
Maine Children’s Alliance 
Advocating for the well-being of all Maine families 

Testimony of Rita Furlow 

Senior Policy Analyst Maine Children’s Alliance 

Before the Joint Standing Committee on Appropriations and Financial Affairs and 
the Committee on Health and Human Services 
on LD 2212, the Governor's Biennial Budget 

February 18, 2026 

Good morning, Senators Rotundo and lngwersen, Representatives Gattine and Meyer, and members of the 
Joint Standing Committees on Appropriations and Financial Affairs and Health and Human Services. My 
name is Rita Furlow. I am the Senior Policy Analyst at the Maine Children’s Alliance. We are a statewide 
non-partisan advocacy organization whose mission is to promote sound public polices and best practices 
to improve the lives of Maine children, youth, and families. 

Developmental science is clear: brains are built from the bottom up. Stable, responsive relationships and 

high-quality early learning in the earliest years create the foundation for lifelong health, academic success, 

and economic productivity.‘ When we invest early, children gain the cognitive and social-emotional skills 
they need to thrive—and those investments pay off for Maine. 

I offer testimony today in appreciation of the many provisions of this budget that support the daily needs of 
children and families. We strongly support the preventative health care and well-child visits that are 
supported by MaineCare. We appreciate the investment in evidence-based services such as the Early 
Childhood Consultation Partnership to intervene early to address challenging behaviors in young children 

that can disrupt their ability to participate in school and early childhood programs. We also appreciate the 
Legislature’s continued commitment to invest in child care through the Child Care Affordability Program. 

We support the provisions in the budget related to funding for increased costs to the state to implement 
changes to SNAP and Medicaid necessary to be in compliance with HR 1. That said, we are concerned that 
the budget proposal does not include specific funding to mitigate the impact to children and families related 

to SNAP and Medicaid cuts from HR 1. 

We appreciate the Governor’s consideration ofthe use of the Budget Stabilization Fund to implement an 

Affordability Payment Program, recognizing the increase cost of living and everyday goods many Mainers are 
feeling financially pinched by. And, we know that pressure will not be felt equally across all Mainers. We 
strongly encourage this committee to consider opportunities to utilize the Budget Stabilization Fund in a 

more targeted fashion, specifically to mitigate the harm of the cuts to food and health care as a direct result 

of HR 1 . This committee and this Legislature have an important opportunity to step up where the federal 

government has stepped back- to show Maine families we have their backs when it comes to their health 
and well-being. 
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We know that too many of our youngest children are living in poverty. Data from KIDS COUNT indicates that 
approximately 9,000 children under the age of five in Maine are living below the federal poverty level. In 
2023, the poverty threshold for a family of four with two children was $30,900.’ 

In order to participate in the workforce and support their families, parents must have child care. We know 
that 70.4% of children under age six have all available parents in workforce -that is approximately 51,000 
children whose families likely need child care. 

The Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG) is the federal government’s primary funding 
stream to help low-income families afford child care so parents can work or attend school. It is intentionally 
structured to prioritize the most vulnerable children — including those experiencing homelessness, children 
with disabilities or lEPs, and families with very low incomes (often below 30% of State Median Income, 
which is approximately $21 ,000 in Maine.)"' 

When adequately funded, this structure promotes stability, workforce participation, and healthy child 
development by reducing fees and expediting access to care. However, because funding is capped, only a 

fraction of eligible families are served in Maine. When funds run short, even priority populations face waiting 
lists, delayed access, or unaffordable out-of-pocket costs -- undermining employment stability for parents 
and continuity of care for children who can least afford disruption. 

In Maine, the state's Child Care Affordability Program is sen/ingjust 4,101 children according to a recent 
Department commissioned report.“ A recent study commissioned by the Department of Health & Human 
Services noted that participation in Maine’s Child Care Affordability Program is unusually low, with 
approximately 7% of eligible children participating. This is significantly below the national average of 14.5% 
of qualifying low-income children receiving child care subsidies. 

Unfortunately, the cost of child care is out of reach for too many Maine families.5 Our most recent KIDS 
COUNT data bookfound the average annual cost of child care for an infant to cost approximately $12,560. 
These high costs for care are why it is essential that parents have assistance paying for child care in order to 
work and support their family. 

With a current wait list of approximately 1 ,000 children for the Child Care Affordability Program, the time is 
now to provide relief to Maine families. 

Finally, we would also like address our disappointment at the Department decision in July of 2025 to 
terminate an early childhood program that was enacted by the legislature in 2021, called First 4 ME.“ The 
model was based on a successful program in Skowhegan with the goal of improving long-term 
developmental and educational outcomes of young children. After a competitive application, four 
communities in Aroostook County, Lewiston/Auburn, York County, and Portland were selected to 
administer the project. The termination of this project impacted approximately 528 children, and 16 child 
care providers in those communities.’ 

Thank you for your consideration. 
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