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I'm not someone who believes that poverty can ever truly be ended — I'm one of those "the poor will 
always be with you" types — but I do believe that the ranks of the poor can and must be shrunk and that 
the effects of poverty can and must be ameliorated. 

And there is one area above all others where we should feel a moral obligation to reduce poverty as much 
as possible and to soften its bite: poverty among children. 

People may disagree about the choices parents make — including premarital sex and out-of-wedlock 
births. People may disagree about access to methods of family planning — including contraception and 
abortion. People may disagree about the size and role of government — including the role of safety-net 
programs. 

But surely we can all agree that no child, once born, should suffer through poverty. Surely we can all agree 
that working to end child poverty — or at least severely reduce it — is a moral obligation of a civilized 
society. 

And yet, 14.7 million children in this country are poor, and 6.5 million of them are extremely poor (living 
below half the poverty line). 

Today, the Children's Defense Fund is releasing a report entitled "Ending Child Poverty Now" that calls 
this country's rate of child poverty "a moral disgrace." 

As the report points out: 

"America's poor children did not ask to be born; did not choose their parents, country, state, 
neighborhood, race, color, or faith. In fact if they had been born in 33 other Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries they would be less likely to be poor. Among these 35 
countries, America ranks 34th in relative child poverty — ahead only of Romania, whose economy is 99 
percent smaller than ours." 

It points out many of the corrosive cruelties of childhood poverty: worse health and educational 
outcomes, impaired cognitive development and the effects of "toxic stress" on brain functions. It also 
points out the "intergenerational transmission" properties of poverty: 

"In one study, people who experienced poverty at any point during childhood were more than three times 
as likely to be poor at age 30 as those who were never poor as children. The longer a child was poor, the 
greater the risk of adult poverty." 

But the report is more than just an excoriation of the hollowness of our professed American values and 
our ethical quandary. It also serves as an economic manifesto, making the point that allowing child poverty 
to remain at these unconscionable levels costs "far more than eliminating it would," calculating that an 
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immediate 60 percent reduction in child poverty would cost $77.2 billion a year, or just 2 percent of our 
national budget. 

For context, the report puts it this way: 

"Every year we keep 14.7 million children in poverty costs our nation $500 billion — six times more than 
the $77 billion investment we propose to reduce child poverty by 60 percent." 

The report cites the M.I.T. Nobel laureate economist and 2014 Presidential Medal of Freedom recipient 
Dr. Robert Solow, who wrote in his foreword to a 1994 C.D.F. report, "Wasting America's Future": "As an 
economist I believe that good things are worth paying for; and that even if curing children's poverty were 
expensive, it would be hard to think of a better use in the world for money." 

To pay for the effort, the report calls for some of the same things the president called for in his State of 
the Union speech last week, like closing tax loopholes and eliminating tax breaks for the wealthy. But it 
also called for a reduction in the military budget. This is an echo, in a way, of the concerns Martin Luther 
King had about military spending sapping money from efforts to help the poor, which he laid out in his 
not-nearly-cited-enough 1967 anti-Vietnam speech at the Riverside Church: 

"I knew that America would never invest the necessary funds or energies in rehabilitation of its poor so 
long as adventures like Vietnam continued to draw men and skills and money like some demonic 
destructive suction tube. So I was increasingly compelled to see the war as an enemy of the poor and to 
attack it as such." 

What would we get for our $77 billion, anyway? Things like the creation of subsidized jobs, an increase in 
the earned income tax credit, a raise of the minimum wage, an expansion of child care subsidies and 
housing subsidies, and an increase in SNAP benefits. 

The report holds up Britain, which took some of the same steps as a case study of how such an approach 
can work because they "managed to reduce child poverty by more than half over 10 years, and reductions 
persisted during the Great Recession." 

We can do this too, if we just stop seeing helping these children as an us-versus-them struggle between 
makers and takers, if we stop getting so hung up on prudishness about sex and traditional views of what 
constitutes a family, if we stem our impulse to punish children for their mothers giving birth before 
marriage. 

By the way, Britain's out-of-wedlock birthrate is even higher than ours. 
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