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About     us Dear Members  
             & Friends,
Poverty Action’s Policy Agenda is an expression of the values of the 11,000 members of our 

network. In recent years, as we have grown our campaigns and statewide reach, moved deeper 

analysis on the racial impact of legislation, and brought our voter registration work to scale, one 

thing has remained the same: our commitment to the core values of this network is strong and 

non-negotiable.

Since 1996 we have worked to create pathways for resilient lives through a unique mix of 

community organizing and policy work. Our legislative priorities are set by our membership and 

based on the belief that every person deserves the dignity of a fully lived life. In Washington, 

we are making sure that communities have the resources they need to succeed, barriers to 

prosperity are removed, and our government is equitable and accountable to its people.

In 2013 our network reached more people than ever in our fight to end poverty. Our statewide 

Listening Sessions informed this year’s legislative priorities and our Vote for A Change 

Campaign ensured our members’ values and interests were represented at the ballot box. And 

now, Poverty Action is barreling into the 2014 Legislative Session with robust growth and even 

stronger members.

We invite you to review our Policy Agenda and learn about our legislative priorities and the 

analysis behind each of our issue areas. We know that it is not only about fighting for good 

policy, but understanding how racism, classism, sexism, and other root causes of oppression 

can be undone through public policy.

In order to build a state where all people can participate in building the fabric of a socially, 

politically, and economically just society, we must take action. We can’t do this work without you. 

We can help our state lead the nation in reducing poverty and investing in our most important 

resource, people. When we invest in people, we make an investment to secure a future where 

everyone can prosper. Join our movement today and help lead the fight against poverty in 

Washington state.

Sincerely,

Marcy Bowers, Director
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Our Mission:
The Statewide Poverty Action Network builds grassroots power to end 

causes of poverty and create opportunities for everyone to prosper.

Our Vision:
Poverty Action envisions a state where people of all income levels fully

promote and participate in building the fabric of socially, politically,

and economically just communities. 

Criteria for Setting Public Policy Priorities:
  This policy addresses systemic problems that contribute to poverty.

  This policy has broad support from people with low incomes.

  Organizing on this policy helps to build our base as a network.

  This policy has enough political traction to pass within 3-5 years. 

  Poverty Action can play a leading role or have a unique voice on this    

    issue and other organizations are not already leading on this issue.

Poverty Action’s public policy agenda for the 2014 Legislative Session is 

a document of values, and reflects the priorities of our membership and 

board. Through listening sessions, board meetings, membership meetings 

and actions, this agenda reflects the collective values of our nearly 11,000 

members for the coming year. These are issues on which Poverty Action 

plays a lead role. Staff will organize and mobilize our membership to take 

action on these issues through the member summits and events, trainings, 

legislative alerts, rapid response phone conferences, media outreach, and 

through volunteer phone banks during the legislative session.

About     us



Eliminating the Root Causes of Institutional Racism
Everyone should be able to live in a safe community, where they can raise their families 

without fear of harassment or discrimination. Poverty Action is grounded in the understanding 

that racism perpetuates poverty, and that to end poverty we must eliminate racism. People of 

color are more likely to live in poverty than whites, with 24.3% of African Americans, 24.8% 

of Latinos, 24.4% of American Indians and Alaskan Natives, and 10.6% of Asian households 

living below the Federal Poverty Line (FPL) in our state, compared to only 10.1% of white 

households. Moreover, the median income of white households is nearly 50% higher than the 

median income of African American households in our state. Many of the barriers people of 

color face are a direct result of institutional racism, including housing discrimination, benefits 

denied to immigrants, and predatory lending.

Position: 1) Support policies that build an equitable, multicultural community with access and 

power for all. 2) Oppose any legislation that would discriminate or disproportionately impact 

people unfairly based on race or ethnicity. 

Immigrant and Refugee Justice
Washington’s immigrant and refugee communities are a vital part of our state’s culture and 

economy. Immigrants are our neighbors, our family members, and our friends. Yet, they are 

bearing a disproportionate burden as lawmakers struggle with ongoing budget cuts. Many 

services that support immigrants and refugees in our state have been deeply cut during the 

Great Recession and continue to be under threat of elimination.

Position: Restore to 100% the funding for the State Food Assistance program, which helps 

immigrant families purchase food.

    Racial 
Equity and       
 Immigrant 
  Justice
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 Budgeting   
 to Protect 
Washington’s    
 Future

Sufficient Revenue 
Our communities thrive when all people can meet their basic needs and have opportunities 

to prosper. Our state has invested in our shared future by providing health care for kids, 

ensuring support for seniors and disabled adults, and increasing access to education. But 

years of devastating budget cuts have caused thousands to lose vital services that many 

have relied on to make ends meet or help them through hard times. New, progressive sources 

of revenue are needed to maintain important services, create jobs and opportunities, protect 

our most vulnerable, and ensure a secure economic future for our state.  

As the economy recovers, we have an important opportunity to reinvest in the families who 

fared worst in the recession. Now is the time for our state to make smart investments and 

create new, progressive sources of revenue to help people weather the economic recovery 

and make real progress toward a secure economic future.

Position: 1) Create a progressive, steady revenue source that can support a healthy 

economy and meet the needs of our state, such as a capital gains tax. 2) Close corporate tax 

loopholes.

Improving Tax Fairness 

Families with lower incomes should not be expected to shoulder a higher tax burden than 

those who have higher incomes. But because of our state’s tax structure, families with lower 

incomes in Washington pay a larger share of their income toward state and local taxes than in 

any other state.

In 2008, the State Legislature passed the Working Families Tax Rebate into law, but failed 

to fund its implementation. When implemented, this could cut taxes for more than 350,000 

working families in Washington by adding up to ten percent to their federal Earned Income 

Tax Credit refund. The Earned Income Tax Credit is a powerful tool for promoting prosperity 

and significantly reducing poverty.  In 2010 alone, the EITC, along with the Child Tax Credit, 

moved an estimated 6.3 million people out of poverty—4.9 million of which were children. 

The Working Families Tax Rebate would reduce the tax bill for low-wage workers by as 

much as 30 percent, helping to mitigate our state’s regressive tax structure and offering a 

form of economic security to low-income Washingtonians. This would be an immediate local 

investment that will drive additional income into communities across the state as people 

spend to meet their basic needs.

Position: Fund implementation of the Working Families Tax Rebate.



6

  Ensuring 
     Dignity 
  for All 
    People

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)
Our state’s TANF system helps struggling families with children reach economic security 

through employment. TANF provides basic cash assistance for parents and their dependent 

children who have incomes so low they are not able to meet their basic needs. People who 

qualify for TANF, also known as WorkFirst, engage in immediate job search and participate in 

work activities. In this time of economic recovery, TANF is more important than ever in helping 

people meet their basic needs, reach economic stability, and access opportunities to prosper.

Position: 1) Protect and strengthen the TANF grant amount. 2) Oppose mandatory drug 

testing proposals. 3) Eliminate TANF asset test. 4) Improve access to TANF for child-only 

cases. 5) Ensure that the WorkFirst system provides real opportunities for families to 

move out of poverty and see a progression in their wages over time. This can be achieved 

by improving WorkFirst’s career pathways for parents and reforming participation rate 

requirements.

Housing and Essential Needs (HEN) and Aged, Blind,  
and Disabled (ABD)  

(formerly Disability Lifeline and General Assistance):

We all hope that if something unexpected happens, we will have access to support and the 

opportunity for a decent quality of life. HEN, the Housing and the Essential Needs program, 

ensures that people who are temporarily unable to work due to a physical or mental disability 

can meet their basic needs. Recipients are not eligible for federal assistance, so to help 

them meet their basic needs, they receive housing assistance and essential needs, such as 

toothpaste and toilet paper, from the state. 

ABD, the Aged, Blind, and Disabled program, provides $197 in cash assistance to disabled 

adults who are applying for federal Supplemental Security Income (SSI). The ABD grant 

ensures disabled adults who are unable to work have resources to meet their basic needs 

while they are waiting to be approved for federal SSI. Once participants transfer to SSI, the 

state is reimbursed for the funds spent on the ABD grant. 

Position: 1) Preserve funding for HEN. 2) Increase the ABD cash grant amount. 3) Extend 

HEN coverage to ADATSA participants. 
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Adult Dental
Every person in Washington, regardless of a disability or income level, deserves the 

opportunity to be healthy. Lack of affordable dental care affects people’s ability to eat, 

work, and go to school. Dental problems, when left untreated, can lead to serious medical 

conditions like heart disease, diabetes, stroke, and even death.

In 2013, Washington took a huge step and restored cuts made in 2011 to Medicaid’s Adult 

Dental program, as well as expanded this benefit to newly eligible Medicaid recipients. 

However, there are still many adults in Washington going without the care they need.

Position: Expand dental access to disabled, senior immigrants.
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Legal Financial Obligations
People should have the opportunity to reclaim their lives, support their families, and participate 

in their communities after serving their criminal justice sentence. However, legal financial 

obligations (LFOs) prevent many in our community from accessing those opportunities by 

pushing them into a debt trap. LFOs are financial penalties assessed as a part of a criminal 

sentence. Often these fines carry an onerous interest rate of 12% for adults and juveniles who 

have been convicted of a felony or gross misdemeanor. Most people assigned LFOs have 

limited incomes and struggle to find the means to pay these fines. Often labeled as “failing to 

pay,” people are then subject to additional sanctions that can include arrest, re-incarceration, 

driver’s license suspension, and wage garnishment. All of these penalties are primary barriers 

to employment, housing, and other services, which when denied or restricted lead to increased 

rates of recidivism for Washingtonians already living on low incomes.

Position: Pass legislation that will reduce non-restitution LFO debt.

Higher Education While Incarcerated
Higher education, when accessed, provides the promise of a pathway to economic stability. 

However, in Washington state, higher education institutions and non-profit programs are 

banned from utilizing state dollars or public grants in our prison system. Expanding access 

to learning in the penal system will benefit people whose prospects for a smooth reentry into 

society depend on being prepared to enter the workforce, gain financial stability, and join our 

community. In-prison educational opportunities have been shown to help reduce chances 

of incarcerated persons re-offending after their release and increase the chances of access 

living wage jobs when they return to the community. 

Position: Allow higher education in Washington prisons.

  Breaking 
     Down 
  Barriers  
to Reentry
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Predatory Lending
Everyone, regardless of their income, should have fair and reasonable consumer protections 

when they borrow money. Across our state however, payday lenders prey on low and 

moderate-income communities, people of color, and seniors. Payday or installment loan 

products carry high interest rates and fees ranging from 200% to 400% APR and are 

designed with terms borrowers usually cannot meet, forcing them into high-cost, long-term 

debt. In 2009, Washington state passed its first law to rein in payday lenders, offering a 

number of protections for payday loan borrowers. This law has saved Washingtonians $137 

million in fees since it went into effect in 2010. High interest rates and unfair risky loan terms 

threaten the financial security of many people in Washington. Consumers need strong 

protections that safeguard their crucial assets and their ability to meet their basic needs.  

Position: 1) Maintain payday lending protections already put in place. 2) Oppose any new 

lending products that carry high interest rates and threaten to ensnare families in a cycle of debt.

Debt and Debt Collection Practices
Families fall into debt for a variety of reasons, including illness, a medical event, job loss, 

or other life-changing situation. Fringe financial services targeting people in debt have seen 

rapid growth and change over the last five to ten years. In our state there has been a rise in 

debt collectors exploiting struggling Washington families, often leaving them worse off than 

when they started. We need strong regulation of predatory debt collection practices that 

threaten to deprive Washingtonians of their hard earned income.

Position: Enact strong consumer protections to help Washington families avoid or lower 

their debt.

    Fair and 
Reasonable    
 Consumer 
Protections
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Access to Higher Education and Training
Everyone dreams of a better future for themselves and the ones they love—a college degree, 

saving for a home, opening a small business. Arguably, that is what the American Dream 

is all about. Yet many people in our state are barred from that dream. They struggle in low 

wage jobs, unable to afford to go back to school or to save a significant amount of money. 

According to the U.S. Census bureau, in 2010 one in three adults had a high school diploma 

or less, severely limiting their earning potential in the workforce.

Position: 1) Continue to support funding and policies that increase access to higher 

education and training for people with lower incomes. 2) Maintain and expand funding for 

need-based financial aid and opportunity grants which help students with low incomes afford 

tuition, books, career counseling, childcare and transportation. 3) Maintain and expand 

funding the I-BEST program. 4) Improve student completion rates in vocational and technical 

programs by reforming basic education and developmental education programs at community 

colleges. 5) Improve access to high school degree equivalency programs.

      Creating  
Opportunities                      
   to Prosper
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Opportunity Gap 

All students, regardless of race, income, or ethnicity, should have equal access to the 

opportunity to learn. However, studies show that low-income students and students of color 

do not have this equal access, and therefore demonstrate disproportionately lower scores on 

student achievement tests. Closing the opportunity/achievement gap for low-income students 

and students of color is critical to ensuring all students have an equal chance to get a good 

education and access opportunity. 

Position: 1) Provide expanded learning opportunities to address summer learning loss and 

after school problems. 2) Improve the transitional Bilingual Instruction Program by requiring 

ELL certification or endorsement for ELL teachers. 3) Expand dropout prevention and 

intervention programs that provide wraparound services for students at risk of dropping out. 

4) Provide professional development that includes culturally responsive pedagogy.
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