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State of Justice

u Work on the legislative priorities of interest to the
Virginia faith community is all but complete with
a mixed bag of results.

By Patrick Getlein

PAYDAY LENDING

Since 2002, payday lenders have operated
outside the moral guidelines of the Common-
wealth s usury laws that govern the lending
practices of more ethical lenders. As a result
they have been able to charge up to 391 per-
cent APR interest on two-week loans and trap
their victims into cycles of recurring debt.

For the past year the Virginia Interfaith Center for Public Policy
has led a campaign called Faithful Pledge uniting the Christian,
Jewish and Islamic faith communities in common voice against the
predatory practices of Virginia s payday lenders.

Thousands joined in the ght, yet despite the public s outcry
against the predatory practices of these lenders, the $1.4 billion indus-
try s high-priced lobbyists prevailed for their clients in a bill disguised
as reform. It was a good payday for the industry and their lobbyists,
said Interfaith Center Executive Director Doug Smith.

While the bill does place some limits on the industry  borrowers
can only have one loan at a time through two pay cycles and a data-
base will track borrowers a new fee structure negotiated between
lobbyists and their legislators actually allows fees of up to $118 on a
$500 one-month loan: that s 310 percent APR.

Special interests have once again drowned out the voice of the
citizens, said Smith. We have laws that prevent retailers from
selling snow shovels for $100 in the middle of a snowstorm. But we
continue to let these lenders gouge cash-strapped consumers experi-
encing nancial crisis, he said.
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HEALTH CARE ACCESS

A number of health care priorities survived state budget cuts.
A program to assist expectant mothers with prenatal care called
Family Access to Medical Insurance Security  or the FAMIS Moms
program  covers 400 additional pregnant women each year by ex-
panding the income eligibility requirement. In addition, funding for
a program to provide screenings and tests to over 1,000 uninsured
women ages 18-44 was increased by $300,000 in scal year 2010.

But other important programs did not fare so well. Support for
healthcare safety net programs like health centers and free clinics
was cut by $4.8 million leaving $2.7 million for community health
centers and $2.5 million for free clinics. And a pilot project to allow
small businesses and their low income, uninsured employees to
purchase private health insurance covering basic health care had
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all funding removed from the budget. Named Virginia Share, the
program called for the employer, employee and the state to share in
the cost of healthcare for up to 5,000 currently uninsured workers.

CRIMINAL JUSTICE

The issue of restoration of rights for former felons was a
signi cant civil rights issue on the docket and of interest to the
faith community at this session. A resolution to amend the state
constitution to allow the General Assembly to provide by law the
restoration of civil rights was carried over until 2009.

An attempt to expand the death penalty in Virginia ultimately
failed. Despite the fact that removing Virginia s triggerman rule
would likely cost an additional $20 million per year, the Assembly
continues to assert that more executions rather than fewer may
someday prove to deter crime, though the numbers currently
dispute that. The governor sent a veto down and the Senate of
Virginia provided the necessary votes to uphold that action.

AT-RISK CHILDREN

A major issue of concern to working families and to faith com-
munity advocates concerns the high cost of adequate childcare.
Fortunately, this was a good year for childcare advocates. The
Governor proposed and the General Assembly approved an increase
in subsidies for childcare, an amount suf cient to help at least 2,600
additional children and to reduce the current waiting list by at least
a quarter. In addition, an additional $5 million will expand childcare
arrangements for Head Start children, taking even more pressure off
the system.

THE ENVIRONMENT

A strongly supported bill that took a stab at a comprehensive
energy policy focusing on clean technology and energy ef ciency did
not make it out of the Senate Commerce and Labor Committee. But
an effort to lift a 1982 moratorium on harmful uranium mining was
defeated in the House Rules Committee.

The ups and down of the legislative session are all part of the
work of advocacy, says Executive Director Doug Smith. On the is-
sues where greed overwhelms compassion, it is the most vulnerable
citizens of our Commonwealth who really lose out.
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