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What are the intended effects of the Bush Administration’s homeland security efforts and how might these affect young people?  Elements of the USA Freedom Corps may negatively affect community youth programs unless advocates participate now in setting the agenda. My purpose here is to present information and urge that those serving young adults participate in hearings and actions related to these proposals. 

The USA Freedom Corps was first announced publicly in President Bush's 2002 State-of-the-Union Address.  A more recent Executive Order accompanying the President’s address dated January 30, 2002, outlines three major components of this new office:

1.
Creation of a Citizen Corps to engage citizens in homeland security through state and local Citizen Corps Councils. The Corps would be managed by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)

2.
An enhanced AmeriCorps and Senior Corps

3.
A strengthened Peace Corps

In that Order, the president requested more than $560 million in “new” funds for fiscal year 2003 for these programs.  The new USA Freedom Corps office, created by Executive Order, is headed by Director John Bridgeland, who also serves as Executive Assistant to the President.  The budget requested for the USA Freedom Corps staff and its offices is $2.6 million. 

Notwithstanding the effective track record of Americorps, those serving young people and those in the nonprofit sector more generally must pay attention to and participate in discussions around the Americorps and Senior Corps expansions (item 2. above) because of the emphasis on homeland security and possible negative effects of this kind of policy in poor neighborhoods.  The Executive Order calls for an additional 25,000 new Americorps volunteers (a 50 percent increase) and 100,000 new Senior Corps volunteers.  More than $280 million is requested in the President’s budget to support the expansion of Americorps and Senior Corps.

The USA Freedom Corps also creates Citizen Corps (item 1. above), councils of citizens in neighborhoods, coordinated with states and local communities, by FEMA.  Programs of the Citizen Corps will include: 

1.
Volunteers in Police Service (VIPS) program, which would engage civilian volunteers to help local police departments.

2.
Doubling of Neighborhood Watch programs to add a terrorism-prevention component (with the assistance of the US Department of Justice)

3.
A medical reserve corps, a community-based medical reserve corps to recruit and train retired health care professionals and ready them for emergency-preparedness

4.
Operation Terrorist Information and Prevention System (Operation TIPS), a nationwide mechanism for reporting suspicious activities.  This effort would enlist millions of American transportation workers, letter carriers, utility employees and others.  It is not clear what other individuals might be enlisted to further this national effort.

5.
Creation of a Citizens Preparedness Guidebook and Public Service Announcement campaign.

$144 million in matching funds from FEMA will help make up the $230 million requested in the President’s budget for these efforts.  Some, perhaps all, of the above programs are worthy ones. Yet those in the youth employment field must press officials on budget choices and expansion in key government agencies at a time when President Bush’s proposals call for decreases in funding for youth employment programs. 

Youth service leaders, especially those serving people in low-income communities, must educate themselves on the USA Freedom Corps so as to participate in discussions of how and to whom these funds are distributed.  The consequences of the tragedy of September 11th will be felt for years to come by people in all communities of the country.  Many, and perhaps especially young people, will grow up without the sense of safety that many of us have enjoyed for much of our lifetimes.  None of the issues raised here are intended to discount the needs in our neighborhoods for safety. In fact, these suggestions are intended to promote the sense of safety and security that all young people ought to have, regardless of race or class. The administration’s current inclination inviting young people to engage in community service through terrorism prevention will not serve us well over the long term.  Effective programs do not accomplish their work through fear of terrorism or fear of recrimination.  

The policy implications of USA Freedom Corps for youth advocates are these: if the emphasis of the current administration’s expansion is homeland security and public safety, then expansion of volunteer resources through the USA Freedom Corps offer scare tactics to young adults in the poorest communities in the country. There may be opportunities for federal, state and local grants for organizations serving young people in disadvantaged communities because of a solid record of activity through Americorps. Yet, programs that emphasize policing one’s neighbors and testing for chemical safety to root out terrorism in places where drugs and violence may be common occurrences would do little to improve the lives of young people in the country’s poorest neighborhoods.  Youth advocates must be present when these issues are raised and before they are decided.

Adrienne R. Smith is a Consultant for the National Youth Employment Coalition in Washington, DC and its founding Director of the New Leaders Academy.  Address comments to ars@nyec.org.  All views are those of the author only.  
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