Oregon
children’s
wellare
improves

But budget cuts on
important programs
are erasing benefits

Wire and staff reports

PORTLAND — A national as-
sessment of children’s welfare
released Thursday shows Ore-
gon has improved in almost all
categories between 1996 and
2001, but the state’s poor econ-
omy since then does not bode
well for future results, accord-
ing to the policy director for a
children’s advocacy group
based in Portland.

“We've had three years of bud-
get cuts and flat spending on im-
portant programs. We're wor-
ried,” said Tina Kotek of Children
First for Oregon. “We want to cel-
ebrate we moved up in the na-
tional ranking, but we’re con-
cerned about the state of the
economy for the past three
years.”

In Jackson County, advocates
for children and youth said
anecdotal evidence suggests
that the effects of the economic
downturn have all but erased
positive gains. For instance,
some 66 young people remain on
a list for housing and other ser-
vices with the Transitional Liv-
ing Program run by Community
Works of Medford.

“It’s all breaking down now,”
said the agency'’s executive di-
rector, Arnie Green.

The state continues to have
one of the lowest rates of under-
weight newborns in the nation,
but it also posted one of the na-
tion’s highest rates of children
living in families with parents
who have no full-time, year-
round employment, according to
data from the Kids Count report.

The report was released Thurs-
day by the Baltimore-based An-
nie E. Casey Foundation, which
studies children’s issues. The re-
port is based on government data
and covers information primarily
from 1996 to 2001.

Kotek said multiple factors
keep Oregon having one of the
lowest rates of low birth-weight
babies, but she credited the Ore-
gon Health Plan in particular.

“OHP has been a model for
trying to extend health insur-
ance to the working family. And
that does have a positive out-
come — you'’re getting better
prenatal care and better care
once the baby is born,” she said.

She expects those numbers to
stay good for the immediate fu-
ture.

“It’s positive that the state
hasn’t had to cut coverage for
pregnant women. I think if they
had cut back on those numbers,
we’d see a difference,” Kotek
said.

In other statistics from the
Oregon report:

¢ Infant mortality improved 4
percent from 56 deaths per
1,000 live births in 1996 to 5.4 in
2001.

¢ The child death rate im-
proved 36 percent from 28
deaths per 100,000 children ages
1to 14in 1996 to 18 in 2001. Ore-
gon was ranked ninth in the na-
tion, which averaged 26 deaths
in 1996 and 22 deaths in 2001.

¢ The teen birth rate im-
proved 30 percent, from 30
births per 1,000 females ages 15-
17to21.

¢ The rate of teen deaths by
accident, homicide and suicide
improved 28 percent, from 57
deaths per 100,000 teens ages 15-
19in 1996 to 41 in 2001.

¢ The percent of families with
children headed by a single par-
ent increased 7 percent from 27
percent in 1996 to 29 percent in
2001.

Kids Count: www.kidscount.org
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