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A New Era of Service
What is the Serve America Act and how will it impact your program?
By Katie Mulembe, Catholic Volunteer Network Membership and Recruitment Coordinator

In March, National Service legislation, the Serve America Act passed through Congress with widespread, bi-partisan support.  Introduced by Senators Edward Kennedy and Orrin Hatch, the intention of the bill is to address many of the nation’s most critical challenges through the work of volunteers. In a statement regarding the bill, Kennedy said, “Time and time again we’ve learned that Americans are ready, willing, able and even eager to be involved in service, and that all we have to do is ask them to do so. The Serve America Act will ask. It will connect every generation through service, and enable them to help tackle a wide range of national challenges from the dropout crisis that plagues our schools to the lack of health care in our neediest communities to the energy and environmental crises that threatens our planet.”

On Tuesday, April 21, 2009 President Obama signed the Serve America Act into law at the SEED School in Washington, D.C.  This marks the largest expansion of national service since the creation of the Civilian Conversation Corps of the 1930’s. Most predominantly, the bill lays the framework for a significant expansion of the AmeriCorps program, increasing the number of positions from 75,000 to 250,000 by the year 2017. 
Just prior to signing the bill, Obama called U.S. citizens to rise to the occasion saying “We need your service, right now, at this moment in history. I’m not going to tell you what your role should be; that’s for you to discover. But I am asking you to stand up and play your part. I am asking you to help change history’s course, put your shoulder up against the wheel. And if you do, I promise you your life will be richer, our country will be stronger, and someday, years from now, you may remember it as the moment when your own story and the American story converged, when they came together, and we met the challenges of our new century.”

You may be wondering what we can expect from this significant legislation as full-time service programs.  Although the law is set to go into effect on October 1, 2009, we are already seeing the benefits of this new national attention on the important task of volunteerism. Stories about the Serve America Act have appeared in newspapers, and on radio and television news programs, which means more people are learning about the work we are doing. If you haven’t done it already, this could be an optimal time to pitch your program as a potential story for your local media. Reporters love putting a hometown touch on a national story. 

The expansion of the AmeriCorps is the most prevalent feature of this new law. Aside from the increase in the number of slots to be made available, the law also increases the value of the Education Award from $4,725 to $5,350 and puts provisions in place for the continued increase of this amount over time. In addition, the law lifts the restriction for the number of terms AmeriCorps participants can serve, enabling them to receive a maximum of the equivalent of two full-time awards ($10,700). Students in grades 6-12 will now be able to participate in a Summer of Service program, earning them a $500 Education Award for 100 hours of community service. The new Silver Scholar Program will earn participants ages 55 and older a $1,000 award for 350 hours of service. This award can be transferred to the volunteer’s children or grandchildren for their education expenses.

Catholic Volunteer Network will continue to work with the Corporation for National Service to ensure that we take full advantage of these new allocations for the benefit of our members. At this point, we have been informed that it is likely that the additional AmeriCorps slots will not become available until next year. 

What about international service? The Serve America Act did include a small mention of the creation of a program to encourage skilled professionals to perform international service. The program would be administered through USAID with a recommended budget of $10 million for 2010. In addition, there is legislation currently in the House of Representatives advocating for the increase in the number of Peace Corps volunteers (H.R. 1066, introduced by Rep. Sam Farr of California.) In the past, this type of legislation has expanded to include other international service endeavors, but at this point, the bill is still Peace Corps focused. 

If you would like to stay up to date with the progress of the Serve America Act, you can check out the Corporation for National Service’s website at www.nationalservice.gov. Service Nation gives you up-to-date information on policies and events surrounding national service, they provide easy ways for you to get involved with service advocacy. Their website is: www.bethechangeinc.org/servicenation. Finally, Voices for National Service is an advocate for the expansion of national service in the U.S. Visit their website, www.voicesforservice.org, to sign up for action alerts and read the latest legislation updates. 

