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Building the middle class

Older foster kids need a place to call home

IT IS IRONIC that as the debate 
about economic inequality is 
elevated to the national stage, 
some in the Virginia legislature 
are focused on enshrining so-
called “right to work” language 
in the state constitution.

Rather than this kind of sym-
bolic grandstanding — which 
seemingly seeks to ensure pov-
erty as a constitutional right 
— we would all be better off if 
those in positions of power em-
braced solutions for the real 
crisis of so many working fam-
ilies being left further and fur-
ther behind.

One common-sense solution 
lies in the towering construc-
tion cranes crowding skylines 
from northern Virginia to Rich-
mond to Hampton Roads. There 
is no better way to rebuild a lo-
cal middle class than with good 

family-supporting jobs.
The construction industry 

can create these kinds of jobs, 
particularly for men and wom-
en who have had the fewest ad-
vantages in life. The potential is 
all around us. Nearly 4 percent 
of the state’s gross domestic 
product is now due to construc-
tion, according to the U.S. Com-
merce Department’s Bureau 
of Economic Analysis. That’s 
$17 billion worth of projects in 
2014, the most recently avail-
able data.

But in states such as Virgin-
ia, the construction boom is un-
likely to create stable careers 
and new opportunities. In fact, 
the state’s 183,000 construction 
workers on average earn 5 per-
cent less than the average pri-
vate sector worker, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statis-

tics, and too often local com-
munities and the local workers 
who need jobs the most don’t 
get them. A main reason is a 
reluctance by political lead-
ers to use a tried and true tool 
known as a Community Ben-
efits Agreement.

With such an agreement, 
project owners agree that in 
return for the opportunity to 
invest in a community and 
reap profits, they will hire 
from that community.

They agree to ensure that 
their workforce receives ap-
prenticeship training, which 
creates safer jobsites, high-
er quality workmanship and 
opens the doors to further op-
portunities for workers.

The agreements can be cus-
tomized to include minority 
hiring requirements or any 
other provision that serves a 
community. Due to efficien-
cies and skilled workers, Com-
munity Benefit Agreements 
give governments and private 
sector developers their mon-
ey’s worth — without costing 
taxpayers a single dollar.

These agreements have 

stood the test of time — from 
the Hoover Dam to the new 
World Trade Center in New 
York City, and right here at 
home with the major Metro ex-
pansion in Northern Virginia.

So why are they not more 
widely used? Enter the Asso-
ciated Builders and Contrac-
tors, which has been engaging 
in a multi-year campaign to 
dismantle Community Benefit 
Agreements in cities, counties 
and states across the country.

The group, with ties to the 
Koch Brothers and the Amer-
ican Legislative Exchange 
Council, even brags about it on 
their website. In Virginia, as 
well as 22 other states, they’ve 
pressured elected officials to 
limit or ban these workforce-
building agreements.

Much of the campaign 
against these agreements is 
based on distortions or out-
right falsehoods, and in Vir-
ginia this politicization is ram-
pant.

For example, a worn-out 
talking point often repeat-
ed by politicians asserts that 
Community Benefits Agree-

ments prohibit non-union con-
tractors. This is outright false, 
although it is more likely that 
union contractors have the cer-
tified apprenticeship programs 
and stronger safety projects 
the agreements usually re-
quire, and that’s a good thing.

The widening gap between 
the super-rich and everyone 
else is one of the single big-
gest challenges of our times. 
There are many solutions and 
proposals being debated on a 
national level and that’s a pos-
itive development.

Here in Virginia, instead of 
symbolic, politically motivat-
ed ploys such as enshrining 
so-called “right to work” into 
the Constitution, those in po-
sitions of power should get to 
work now fixing the problem 
right at home. We must demand 
that elected officials adopt so-
lutions for income inequality 
such as Community Benefits 
Agreements.

Dennis Martire is vice president and 
Mid-Atlantic regional manager of 
the Laborers’ International Union of 
North America.

ACCORDING TO THE Vir-
ginia Department of Social 
Services, there are current-
ly 5,249 children in Virginia’s 
foster care system. Of those, 
1,719 children have the goal 
of adoption. 

Specific to the Eastern Re-
gion, which includes Hamp-
ton Roads, more than half, or 
969, of those children are in 
foster care.

And since May is National 
Foster Care Month, what bet-
ter time to have a conversation 
about this critical issue.

Child development experts 
agree that having a perma-
nent home and family is key for 
a child to grow into a healthy 

and productive adult, especially 
after some of the experiences 
these children have endured.

When a child grows up in an 
environment with an adult who 
is committed to their well-being 
long-term, the child is simply in 
a better position to thrive.

Unfortunately, too many fos-
ter children lack this basic and 
stable environment to begin 
their lives and enter the foster 
care system because of abuse 
and/or neglect. 

Removing a child from their 
home is traumatizing and con-
fusing for a child of any age.

Consider 14-year-old Steven.
He entered the foster care 

system several years ago be-

cause of physical and verbal 
abuse and neglect from his fa-
ther. Steven’s mother left with-
out notice one day, never to be 
seen again. 

When Steven entered our 
program he was intelligent, 
talkative and loved the compa-
ny of others. However he strug-
gled with interacting appro-
priately with peers and adults.

One day, a local family took 
a long look in the mirror and 
asked themselves what they 
could do to improve the lives 
of children in the Virginia fos-
ter care system.

Steven was placed with a 
family through our Treatment 
Foster Care program, and af-
ter many months of testing 
limits, Steven began to lower 
his guard and risked trusting 
the family. A new relationship 
emerged.

Since Steven has been with 
the family he has blossomed. 
He’s involved in sports and is 
doing well in school behavior-

ally and academically. 
Through the stability of a 

family he has learned coping 
skills and can now give voice 
to his feelings rather than act-
ing them out behaviorally. The 
great news is, his family is now 
considering adoption.

His story is not unique. 
Across Hampton Roads and 
Virginia, there are foster care 
organizations working togeth-
er to find positive outcomes for 
every child in the system.

More than half of children 
in the Eastern Region of Vir-
ginia are between the ages of 
10 and 18.

Oftentimes families are in-
terested in younger children, 
which means there’s a great 
need for families interested 
in older children.

Because these children are 
closer to aging out of the sys-
tem, time is of the essence. 
These youth need to estab-
lish stability and a permanent 
parent-like connection while 

there’s still time. Otherwise 
these youth are at higher risk 
of incarceration, homeless-
ness, teen pregnancy and sub-
stance abuse.

Although we specifically 
recognize Foster Care Month 
during May, ensuring that all 
children have a stable place 
to grow up is something that 
requires our attention year 
‘round.

We have made improvements 
for foster youth, but we still 
have much work to do to make 
sure these young people have 
the opportunity to live out their 
dreams, to have a soft place to 
land when they have struggles 
and have family to share in 
their celebrations and accom-
plishments.

Jewel Cooper is program director 
for UMFS’ Tidewater office. For 
more than a century UMFS has 
been champions for high-risk kids 
and their families. Email: jcooper@
umfs.org.

A solution to many of our woes

The Hampton Roads Sanita-
tion District wants to save 
the Chesapeake Bay — and a 
lot more, if that’s not enough.

An idea floated by HRSD to 
recharge aquifers with treat-
ed water is new locally, but it 
is a known and reliable tech-
nology. For Hampton Roads, 
it is a salve for intractable 
problems including the qual-
ity of the Chesapeake Bay; the 
lack of a sufficient and safe 
water inventory; land sub-
sidence; flooding; economic 
stagnation; and failing infra-
structure.

Instead of continuing to 
pump millions of gallons a 
day of treated water into the 
bay, HRSD Director Ted Hen-
ifin has proposed storing the 
water by redirecting it into 
our aquifer for later use. The 
water is cleaned and treated, 
so before we become troubled 
by the idea of drinking recir-
culated water, consider that 
the storage of treated water in 
our aquifer protects the sup-
ply from greater threats than 

tainted imaginations.
Our perception is that our 

water comes to us in a rela-
tively pure form in need of 
only minor treatment before 
consumption. The truth is 
more complex for our prima-
ry source of water.

The system of lakes and riv-
ers from which we draw most 
of our water is compromised 
by pollution. Cities routinely 
spend millions drawing, test-
ing and treating water for po-
tential and actual pollution. 
Recently, we were forced to 
monitor our supply following 
the spill of tainted pond water 
from a retired coal-fired elec-
tric power facility along the 
Dan River. What is our back-
up plan for future threats?

Recharging the aquifer is a 
hedge against a human failure 
or natural disaster — includ-
ing those of a political nature. 
Recall that since the early 
1980s, Virginia has main-
tained a moratorium on ura-
nium mining.

But each time a new admin-

istration arrives in Richmond, 
uranium interests renew their 
effort to unearth this potential 
fortune. The cities of South 
Hampton Roads have consis-
tently opposed the uranium 
interests because of the po-
tential for radiation to find 
its way to Lake Gaston in the 
event of an engineering fail-
ure, weather or natural di-
saster.

Economic growth and fi-
nancial savings should get 
everyone’s attention. At this 
moment, the cost to construct 
the proposed seven recharg-
ing stations is estimated by 
HRSD to be $1 billion.

So where is the savings?
Consider this: Several pend-

ing and costly federal man-
dates could be avoided or de-
layed by HRSD’s project. For 
instance, HRSD is under a 
federal order to spend $3.5 
billion to beef up its network 
of pipes to reduce infiltration 
of stormwater into the waste-
water system during unusual-
ly large storms.

This is an important up-
grade of its infrastructure. 
However, infiltration is a rel-
atively rare event and can 
wait. We currently pump into 
the bay millions of gallons of 
water which if redirected to 
the aquifer could slow or stop 

land subsidence, which could, 
in turn, reduce flooding and 
combat rising sea levels, a 
problem for which there are 
few effective tools.

Our region is under a man-
date to comply with a pollu-
tion diet for the bay, otherwise 
called the total maximum dai-
ly load. This mandate may cost 
billions of dollars and limit 
growth with increased demand 
for stormwater treatment to 
reduce nitrogen, phosphorous 
and sediment. HRSD’s project 
is part of an integrated water 
plan to reduce costly treatment 
efforts or eliminate them for 
some locations.

On the Peninsula, cities have 
drawn down aquifer levels to 
historic lows.

This has caused the state 
Department of Environmen-
tal Quality to restrict and cut 
back groundwater permits for 
14 large water users.

Localities and businesses 
have seen their groundwater 
permits dramatically restrict-
ed. When a city or business 
water supply is restricted, so 
is the potential for economic 
growth.

HRSD’s plan to recharge the 
aquifer may ultimately make 
the permitting process less re-
strictive and allow significant 
future residential and indus-

trial growth. Finally, the ex-
perts of HRSD are ready to 
move. They are seeking the 
buy-in of the member cities, 
the DEQ and the EPA.

Last year the legislature 
created the Eastern Virginia 
Groundwater Management 
Advisory Committee to de-
velop a strategy for affected 
areas. This committee is com-
prised of local stakeholders 
and officials.

While their report is not due 
until Aug. 1, 2017, my review 
of their minutes suggests the 
HRSD project is receiving se-
rious consideration.

We don’t have time to waste. 
The seas are rising and the 
land is sinking.

Homeowners are paying 
high stormwater fees and high 
insurance premiums while not 
getting a solution from the 
state. HRSD has proposed an 
answer — if only a start — to a 
long-term problem. Grab onto 
this line and hang on — as al-
ways, our future and the bay 
are in the same boat.

J. Bryan Plumlee is a land attorney 
with the firm of Poole Brooke 
Plumlee, PC. He has served as a 
member of the Virginia Marine 
Resource Commission and as 
chairman of the Virginia Beach 
Wetlands Board.

HRSD’s plan to recharge the aquifer may ultimately make 
permitting less restrictive and allow significant future 
residential and industrial growth.

In Virginia, the construction boom is unlikely to create 
stable careers and new opportunities. The state’s 183,000 
construction workers on average earn 5 percent less than 
the average private sector worker.

More than half of the children in the Eastern Region of 
Virginia foster system are between the ages of 10 and 
18. Organizations throughout the region and the state are 
working together to help young people in the system.
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Guest columns
for the op-ed page should 
be 500 to 650 words. 
Send to heather.tierney@
pilotonline.com

Last word
Comment online on our editorials. 
Go to www.pilotonline.com/opinion, 
then click on the editorial and add 
your comment at the bottom.
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