[image: image1.png]organizes



Coalition
for Social Justice
Make A Difference!
Please Support CSJ’s Grassroots Organizing for Economic, Racial and Environmental Justice!
Despite national developments, 2017 has been an exciting year for grassroots organizing in Massachusetts.  Working together with other organizations, we helped win some important victories.  

Massachusetts is on the verge of passing significant criminal justice reform, making major steps forward toward addressing the problem of racially discriminatory mass incarceration.  CSJ has been at the center of the grassroots movement that made this victory possible. We worked alongside many other organizations around the country to defeat Republican efforts to dismantle Obamacare and to slash the Medicaid program.  We helped to beat back attacks by Gov. Baker on the welfare safety net.  And we took big steps forward toward the passage of Paid Family Leave, the Fair Share Tax Amendment, and the $15/hour minimum wage in Mass.   

Criminal Justice Reform

As of this printing, the Mass. House and Senate have both passed legislation to reform the criminal justice system.  While the House and Senate still have to reconcile their different versions, what both sides have already agreed to represents a significant advance.  This will help to reduce mass incarceration, decrease recidivism, and make the system fairer. Specifically, we will see significant steps forward in several priority areas: 


a. Ending mandatory minimums for drug related offenses:  While mandatory minimums were newly incorporated to deal with fentenal, carfentenal, and heroin,  both houses repealed some mandatory minimums for offenses that too often target people who are addicted to substances (cocaine, methamphetamines, and prescriptions drugs), rather than the big dealers.

b. Raising the felony threshold:  We are looking good to raise the dollar amount that triggers a felony from a ridiculous low of $250 that was implemented in 1987!  The House raised it to $1,000 and the Senate to $1,500.  By raising the threshold, fewer low-level offenders will have felonies on their record that can prevent people from getting jobs and housing.  
c. Reforming Criminal Records (CORI):  In both houses we were able to lower the sealing of records time for felonies from 10 years to 7 years and for misdemeanors from 5 years down to 3 years.  Based on evidence-backed studies, not only were the longer waiting periods a barrier toward getting employment and housing, they contributed to a higher recidivism rate.    

d. Reducing Fines and Fees:  We made some progress to allow judges to use their discretion to lower fines and fees for those people who could not afford hem, and often had to go to jail to serve “fine time” at a rate of $30/day.  Now, if people do have to go to jail, that rate has been raised to $90/day, meaning they will spend less time paying off their debt.

e. Allowing In-person Visitation: Both houses passed a similar bill that would prohibit any jail or prison from eliminating in-person visits.  This practice, instituted by Bristol County’s very own Sheriff Hodgson, won sharp condemnation from legislators and advocates who worried about the adverse mental health effects on inmates of not being able to see their loved ones.

There is no doubt that over 2/1/2 years of advocacy by a vibrant state-wide grass roots movement really had an impact on legislators!  CSJ is one of a handful of organizations who helped share the work as active members of the Jobs Not Jails Steering Committee.  We organized speakers who were directly affected by the issue.  We repeatedly organized busloads of people to attend the State House for rallies, lobby days and public hearings, organizing many residents of halfway houses as well as many of our volunteers who were moved by the issue.  We also organized volunteers to contact voters to call their legislators, making sure that our elected officials heard from their constituents.  These wins clearly demonstrate the effectiveness of all of our grassroots organizing!
Stopping the Attack on Health Care


After the November, 2016 national election, CSJ actively participated in the unprecedented and exciting upsurge of protest that greeted initial attempts to implement the Trump agenda.  This involved taking up issues such as immigration and health care.  
The defeat of the attacks on health care was a huge victory.  One critical factor in this victory was a powerful grassroots campaign to defend health care.  CSJ was an active participant in one such campaign, Health Care Defenders.  Every week, volunteers and staff from CSJ and other organizations made calls into Maine and other states, connecting with voters who were angry about the Obamacare repeal and getting them to call their Senators.  In Maine, Senator Susan Collins received thousands of calls from constituents, helping to persuade her to cast decisive votes against Obamacare repeal.  Altogether, CSJ reached out to over 2000 voters, and we got 405 people to call their Senator!

Protecting the Welfare Safety Net  
For the second year in a row, Governor Baker’s proposed budget included the elimination of welfare eligibility for thousands of needy families.  The Governor proposed to cut off families’ TAFDC (welfare) benefits where a disabled parent or child is receiving SSI.  Partly because of the outcry against elimination of benefits for 6,900 very needy families, the legislature rejected the proposal.  CSJ also helped to promote legislation to lift the family cap, which denies welfare benefits to children conceived while or soon after the family received assistance.  Based on this, 9,500 desperately poor families have their grants reduced by about $100 a child, causing severe hardship for the entire family, even though the family cap has not reduced births.  Partly because of CSJ’s efforts, Lift the Cap legislation was voted favorably out of Committee earlier this year.   
Addressing the Crisis of Economic Inequality

Under the umbrella of Raise Up Massachusetts, CSJ has been a leader of three statewide campaigns to address the crisis of economic inequality in Massachusetts.  

1. Paid Family and Medical Leave.  This legislation will establish paid leave and job protection for workers to recover from a serious illness or injury, to care for a seriously ill or injured family member, or to care for a newborn, newly adopted, or new foster child. 

2. Fair Share Tax on Millionaires.  People with incomes over $1 million would pay an additional 4% in their income taxes, with the new tax revenues dedicated to education and transportation.  This would raise much-needed funds in a fair way to address critical needs in our public schools, public colleges, mass transit and roads and bridges.

3. Fight for 15.  This legislation would build on the Raise-Up Massachusetts (RUM) campaign that increased the Mass. minimum wage to $11/hour.  It would establish a $15 minimum wage for workers in Massachusetts, to be phased in over 4 years, and increase the sub-minimum wage for tipped workers, currently at $3.75/hr. to 60% of the regular minimum wage. 
Raise Up was successful in getting 70% of legislators to support the Fair Share Amendment in a Constitutional Convention held earlier this year.  A similar vote was held in 2016.  Now the Amendment has been qualified for the 2018 ballot.   

Meanwhile, CSJ and Raise Up have been working hard to advance our two other priorities – Paid Family and Medical Leave and the $15 minimum wage.  Up to now, we have pursued a legislative strategy, seeking to get the Mass. legislature to pass these laws.  We have built considerable support in the legislature.  On Paid Family Medical Leave, we got 121 legislators to co-sponsor the bill – over 60% of the entire legislature.  In 2016, we got the State Senate to pass Paid Family and Medical Leave Legislation.  And on the $15 minimum wage, we got 92 legislators to co-sponsor the bill, reflecting a recognition among state lawmakers that the increase to $11 was a good first step but that much more was needed.


However, despite this considerable support, the legislature has not yet adopted our legislation on either of these items.  For this reason, we chose to circulate petitions this past fall to qualify these questions for the 2018 ballot.   Working together with over one hundred organizations and thousands of volunteers, RUM collected over 274,027 signatures on the two ballot questions.  This should be far more than the minimum legal requirements.   Community organizations like CSJ, faith-based organizations and labor unions worked hard for 10 long weeks to get these signatures, and it paid off.  

Now, the focus will shift once again to the legislature.  The legislature, which has already shown a lot of interest in this legislation, will now have an incentive to pass a bill of their own. We will work hard to encourage them to do this.  If laws are passed that incorporate the key elements of our legislation, then we will not need to go to the ballot.  But if one or both of these laws are not passed, then we will be prepared to finish the signature gathering process and pass them on the ballot in 2018.  

We were very proud of CSJ’s contribution to the signature gathering effort.  Altogether, CSJ collected 33,303 signatures.  We collected the most of any community-based organization, and were one of three organizations that collected over 30,000.   Building on involvement of existing volunteers and the involvement of new volunteers, we were able to involve over 60 people in gathering signatures at festivals, supermarkets, youth soccer, school open houses and many other venues.
Please Contribute

CSJ is doing great work, taking action on compelling issues that address central issues of economic and racial inequality.  We are making a difference, as can be seen from the information provided above.  We ask you to support these efforts financially.  You can provide general support to help maintain and expand our ongoing program of grassroots organizing.  Or you can make a contribution to the Coalition for Social Justice 2017-2018 Ballot Committee to help fund our advocacy for ballot questions for Paid Family & Medical Leave, the Fair Share Tax Amendment and the $15 Minimum Wage.  
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