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INTRODUCTION

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The present economic crisis which struck first of all the United States of America, has spread rapidly to other major economies across the world, affecting growth also in developing and emerging countries. The event presents itself as a fatal combination of creative finance, new credit tools, vast availability of money at low cost, and the widespread conviction among the ruling politicians and economists that the market can always and in any situation regulate itself. The financial catastrophe, degenerated into the ruin of the real economy, is seen as the most serious since the Great Depression and threatens to drag the US into a spiral of no return.

Our Dossier analyses from the financial and the political points of view radical motivations, and the relative impact at the economic and social level. It also illustrates a series of anti-crisis measures taken with urgency by the Bush administration, and then by President Obama, in order to reactivate credit and the economic-productive cycle, and save the country from unemployment and the new incumbent wave of poverty. The Catholic Church in the United States has carefully watched political interventions aimed at re-launching the economy, with direct participation on the part of the US Catholic Bishops' Conference and with daily efforts in dioceses to assist the most underprivileged sectors of the population.

THE LOST LESSON OF THE GREAT DEPRESSION

The Great Depression of the 1930s, for some economists, was a tragedy which the world could have avoided: if in 1930-31 the Federal Reserve, that is the Central Bank of the United States, had given money to banks on the edge of collapse, this would have stemmed the panic after the stock market crash in 1929. Had this been the case, the only consequence of the financial crash would have been an easily resolvable recession. However the political world and the economic world were unprepared, and certainly not ready for government intervention. The catastrophe which followed the 1929 crash led to a serious re-thinking of the system and forced grave and urgent revision. It was in those years that the British economist John Maynard Keynes proposed his macro-economy theory: putting aside microeconomy study on the behaviour of single units such as work, assets, businesses, or market, the new models proposed the analysis of the same units but in a new and more dynamic ensemble and aggregate forms. In the search for real solutions to the Great Depression, it was necessary to start from the deepest roots: at the end of World War One, productivity had gradually increased, supported by money accumulated in war years by the ordinary citizens, small savers who put liquidity into banks, and by a very low cost of money. But in the blindness of the mechanism, the United States, the only great active producer on the world market, had slowly become a giant surplus generating machine, which dilated in a climate of growing insufficiency of consumer demand and scarcity of investment on the part of businesses. When the market could no longer absorb this over-production of goods, the contradictions of the economic arrangement did the rest: inter-dependence between industry, banking system and finance system was the ultimate complication in a structure sick in its presuppositions, which had speculated for years on securities whose listings rose while their real value fell.

On Black Friday when the stock exchange crashed, small savers ran to banks to salvage their money, adding, to that already uncertain ground, a liquidity crisis which caused bankruptcy in banks and in the industries in which the banks had invested. There was massive redundancy, and panic spread as poverty gripped the greater part of the people; technically state intervention, although it had failed to act in time, was identified as the only way out of the paralysis. Only the nation, through public expenditure, could increase aggregate demand for goods and reactivate consumption, stemming the grave recession which was taking place. Distant from the purely theoretical aspect of economy, but aiming to configure a formal structure able to represent the system, the Keynes theory, identified the most urgent interventions and real measures to ask of politics, tracing models which, suitably re-elaborated, would have prevented similar situations in the future. Despite the particular time in history and far from static and absolute theorisation, it was thought that macroeconomy would change in the years ahead adapting now and then to new situations, keeping up with the times. For many years this happened. But more than anything else it appeared that everyone had learned a lesson and that never again would the lethal mix of superficiality and greed throw a society into that terminal state.

Nevertheless, in the far from distant 1990s an extremely serious phenomenon was underestimated by most: a new major crisis was sinking major Asian economies. Some saw it as an isolated solely Asian event, despite the fact that for world famous economists it was a sad presage for the entire planet, almost a “dress rehearsal” for the present crisis and above all a sign that the depression disease was not extinct in the modern world. Had those rare intuitions been heeded, we would probably have avoided the financial and economic disaster which today is inexorably crushing most of the planet, in the first place the United States which has had sadly to admit how similar to the Great Depression of the 1930s is this present crisis. 

From the wreckage of that crisis at the beginning of the last century and thanks to the dynamic models of Keynes, there emerged a new capitalism, which lasted, until the fall of the Berlin Wall and unchecked liberalism, opened up concerning global scenarios which led to the actual state of affairs. The new world which presents itself for analysis today has come to us from the fall of Communist regimes, unhappily marked by serious disintegration of politics at the highest level: the catastrophe has put the spotlight on these and other issues, but first and foremost it has highlighted the substantially institutional origin of the crisis. It is vitally important to reflect on the role of institutions in finance and economy, on the very equivocal and highly partial position of official control entities, charged with guaranteeing stability in relations between politics, society and market and ensuring the necessary balance between powers, and which instead, in the ambiguity and facetiousness of their position, have seriously failed in this priority task. Today everyone is called to reflect on the evil concentration and overlapping of powers, but it is certainly neither easy nor sufficient to re-write the rules and move on, not only because of the ferocious consequences which threaten day to day living for everyone, but also because only full and comprehensive individual and collective elaboration of the tragedy can perhaps prevent such fatal errors in the future. Politics, and therefore community, must endeavour to rebuild the thermometer which measures and regulates the health of our societies and create in a complex tissue and in the variety of parameters, the proper distances between finance, economy and politics. Only this exceptionally harmonic form will guarantee that the living forces of development for nations will not bend to the advantage of the parasitic interests of an exiguous minority. The liberalism, which has ruled the markets for years, the magic formula which, it was thought, had every antidote, retracts, with the fatal and growing evidence of recent months, its hollow intentions, and openly denies the promise that – freed of all restrictions and limits– the market on its own can guarantee prosperity and wealth for individuals and for communities. 

THE AMERICAN CRISIS IN THE REAL ECONOMY 

Towards the end of the 18th century, Empress Catherine of Russia travelled to the southern provinces of her empire and we are told that her prime minister Grigorij Aleksandrovič Potëmkin went one day ahead to set up fake scenery to turn poor desolate hamlets into apparently flourishing and welcoming villages. Hence the term “ Potëmkin village” used for a reality where behind a flourishing appearance, there lurks a dramatic situation. Also liberalism and connected mechanisms hid the truth behind appearances of “happiness”, but the crisis pulled the curtain to reveal the profound moral ruin of reality. In the folds of liberalist and globalised economy which claimed credit, sad to say unearned, for reducing extreme poverty, inequalities and relative poverty prospered, digging an ever deeper abyss between man and man's actual needs. More realistically, an economy without rules and an accommodating political class, simulating inexpensive prosperity, impeded long term advantages for individuals and for societies. It is important to ask and to understand how could all this happen: the earthquake had its epicentre in the United States but how did its repercussions reach the rest of the world? What are the real movements of the global finance system and how do they affect the real economy: jobs, wages, production?

Everyone agrees that the tragedy is colossal. Felix Rohatyn, one of the most important financiers in America, former head of Lazard merchant bank, says that in a few weeks in the US a quantity of wealth greater than the two world wars put together went up in smoke. This is a virtual war and its wreckage is there for all to see. Acknowledging, although belatedly, the gravity of the situation and in antithesis to his policies, president Bush was forced to support at the end of his mandate a public intervention of more than 700 billion dollars, admitting the failure of deregulation, an economic doctrine in which he had firmly believed. By the end of 2008, the tragedy had struck: the demand for goods and services dropped inexorably in every sector; the property market fell; unemployment rocketed, and most of the 3 million jobs lost in 2008, went up in smoke in the last four months of the year. 

In actual fact the property bubble had begun to deflate towards the end of 2005, but no one noticed. The circumstances were somewhat surreal, but the victims were more than real and numerous; the battlefield is the country's streets, and the pinch of poverty is felt everywhere, banks, hospitals, jobs, in suburbs and in the skyscrapers of America's opulent cities. Fabrizio Arengi Bentivoglio, an Italian manager who has lived and worked in New York for fifteen years, told Fides: “In a global market, a crisis is also global, an unprecedented fact. Everyone is affected not only people working in finance, but also small investors and the man in the street”. The event has assumed enormous dimensions, “not only because the stock market has crashed, and so 'savings' are worth much less ”, says Arengi Bentivoglio, “but because in the United States, where people are not great savers, the most serious impact is on consumption ”. Apart from the effects of lower wages, the crisis also obviously affects “ middle-high levels too with redundancy and salary cuts; in Europe things are different, because the work market is more rigid”, Arengi Bentivoglio told Fides.

The tragedy originated in subprime loans widely used in the US since the beginning of the new millennium and offered to less reliable debtors: at last people normally rejected by commercial banks because with no regular job, or a record of insolvency or seizure, are offered a new channel of credit. Everyone can afford to purchase a home; funding, traditionally given for 70-80 per cent of the property, with subprime can reach 110 per cent of the total sum, and cover legal expenses, taxes, furniture, home improvements. Joe, who works for a private transport company in New York city not far from Kennedy airport, lives in a house inherited from his mother and purchased when mortgages were still safe and guaranteed; he works at the airport and drives a small bus ferrying people to and from the city. He considers himself fortunate because he still has his job, and not only his job: “many of my neighbours moved away from one day to the next;  they gave the house keys back to the bank and disappeared. I have no idea where they went”, he told Fides. “Whole districts have emptied and when a district moves en masse cities turn into ghost towns. Talk about war, talk about Iraq and Afghanistan, we have despair right here at home, with dead and injured ”, he continued. People unable to pay a mortgage return the keys to the bank or the lending agency and leave. “This is how it works and when you leave, your home is worth less than when you bought it”. The property market crash, the burst property bubble left people with homes worth less than the loan contracted. 

Amy, who lives with her family in New York, has worked for a government agency in Washington D.C for twelve years. She travels every Monday from New York to the capital, and told Fides how she comes into contact with the catastrophe on her weekly train journey: “You can see the crisis, desperate people looking for a  job, any sort of job in the large cities ”. New York is 400 km from Washington, but “only when you draw close to the cities the spectacle becomes gloomy, and you see what great cities usually hide; in Baltimora, the railway runs through a residential suburb which I have seen change over the years: I used to love looking from the train at small houses with gardens, children playing, dogs, barbecues, cars, normal daily life; now those homes are abandoned, evacuated, like after a war or a famine”, says Amy. “I see those homes every week and it is heartbreaking, they are the proof of advancing ruin”. Those homes were probably evacuated by owners no longer able to pay the mortgage: “broken window panes, doors off the hinges, verandas with broken, this tragic vision is the spectral scene of absence.”. 

Seizures have become the nightmare of many American citizens. Queens is one of the New York districts with the highest number of registered seizures. Many of the people are immigrants, many from South America. Pilar is from Mexico, she is 46 and has lived in the US for almost thirty years. A widow with two adolescent children, she works in a store in Manhattan: “I fell into the trap twice. The first time in 2004, when I bought a house with a loan for 100 per cent of the price: I cannot not read English very well and signed the contract unaware of the risk. The instalment remained unchanged for two years, less than 1000 dollars, but then it almost doubled. I am the only one with a job at home, the children are still at school and when I saw an advertisement for re-financing I thought it was the only solution”, Pilar told Fides. “It was like starting all over again, I am not sure it is better, but at least I am still in my own home; many have given up. They returned the keys and moved away”. The fact is that seizure in the US is the order of the day; there are many cases of re-financing, but it can be another trap and the home becomes a cash-point from which to draw in times of difficulty. 

This phenomenon affects everyone as Arengi Bentivoglio told Fides, and fosters two major uncertainties:  “The first is that no one can actually say ‘how bad is bad’, when do you actually reach the bottom? The second is that the rules of the game are changing, no one knows what the new rules will be, and they are asking: when the crisis is over, will we all be the poorer?”.

REAL FINANCE AND ECONOMY
The grave crisis in the real economy is therefore the result of unscrupulous finance which ushered in a new culture of debt, underestimating the risk involved. The first to risk were the institutes of credit, which offered money on paper to people who had no resources with which to pay it back; and to compensate the risk the paths of loans took the form of predatory practices. Doubt about such financing dawned too late when subprime products, mortgages, credit cards had already taken over the country, and American families had irremediably based daily life on an accumulation of debts: wallets packed with dozens of credit cards, each with a debt of hundreds, thousands, of dollars. Living above one's possibilities soon became the common life style. The pattern of the property market was the oil which greased the mechanism: in view of continually rising prices, it did not really matter even to those who provided the mortgage whether the instalments would be paid or not, since the house could always be sold at a higher price. An insane race which cancelled the first rule for any bank, for the past six hundred years: prudent exercise of credit, which government and monetary authorities are called to monitor and guarantee stability in the system and correct market function. But house prices rise rapidly, feeding not only on easy credit, but also on stock exchange profit. The Central Bank of America does nothing to slow the race, indeed it encourages it, lowering interest rates and lending money free, or almost. This answer was decided by FED manager Alan Greenspan, after the crisis in 2000 and the terrorist attacks on 11 September 2001. The subprime market is an expression of the new millennium, of that creative finance which through a system of cartolarisation allows mortgage companies to transfer the risk in the finance market, fragmenting subprime credit products in packages of derivatives. This is a detailed financial mechanism: after stipulating a contract the bank sells the mortgage to another financial institute or vehicle agency, freeing itself of the risk and recovering its money immediately; it collects the money and with the recovered sum offers more mortgages and so on. In the meantime the vehicle company, issues bonds connected with the loans, generating a profit which consists in the positive difference between the mortgage installment and interest on the bonds. And the risk is apparently distributed or cancelled. 

Everything seems to work perfectly but in 2004 the FED increases the interest rate. In 2006 property prices are blocked and in 2007 begin to fall. Cases of bankruptcy multiply, banks register ever heavier losses; subprime derivatives, bonds guaranteed by high bankruptcy risk loans, are dangerously losing money, their market value crashes and the flow at the root of cartolarisation stops. Because the bonds were purchased by banks and financial institutes all over the world, lack of balance spreads like wild fire in the global market. Banks, large and small, various types of institutes of credit, are soon bankrupt; the first is the New Century Financial Corporation, the second largest subprime lender in the United States. 

Marc Malek, mathematician and engineer who has worked at Wall Street for almost twenty years spoke to Fides: “the situation is such that banks no longer lend money to one another because they are unable to assess with certainty the quality of their counterpart's credit. Unable to establish whether another bank may go bankrupt and which will be the next to go, banks tend to accumulate maximum capital possible to protect themselves from ulterior currency devaluation”. Liquidity crisis becomes a sombre spiral, there is widespread lack of confidence and credit freeze: banks not only stop lending money to one another, they block credit to families and businesses. “If they could eliminate their toxic stocks, bank balances would become positive again and life would return to normal”, says Mr Malek. The only way to resolve the credit paralysis is to put liquidity back into the banks and transfer toxic stocks to the government, but “it is important to realise at what price ”. Although the decision was not easy, “there would appear to be no alternative to nationalisation de facto of affected banks”.

The catastrophe also hit investment banks, considered untouchable for decades, renowned for extraordinary profit and large bonuses to managers, referred to as masters of the universe. At a certain point these personages had become politically stronger than the authorities supposed to control them, freeing themselves from all restrictions, useless bureaucratic knots aimed at hindering business, extending in this way their exposition in by-product finance without any hesitation, and precisely on the basis of property loans referred to as ninjna (“no income, no job, no asset”). However for these banks too September 2008 was a fatal month, and one after the other they crashed like houses of cards. Bankrupt banks include Lehman Brothers, 160 years of history, a pillar of Wall Street, and Bear Stearns; Merrill Lynch is bought by the Bank of America. Others, Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley convert into commercial banks, accepting Treasury Department control, in order to receive government help and re-enter the credit circuit with savers' money.

POLITICS: RESPONSIBILITY AND PROMISES
This “ perfect tempest ”, the most serious crisis since the 1929 crash, is the result of a fatal combination of creative finance, new credit tools, vast availability of low cost money, and the widespread conviction among ruling politicians and economists that the market is able to regulate itself always and in any situation. However the fact that family debts and public debts in the US have grown beyond all measure, derives also from the continual influx of capital: Asian countries, such as China, preferred to invest monies in financial markets considered stable, instead of re-distributing them among their own people. And undoubtedly, Wall Street and bonds issued by the US Federal Treasury represented safe and profit making finance. With all these elements, and in the absence of effective supervision on the part of monetary and political authorities, easy debt turned into an unstoppable vortex. It all began at the dawn of the new millennium, on the ruins of a tragedy: significant is the memory of Bush, after 9/11 2001, calling Americans to go out and go shopping, a sort of patriotic revolt with shopping as the only real remedy for the terror and fear provoked by the attacks.

In the meantime there is a massive increase in property investments despite volatility, and the growth of property value is almost planned at the desk, as the doors open with total unawareness to the world of “derivatives”. Fake happiness of wellbeing is the palliative cure for fear, everyone is “happy” thinking to cash-in: banks, shareholders, the man on the street. For some reason rules cease to be binding: in investment banks the relation between exposition and capital rockets to a 40 to 1 high; an unexplainable excess if we think that the roof for commercial banks in Italy for example is 8 to 1, and for American banks 15 to 1. Minimum requisites should be decided at the international level, by what are called the Basle rules, but besides cartolarisation, to complicate the picture there is the fact that not all entities which lend money for a guarantee are banks as traditionally accepted. In recent years in the American market there has emerged a shadow-banking system with a series of institutions which offer credit but they are not banks and thanks to their 'freedom' are able to offer better conditions than banks. The number of non-bank entities in the credit market, has grown in recent years, radically altering the finance system. Entities which, free of rules, can handle unlimited transactions and expositions. The US judiciary is today investigating on many fronts, sifting through accountancy irregularities and “creative” manoevres not explicitly illegal, only outside normative schemas. Just a few weeks ago, the whole world, and above all the betrayed US savers, great and small, saw in court, former NASDAQ president financier Bernard Madoff, first great swindler of the new economic era, known as the finance terrorist. On the other hand, the Basle rules which were meant to adapt to the new financial situation were recently re-written: a ten year negotiation process which resulted in more elastic norms, in keeping with the dictates of the drafting Committee whose members were central bank governors of the world's ten most industrialised countries. The prevailing conviction is along the same ideological line, and considers the market, actually each individual bank, capable of assessing better than any authority, the best parameters for their own stability. In this climate, no one saw the necessity to keep watch: the SEC, stock exchange supervisor, admitted that it had refrained from strict control on merchant banks in 2004 in exchange for their commitment to self-regulation; rating agencies and accountancy companies, which should have gauged the reliability and checked accounts, issued positive marks and votes without examining individual expositions of capital and connected risks.
Today, the new Barack Obama administration has shouldered the burden of unprecedented national decision-making, and sharing global decisions with other governments, in terms of Central Banks and international rules to be rewritten. At the national level interventions to rescue and to stimulate the economy are part of a complex plan, under continual observation on the part of the media and public opinion, which have called for immediate and effective solutions. As Mr Malek told Fides, “the economy found itself at the centre of two crises at the same time: a credit paralysis and a trade cycle recession. The government had to tackle the credit paralysis with inventions of massive de facto nationalisation, and to reduce the recession of the commercial cycle with an economy re-launching package. I believe in the end these measures will help, but we should remember that at the global level there are still worse risks to face ”. According to the investor, the Obama administration and the whole world must be on the alert because now, after ten or fifteen years of intense globalisation, the world faces its first global recession. The global trade factor, so positive for the world economy during the period of expansion, is now dragging the world economy down with equal force. “In the future it is important to consider all possible risks even the most improbable, for example minimum or even negative growth for China; this would be a disaster, and even though there is little probability of it happening, it must be taken into account. We have seen the results when events which apparently have little probability of happening, are ignored”, Mr Malek concluded.


ANTI-CRISIS MEASURES IN THE POLICIES OF OBAMA 
A succession of measures followed Autumn 2008 in an attempt to save the US from total ruin. The framework is always the same, but the issues in the field vary: a plan was needed to rescue the banks from toxic stocks, another to prevent the collapse of the automobile industry in Detroit; urgent measures were needed for citizens struggling with mortgages and seizures, and general measures to re-launch the economy, crushed by Wall Street and reckless finance. In this panorama, we saw a series of special operations by the Central Bank of the United States, with more than one million billion dollars to paper-over losses of larger banks. And operations to help property mortgage funding agencies, Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, already nationalised by the US Treasury in September 2008. 

The first anti-crisis bill, approved by Congress on 3 October 2008 at the end of the Bush mandate, was the Troubled Assets Relief Program (TARP): more than 700 billion dollars allocated, part of it immediately and the rest left in legacy to the incoming administration. The plan has seen several changes and revisions, promoted by Obama and his Treasury Minister Tim Geithner. As part of the same plan, Geithner presented a Financial Stability Plan, illustrating among other things distribution of funds in the second part of the total sum assigned by TARP. The aim of TARP was to allow the US Treasury to acquire and to secure over 700 billion worth of toxic shares, including mortgages and loans at risk, stocks based on or connected with various credit tools, and all those financial tools seen as threats to market stability. Some of the criteria for obtaining the benefits foreseen by the Plan were queried as unclear. The categories included, besides banks and insurance companies, development industries and automobile industries, and the Treasury decides which are admitted according to special parameters. However the Plan's lever effect should be two thousand billion dollars and includes interventions on bank capital, support for loaners to consumers and businesses, on the understanding of maximum transparency in the use of public money. The Treasury has still no updated list of TARP beneficiaries, but some media – for example the New York Times and Pro-publica independent agency - are watching the lists; so far, beneficiaries include banks such as Citigroup and Bank of America, insurance colossal AIG, American Express, and the Chrysler automobile industry.


The plan failed to satisfy taxpayers completely for various reasons: significant in this regard the latest discussion over AIG, the insurance colossal which received about 170 billion in public funds. After this conspicuous allocation, the US Treasury, headed by Geithner, tried to stop millionaire bonuses to company manages for a total 165 million dollars, but failed to find the necessary legal tools. As public discussion and anger grows, some managers have spontaneously renounced all bonuses. 

A major plan to revive the economy, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), was the second emergency law approved by Congress. With this plan Obama aims to save America from the catastrophe of unemployment. The vote came on 13 February 2009, the President's signature on 17 February, and the plan, seen as the most ambitious in the country's history, assigns 787 billion to invest in infra-structural work and tax rebates for families, in a bid to save jobs or create jobs immediately, and to pave the way for long term economic growth. The plan includes expenses for healthcare and the energy sector, drastic cuts in bonuses to manager of companies which receive public funds. The approved Law means that over 2 million people could escape poverty and that 20 million men, women and children in danger of losing free healthcare will be guaranteed protection; it is estimated that in the national labour market the plan will create or save circa 3.5 million jobs.

Also in February the Obama administration decided to double funds allocated in September  for the nationalisation of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, to enable some 9 million property owners to re-finance their mortgage and avoid seizure. For 5 million home owners considered “responsible”, who owe more than 80 per cent of the property's value, Obama obtained a re-negotiation of mortgages with new rules which take into account the property's lowest value; for another 3-4 million home owners, a 75 billion dollar Homeowner Stability Initiative Fund has been instituted, for the benefit of those crushed by instalments and whose homes today are worth less than the remaining value of the mortgage.

The total sum of the interventions charged to the taxpayers is estimated at 3 thousand billion dollars, a burden of about 10,000 dollars for every American citizen, whether child, senior citizen or adult worker.

CRISIS AND THE CATHOLIC CHURCH IN AMERICA 

“[…] finance, which is a key aspect of the phenomenon of globalization, owing to the development of technology and policies of liberalisation in the flow of capital between countries. Objectively, the most important function of finance is to sustain the possibility of long- term investment and hence of development. Today this appears extremely fragile: it is experiencing the negative repercussions of a system of financial dealings – both national and global – based upon very short-term thinking, which aims at increasing the value of financial operations and concentrates on the technical management of various forms of risk. The recent crisis demonstrates how financial activity can at times be completely turned in on itself, lacking any long-term consideration of the common good. This lowering of the objectives of global finance to the very short term reduces its capacity to function as a bridge between the present and the future, and as a stimulus to the creation of new opportunities for production and for work in the long term. Finance limited in this way to the short and very short term becomes dangerous for everyone, even for those who benefit when the markets perform well”. Benedict XVI said this with regard to the economic crisis in his Message for World Peace Day on January 1. Understanding this concept, underlined on several occasions by the Holy Father, represents an active commitment for the Church in her globality.

He has also stressed the moral dimension of the crisis: during the traditional annual Lenten meeting with the clergy of Rome held this year on 26 February in the Blessing Hall in St Peter's, Benedict XVI spoke explicitly of the economic crisis and its roots, traced to human selfishness; the Holy Father said it is the Church's duty to a “denounce these fundamental  errors [...]concretely and without  moralism" and to understand what must be done to overcome the crisis. It is not enough to create good models, the Pontiff said, especially at a macroeconomic level, because a great programme for reform cannot fail to include individual change of route, and must guarantee maximum awareness with regard to the moral responsibility of each and every person. The subject, Benedict announced, will be dealt his social Encyclical on the major economic issues of our day, injustices and their moral importance: "Justice cannot be created in the world solely through good economic models, necessary though they are. Justice is achieved only if there are upright people".
At this particularly difficult time, the Catholic Church is watching the development of economic-social events in the world, and with regard to the situation in the United States, the local Catholic Bishops' conference USCCB has called on Congress to give priority to programmes to help poor families and the most vulnerable people. On January 28 Bishop William F. Murphy of Rockville Centre, in the state of New York, President of the USCCB Commission for National Justice and Human Development, addressed a Letter to both houses of Congress expressing the Church's opinion on the economic rescue package, American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, then about to be launched.  "Low-income families and individuals are experiencing the greatest hardship and have the least capacity to cope in this time of economic crisis," Bishop Murphy said in the letter, adding that these people are also more likely "to use these new resources quickly to purchase the essentials of life and to help move our economy forward." Citing the need to avoid partisan or ideological agendas and to focus on the needs of the poor, Bishop Murphy offered the bishops' support for aspects of the proposed recovery legislation. These include increasing funds for nutrition assistance through food stamps and other programs, protecting low-income families from losing Medicaid and social service assistance, and extending Unemployment Insurance (UI) benefits. He also urged the House to reject measures regarding contraception and immigration as unnecessary and inconsistent with the purposes of the recovery legislation. Bishop Murphy echoed Pope Benedict XVI's call to bolster the economy by focusing on the dignity of the human person, adding, "This is a time to pursue the common good, beginning with help for the families and communities most hurt by this crisis." 

Kathy Saile, head of national policies with the USCCB Department for justice, peace and human development  told Fides that the US Bishops are satisfied with the new law, “a parachute for the poorest citizens and those in the most desperate conditions who will be given priority”. The more important programmes for the USCCB, according to Ms Saile include the Child Tax Credit (CTC) and the  Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), which will help low income parents. “The CTC itself will be of great help for example a parent earning minimum wage and with two children will receive a subsidy of 1,750 dollars in 2009-2010, compared with 900 dollars received in 2008”. In programmes of food assistance the new law guarantees a temporary increase of grants for families in need  and unemployed, disabled or elderly people, with an increase of almost 14 per cent more than the previous 'food stamps' programme.

Free healthcare for families and unemployment benefits will be extended, results which show that the “bishops' words do not go unheeded. USCCB stood in the front line speaking directly with politicians and Congress members in Washington D.C. and in individual states”, Ms Saile told Fides adding that of course it is to be hoped that commitments taken will be respected. “We will be really satisfied when we see the facts and the fruits in the real economy. For now they remain simply good resolutions”, the USCCB representative concluded.
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