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St. Mel's Catholic Academy in the Flushing section of the Queens borough of New
York is seen July 9, 2020, the day the Diocese of Brooklyn, N.Y., announced that
financial fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic is forcing it to close six schools,
including St. Mel's. Several bishops in leadership positions with the U.S. Conference
of Catholic Bishops signed an Aug. 6, 2020, letter to Congress requesting emergency
aid for Catholic schools be included in the next federal COVID-19 emergency relief
package. (CNS/Gregory A. Shemitz)
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Some of the country's most prominent church leaders appealed to congressional
negotiators to include financial support for families to continue to send their children
to Catholic and non-public schools in a coronavirus relief bill currently being
negotiated.

Explaining how the deep economic recession caused by the pandemic since March
has "made it impossible for many struggling families to continue paying tuition," five
cardinals, an archbishop and a bishop called for the aid in an Aug. 5 letter to
Republican and Democratic leadership in the House of Representatives and Senate.

The letter, released Aug. 6, implored for "robust" assistance "to ensure that the
education needs of all children are met, including children in Catholic and other
nonpublic schools."

Singing the letter were Archbishop Jose H. Gomez of Los Angeles, president of the
U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops; Cardinal Timothy M. Dolan of New York;
Cardinal Blase J. Cupich of Chicago; Cardinal Daniel N. DiNardo of Galveston-
Houston; Cardinal Sean P. O'Malley of Boston; Cardinal Joseph W. Tobin of Newark,
New Jersey; and Bishop Michael C. Barber of Oakland, California, chairman of the
bishops' Committee on Catholic Education.

The correspondence was the third plea for support in recent weeks by church
leaders as Republican and Democratic congressional leadership and the
administration were locked in days of negotiations over specific measures in the
relief bill.
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House Democrats ushered through a bill in May that contained a broad array of relief
measures. Called the Health and Economic Recovery Omnibus Emergency Solutions
Act, or the HEROES Act, the House bill offers a $3 trillion package, including $58
billion for grades K-12.

The Republican-led Senate July 27 introduced its stimulus package, Health,
Economic Assistance, Liability and Schools, or the HEALS Act, totaling about $1
trillion. It includes $70 billion to K-12 schools that open for in-person classes. It
would redirect some coronavirus-relief funding to school-choice programs, so
families can continue to send, or choose to send, their children to nonpublic schools
they feel offer the best education for them.

The latest letter is the most recent attempt by church leaders to convince Congress
to support families who choose to send their children to nonpublic schools.

On July 29, Dolan, O'Malley and Gomez made a similar appeal to President Donald
Trump and Congress. Their request came in a commentary for the National Catholic
Register.



Prom-clad students from Allentown Central Catholic High School in Allentown, Pa.,
keep a social distance as their mothers take their pictures May 14, 2020, after their
prom was canceled amid the coronavirus pandemic. Several bishops in leadership
positions with the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops signed an Aug. 6, 2020, letter
to Congress requesting emergency aid for Catholic schools be included in the next
federal COVID-19 emergency relief package. (CNS/Reuters/Jonathan Ernst)

The next day in a letter to Rep. Karen Bass, D-California, chairwoman of the
Congressional Black Caucus, the chairmen of three U.S. bishops' committees said
that because the pandemic has "disproportionately affected" predominately Black
communities and the Catholic schools that serve them, Congress must provide
immediate financial help to families who have chosen these schools for their
children's education.

The Aug. 5 letter said the recession had forced 140 Catholic schools to permanently
close "and hundreds more are in danger of being unable to open in the fall."



"The closure of schools that serve urban areas are disproportionately harmful to low-
income and black children served by these schools," the prelates wrote.

They also noted how each student educated in a Catholic or nonpublic school saves
local school districts "thousands of dollars."

"Nationwide, Catholic schools save state and local government more than $20 billion
annually," the letter said.

Noting that Catholic and nonpublic schools educate about 10% of students
nationwide, the prelates requested funding for such schools at the same percentage
of the total financial support for public schools in the aid package.

"The aid is essential for ensuring that Catholic and nonpublic schools that want to
open for instruction have the means to do so, because families have the ability to
send their children to those schools," the letter said.

The prelates suggested that such aid for families come in the form of emergency
tuition scholarships for low-income families. "We believe this is good policy, by
providing aid directly to families to support the education that is best suited to the
needs of their children," they said.

By supporting children so they can attend nonpublic schools, the letter said, "you
will maintain the integrity of those strong communities, while helping sustain the
positive legacy of Catholic schools and their benefit to the common good for
generations to come."

"Moreover, you will prevent the additional financial burdens on already strained
state and local government caused by the sudden enrollment of thousands of
students whose Catholic schools had closed," it said.
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