
The Diocesan Office on Public Policy recently asked me to present testimony to a hearing of the Joint 

Legislative Committee on Appropriations meeting with The Joint Legislative Committee on Health and 

Human Services meeting jointly on Tuesday, March 3. The issue was Maine state reimbursement to local 

municipalities General Assistance for Refugees and Asylees. Parts of Governor Lepage’s budget would 

prohibit state funds for welfare services for asylees and refugees. These funds include Temporary Assistance 

for Needy Families (TANF), and the food stamp programs. The hearing was held in Augusta on March 3, 

2015. 

“Good Afternoon,  

My name is Father Michael Seavey and I am pastor of five Roman Catholic parishes in Portland. In our parishes 

we have communities of Africans primarily from the nations of South Sudan, Democratic Republic of Congo, 

Rwanda, Burundi and Cameroon. We also have a large community of Hispanic families as well. 

When in the seminary over 30 years, I could never have imagined pastoring among people who had been 

tortured. Or pastoring among people who had been raped as a weapon of war, or had witnessed entire 

families murdered before their eyes. Yet, that is the reality I and many other Christian leaders struggle with 

today in Portland. 

Nor could I have imagined these same people in church every Sunday would struggle with food security issues 

and other poverty related situations throughout the week. 

This issue before us involves granting general assistance to those who come to our state often with only the 

clothes on their back and strong religious faith in their hearts. Why this issue is before us is perplexing. 

Providing assistance to these people should be the least controversial of all issues relating to general 

assistance. They need temporary assistance to settle down, stabilize their families, and begin the hard work of 

raising their families in a new culture, with new languages, and through something called winter which they 

only previous heard as rumors!  

The Legislature needs to be assured that the issue before you today is not the beginning of creating more 

generations dependent on welfare. Although there are different approaches and ideological foundations, 

there is near unanimity across party lines to break the cycles of poverty and welfare in our state. Please know 

that issue is not before us nor is there any danger of this issue ever emerging in these communities. 

I have listened to many young African men and women. They come from different countries but they share 

similar goals. First of all, they are grateful to our nation that they are here and grateful to our state, city and 

church for the opportunity to help create better lives for themselves and their families. These young people 

have big dreams. Their dreams are for education, professional careers, owning their own businesses and 

raising their families in safe communities. They want freedom and they are committed to contributing to a 

free and just society.  

The vast majority of these African refugees and asylees are already imbued with the duties and responsibilities 

of citizenship. So often, because they were active citizens in their homeland made them a threat to the 

powers that be. They are ready and more than willing to make huge contributions to communities they will 

eventually settle in. We need them to make those contributions in our Maine communities. We need their 

dreams, their hard work, their determination, their intellectual strength and their youthful idealism to re-

energize our neighborhoods, communities and local economies across our state. 

These are similar to the dreams so many of our grandparents had first coming to this country from Europe in 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries. We know the contributions these waves of immigrants and refugees 



continue making to our state and nation several generations from their first arrival. These African guests in our 

state will make their contributions to all of us within a short period of time. I urge you to reject any measures 

restricting eligibility or eliminating funding for these people to receive General Assistance. I might also add 

opposing restrictions on TANF and food stamps as well. Thank you for allowing me to speak today.” 


