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Good morning, and welcome.  I am Eliza Townsend, Executive Director of the Maine Women’s 

Policy Center, which works to improve the social, political and economic status of Maine 

women and girls.  For nearly 25 years we have conducted research to identify the issues women 

face, and policy solutions to make life better for them and their families. We focus in four areas:  

freedom from violence, freedom from discrimination, access to health care, and economic 

security. 

Today, August 26th, is Women’s Equality Day, designated by Congress to commemorate the 

anniversary of the 19th Amendment to the United States constitution, establishing the right of 

women to vote.  This is an appropriate moment to celebrate the rights we enjoy thanks to the 

tireless efforts of countless women – and to take stock of how women are faring 94 years later.   

The sad reality is that we are not as well off as we should be. Across the lifespan, women are 

more likely to live in poverty.  Nearly 15% of Maine women live in poverty. Our state’s poverty 

rate among people over the age of 65 is above the national average, and 56% of seniors are 

women.  Nearly one in four Maine children under the age of 5 is living in poverty, and 58% of 

them are living in a household headed by a single woman. 

Economic security--money--is the overarching issue that affects all other aspects of a woman’s 

life.  Whether she has money, and what she has to do to get money, determines her health, her 

ability to escape a violent relationship, her ability to chart her own future, and her children’s 

prospects as well.   

Investment in women’s well-being is, therefore, an investment in our state.  That’s why we are 

pleased to release today Building a Prosperous Maine:  A Roadmap to Economic Security for 

Women and Their Families.   

Recognizing that there is no single solution, this guide examines twelve factors that contribute 

to women’s economic security, and recommends both state and federal policy choices that 

invest in the health and well-being of women, in the future of our children and in the dignity of 

our seniors.   They include bringing our workplace policies into the 21st century, meeting basic 

needs, ensuring that our children get a strong educational foundation and adults have the tools 

they need to support themselves, and making sure that all Maine people have access to the full 

range of health care services. 

I am delighted that we have been joined today by four women who can speak more in detail 

about specific challenges and strategies to address them.   



Speaking on minimum wage and the earned income tax credit is Susan Feiner, PhD.  Dr. Feiner 

is a professor of economics and of women and gender studies at the University of Southern 

Maine. 

(Susan speaks) 

 

Speaking on bringing workplace policies into the 21st century is Robyn Merrill, Senior Policy 

Analyst with Maine Equal Justice Partners, and co-chair of the Maine Working Families 

Coalition. 

(Robyn speaks) 

Speaking on the importance of investment in early childhood is Paula Silsby, Adjunct Professor 

at the University of Maine School of Law and former United States Attorney for the District of 

Maine.  Ms. Silsby co-founded and co-owned a Montessori preschool for 25 years. 

(Paula speaks) 

Speaking on health care is Andrea Irwin, Legal and Policy Director for Consumers for Affordable 

Health Care.  Andrea co-chairs the Maine Women's Health Campaign, and is a member of 

Maine's Permanent Commission on the Status of Women. 

(Andrea speaks) 

In 2014, too many Maine women are struggling to make ends meet, with far-reaching 

consequences for all of society.  It doesn’t have to be this way.  We can make policy choices 

that ensure that work pays and that every Mainer has food, housing and health care.  By 

investing in children from birth as well as in adult learning programs, we can ensure that each 

Maine worker has the tools they need to support themselves. 

We can build a prosperous future for Maine.  We look forward to working with our fellow 

Mainers and our political leaders to make that future a reality. 

This project would not have been possible without the work of many people.  I especially want 

to acknowledge the staff of the Maine Women’s Policy Center:   Danna Hayes, Director of Public 

Policy, Kathy Kilrain del Rio, Director of Program and Development, and Molly Bogart, 

Administrative Assistant and Grassroots Organizer. 

Thank you for coming, and we’d be happy to answer questions.  

 

 


