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Today I want to briefly comment on Council Resolution 367 in support of HR
2631, the “Religious Freedom Peace Tax.” At this time CSS takes no particular
position on federal expenditures for military purposes but recognizes that some
individuals, due to their religious beliefs, may object to the use of their tax dollars
for warfare. HR 2631 raises the possibility of those taxpayers having the right to
object to such uses and, instead, designate that their tax dollars be used for “life-
affirming” purposes. It is an intriguing proposition and raises hope that, at a
minimum, the introduction of this bill in Congress will stir a public debate over the
spending priorities of the federal government. Clearly, our interest, at CSS, is in
any movement in this nation toward the recognition of human service needs and

the responsibility for collective concern and action.

We were invited to share our thoughts on what the targeting of “life-affirming
needs,” as specified in the language in HR 2631, could mean as it relates to the
social needs of residents of New York City. Clearly we would welcome any
additional resources that would address the needs of the city’s most vulnerable.
And sadly despite some signs of economic recovery, the poor of our city — many
of whom are people of color and new immigrants — continue to suffer conditions
that place them outside the mainstream of opportunity and upward mobility. Our
research on Black male joblessness and disconnected youth suggests the need for a
focused infusion of resources toward expanding job opportunities across
industries, lowering barriers to employment, creating new opportunities for

employment, and improving skills toward meeting the needs of the new,



technology driven economy. At a minimum a threshold for defining “life-affirming
needs” in our city should be directing aid to those most in distress. CSS research
suggests two subgroups in our city that meet that definition are Black men and

young people between the ages of 16 and 24, and the focus must be on work.

Any redirection of funds should be considered carefully because the natural
tendency when monies become available is to address a wide range of problems
that have been lingering. Unfortunately the results of that approach is usually at

the end of the day we are all left a bit bewildered and disappointed that we have
not seen much progress. If HR 2631 becomes law it will be incumbent that
priorities are determined for the expenditure of redirected tax receipts. If not, these
so-called “life-affirming needs” will continue to undermine the overall health of
our city. This is particularly important considering the fact that New York State
consistently does not receive its fair share of federal tax dollars relative to the tax

payments of its residents.

At a very basic level HR 2631 could force a reevaluation of our spending priorities
on the state and local level by shadowing where those federal dollars would be
targeted. Some degree of realignment must take place across all levels of
government to create the necessary push to alleviate conditions affecting the poor
and dispossessed of our city. I would urge the Council to use the introduction of
Resolution 367 as an opportunity to begin a citywide dialogue on our moral

obligation toward those in need and the responsibility of government, at all levels,



to intervene when the private market has proved incapable or disinterested in
addressing those needs. The Community Service Society stands ready to work
with the Council in creating conditions in our city so that all New Yorkers can
share in the promise of opportunity and prosperity that is synonymous with our

city. I appreciate the invitation to share our thoughts with you today. Thank you.



