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As legislators mull Governor Carcieri's brutal proposed state budget, let them recall what Franklin D. Roosevelt said: "The test of our progress is not whether we add more to the abundance of those who have much, it is whether we provide enough for those who have too little."

House Finance Committee members should get out of the State House and take some field trips to see Rhode Islanders living on the edge -- places like food pantries and shelters and soup kitchens and centers offering English or literacy or citizenship classes. Or a hall where day laborers go in the hope someone will hire them.

Bernie Beaudreau of the Rhode Island Community Food Bank reminded me of the FDR quote last week, saying it's a simple principle but out of vogue now. "It's as if anyone who's poor is there because it's their fault."

Beaudreau and others from One Rhode Island, a coalition of community, faith, labor and social-service groups, held a news conference to offer a 2006 legislative platform -- radical things such as helping people find housing, food, health care and maybe even something approaching a decent income.

The news conference was in the food pantry at the St. Edward Food and Wellness Center in Providence's North End. I wasn't at the session, but later on Lori Porcaro, program director, and the Rev. Ed Cardente, whose parishioners in St. Edward Church next door and in North Providence's St. Anthony Church support the place, showed me around.

Shelves at the pantry, one of 150 around the state that tap the Food Bank, were stocked with canned goods, loaves of bread, macaroni, packages of rice and so on. In the hall you could pick up fresh potatoes and onions and frozen chicken.

This is life at the margins.

I find food pantries scary because they remind me that some day I might need one. "Absolutely," Porcaro said.

"It is a humbling experience to be here," said Father Cardente. He said the clients are appreciative and embarrassed. "We are privileged to be able to serve them," he said, because, but for the grace of God, "we could be in their situation too."

I wish that, before Republican Carcieri this week proposed cuts in welfare, day care and other aid to struggling Rhode Islanders, he'd given more thought to the impact. He has some good impulses, such as a plan to make health insurance more available to people who work in small businesses. But savings he seeks in several human service areas -- including health care -- would hurt folks who deserve better.

Similarly, I wish Democratic House members, however lofty their aim to spur economic development, would think about how it looks to propose income tax cuts that would most benefit the wealthiest citizens. I hate to think what further spending slashes might be needed to make the tax cuts possible.

When I asked Carcieri on Tuesday about the Democrats' tax proposal, he said that while it will be hard to finance it this year, he'll be "happy to work with them." Well, sure: If Democratic lawmakers act like Republicans, why wouldn't a GOP governor work with them?

Democrat Kate Brewster of the Poverty Institute at Rhode Island College pronounced herself "very, very confused and disheartened."

Elizabeth Burke Bryant of Kids Count said the state in recent years has moved forward on several fronts to help children and families. "Now is not the time to turn in a completely different direction."

As FDR would suggest, the coming budget debate will test our public officials.

It will test their decency.
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