. The high drop-out rate and the high rate of
illiteracy reflect hopelessness among many young
people. These rates also suggest that there is a
cultural perception that education is not very
important: "Total revenues per pupil in Alabama
were lower than in any other state in 1988,
according to the National Bducation Association.
While the state’s schools were 12th highest in
federal revenues per pupil, and 27th in state
revenues per pupil, they were 48th in local
revenues per pupil and received only ‘one-fourth
the local support per pupil that was average among
the states."®  Significant improvement in
Alabama’s educational system will come only
when there is a consensus about the value of
quality education for everyone and a willingfiess to -
pay for it. '

STATE SUPPORT FOR EDUCATION
Average expenditure per pupil in 1987
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26. There are inequalities of opportunity within
the public school system which can be detected
when comparing urban and rural schools, or
schools in black and white neighborhoods.?! The
attitudes and policies which produce these
inequalities concern us. We especially lament the



fact that private schools and academies are
sometimes used to perpetuate segregation. To
sounter these circumstances, we see a need for
more parental involvement; an increased sense of
community, enlightened political leadershlp, and
tax reform to get needed Tevenue.

The Response to Poverty

7. What is the proper response to poverty, to
the poor who are among us? There are some

things that Alabamians can do individually and
collectively. The Gospel challenges Christians to
do these things as part of their special obligation
"to be mindful of the poor" (Galatians 2:10).

28. All must cooperate in trying to meet the
needs of poor people by understanding the actual
experiences of those who live in poverty.

29. We must do all that we can to help in
meeting basic human needs and overcoming
poverty in our state.

30. We must counter the- negative attitudes
prajected on the poor by so much of our society,
recalling the injunction of Scripture: "He who
~mocks the poor blasphemes his Maker" (Proverbs
17:5). ‘

1 have fifteen years of
construction experience, as
office manager for several
large construction
companies. In November
my husband and I were
both laid off. Nothing opened and we applied for food
stamps. ‘I was considered trainable. They offered me $2 an
hour for nine months clerical training. I don’t need nine
months training. I don’t need a free handout that wastes tax
money. I need a spring board. I need to leamn the
computer, which won’t take nine months. Going to the food

stamp office was very demeaning. I am a strong person.
But all pride was stripped away. - Joan

" 31. We must make our voices heard at work
and in the marketplace, and our actions in the

voting booth must speak more loudly than our
words.” The example of Jesus challenges us "to
speak for those who have no one to speak for
them, to be a defender of the defenseless, who in
biblical terms are the poor."*

32. We must work together in the struggle to
overcome poverty. We can take part in
community efforts to improve impoverished
neighborhoods.  We can form networks of
concerned citizens to alleviate unjust economic and
social conditions. We can work in these and other
ways to change structures that perpetuate mjustrce

33, We must make it known that we support
quality education for everyone. As voting citizens
we must make it-clear to the political leadership
that we want changes made that would enable all
Alabamians to become better educated. We must
express support for realistic and equitable efforts
to increase rtevenues to pay for improved
educatron

34, We must share with the poor followmg the
example of Zacchaeus, whose - generosity - in
sharing his possessions with the poor was
acknowledged by Jesus (Luke 19:1-10). We must
be generous in direct help programs such as
Catholic Charities. -

Changing the Alabama Economy
35. Our study of poverty in Alabama convinces

us that certain changes should take place in our
state’s economy.

1 would love to work, but I
can’t find a job. I was
incarcerated, now nobody will
let me do better. 1 go for help
and they ask a million
questions. If my parents give
me 2 doliar I bave to report it.

If I get help for utilities it is counted as income. [ have two
teenage children who were embarrassed to have their mother

speak. - Rosemary







