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Once referred to as the “vale of humility between two mountains of conceit,” North Carolina has transformed itself from its humble origins to a progressive state, embracing the new millennium.  From the boom of the Research Triangle to the Gold Coast of the Atlantic Seaboard to the financial banking hub of Charlotte, the state stands out on many indicators of progress, prosperity and leadership.  Yet the very problems that have plagued the state for centuries endure, and the residue of these is the very issue North Carolinians must address.  Persistent poverty, high infant mortality, low incomes and enduring racial inequalities are the age-old problems plaguing many parts of the state.  Coupled with remarkable population growth and a growing immigrant population, the face of North Carolina is changing – and how we respond is critical to our future.

According to 2005 US Census data, 45% of North Carolina counties have poverty rates over 17%; 25% of North Carolina counties have poverty rates over 20%.  Poverty in North Carolina is enduring, entrenched, and longstanding.  The USDA measures persistent poverty as poverty that is over 20% on every Census since 1970.   Ten counties in North Carolina are considered counties of persistent poverty:  Bertie, Bladen, Columbus, Halifax, Martin, Northampton, Pitt, Robeson, Tyrell and Washington.  

While it is clear that persistent poverty is concentrated in the eastern part of the state, high poverty is found throughout North Carolina.  House Bill 2687 identifies three regions of high poverty in North Carolina:  in the West (Watauga, Graham, Alleghany, Yancey and Avery); in the Northeast (Halifax, Tyrrell, Edgecombe, Warren, Northampton); and in the Southeast (Robeson, Columbus, Scotland, Bladen and Hoke).  The data that follow examines key quality-of-life variables  critical to economic well-being for all North Carolinians.  A comprehensive study of poverty in North Carolina is vital to understanding the lived experiences of our citizens and to direct our attention toward economic recovery.  Our policy deliberations must focus on these most fundamental problems to ensure comprehensive economic development throughout the state.  We must recognize and tackle the crippling power of enduring poverty and inequality so that we may move into the new millennium with the verve and voracity exemplified in other parts of North Carolina.
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