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Summary: Overall, the state gets a D+ on a nonprofit's report card of health and well-being, the lowest mark in 12 years

Oregon is losing ground in its effort to meet state-set goals for children's health and well-being, a nonprofit advocacy group concludes today in its annual report card.

Among the reasons for the state's bad marks from Children First for

Oregon: a high rate of uninsured children, a high unemployment rate and a lack of affordable housing and child care for low-income families.

The overall grade dropped from a B- in 2002 and C- last year to a D+ this year. That's the lowest mark since Children First began its annual review 12 years ago. Despite improvement on some measures, the report found "a shocking decline in the overall well-being of Oregon's children."

The report card looks at 22 benchmarks, from child poverty and hunger to drug use, immunization rates and eighth-grade math and reading scores.

"There's this huge disconnect between the numbers and where we want to be," said Tina Kotek, the group's policy director.

The grades are derived from a complex formula based on the trend for the past two years, the trend for the past decade and how close the latest data come to 2005 targets set by the Oregon Progress Board. The formula has not changed since 1992, Kotek said.

The report found some positive trends. More 2-year-olds than ever are up-to-date on their immunizations. Far fewer girls ages 15 to 17 become pregnant than a decade ago. The high school dropout rate declined for the fifth straight year.

But those bright spots were not enough to offset the overall dismal grade.

Oregon's annual report card is part of a national Kids Count project financed by the Annie E. Casey Foundation, a private charity that focuses on needy children and families. Portland General Electric sponsored the report card.

The Oregon Progress Board is an independent state agency, chaired by the governor, that tracks strategic state goals. Every two years it sets targets for 90 measures of progress in education, the economy, the environment, public safety, social service and health.

The Progress Board itself used to give letter grades to assess Oregon's performance against its targets. After getting negative feedback that letter grades were simplistic and potentially misleading, the board switched to a more nuanced evaluation.

"That's the difference between the Progress Board and a report put out by an advocacy group," said Rita Conrad, the board's acting director. Without questioning the integrity of the Children First report card, she said the group's letter grades on some health measures could be misleading.
For example, the overall grade for child health is D-. Yet Oregon has made significant progress on four of the five health measures. It easily meets the 2005 target on teen pregnancy and comes close on prenatal care and immunizations. Its infant mortality rate has slipped during the past two years but remains one of the lowest in the nation.

Only the rate of uninsured children seems significantly off-target -- though the Progress Board did not set a goal specifically for uninsured children.

"There's obviously still a long way to go," said Marian Hammond, a spokeswoman for Gov. Ted Kulongoski, who has called children's issues a priority.

She said the report card's grades do not take into account all contributing factors -- such as budget shortfalls and voters' rejection of a statewide tax increase last year -- that necessitated service cuts.

"Holding steady at a time of decreasing funding is in itself an accomplishment," Hammond said.

"What rea

lly stands out is the poverty rate, because of all its effects," said Wendy Lebow, director of the Multnomah County Commission on Children, Families and Community. "Sometimes, money really is part of the solution."

That's true for the Mortenson family of Southeast Portland. Tom Mortenson is an unemployed auto body shop worker who injured his shoulder in a motorcycle crash last year. His wife, Erica, has not been able to work since she wrenched her neck vertebrae last September. After four surgeries, she said she cannot lift more than 10 pounds, and even routine tasks such as sorting laundry are painful.

Without steady income for the past year, the Mortensons fell behind on their bills and their $1,150 monthly mortgage payment and ruined their credit rating. The lender plans to foreclose on the three-bedroom house Dec. 1.

"In the blink of an eye, everything you've worked for is gone," Erica Mortenson said.

The Mortensons get $471 a month in food stamps. Their two children -- 11-year-old Devin and 5-year-old Dailyn -- are covered by the Oregon Health Plan. But neither parent qualifies for unemployment assistance because they are disabled.

One in four families in Multnomah County has income at or below $35,700

-- the level at which they qualify for food stamps and their children become eligible for the Oregon Health Plan.

The poverty rate among children younger than 18 in Multnomah County has edged up from 17 percent to 18 percent since 2000, Lebow said. But the rate among children younger than age 5 rose more sharply, from 20 percent to 23 percent.

Social service agencies face rising demand for help, at a time when their budgets are shrinking or stuck, Lebow said.

Living in poverty or without health insurance even for a year or two, she said, can have a lasting effect on a child's school performance and success in life.

To see the full report, check the Web site: www.childrenfirstfororegon.org Don Colburn: 503-294-5124; doncolburn@news.oregonian.com. 
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