Poverty IN THE EAST, 1980 – 2000:  WHAT HAS CHANGED?

Since 1980, poverty in North Carolina has declined from 14.8% to 12.3%.  And in the ‘East’, the 41 counties in Eastern North Carolina with historically high poverty levels, poverty has tapered from 21% in 1980 to 17% in 2000.  Yet despite this reduction in poverty, Eastern North Carolina continues to lag behind the rest of the state, most notably with higher poverty, higher unemployment and lower per capita income.  
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According to 2000 Census data, of the 41 Eastern North Carolina counties, twelve counties have poverty levels exceeding 20% with Halifax (23.9%), Bertie (23.5%), Tyrell (23.3%), Robeson (22.8%) and Columbus (22.7%) counties leading the state.  Only four counties in the East fell below the state’s 12.3% poverty level:  Dare (8%), Camden (10.1%), Carteret (10.7%) and Currituck (10.7%).    

The economic expansion of the 1990s brought about the decline in poverty since the 1980s.  Yet industrial restructuring in the 1990s and 2000s suggests that the persistent poverty that characterizes the East will not change significantly.  According to the Progress Board 20/20, “ From 1990 to 1998 the total number of manufacturing jobs in North Carolina declined only slightly… a mere 4.2 percent decline.  Job losses since 1998 have been more dramatic.  North Carolina lost nearly 49,000 manufacturing jobs from July 2000 to July 2001.”  Since the 1990s good paying manufacturing jobs have declined as lower paying service jobs have increased.  With the loss of manufacturing jobs, increased layoffs and more and more displaced workers, the East is facing even greater challenges.  

According to the 20/20 Report the gap between rich and poor widened considerably, “between 1980 and 1998, North Carolina real average incomes increased by 39.5 % for the wealthiest fifth households, but only 0.1% for the poorest fifth of households.”  Per capita income in the East is 18% lower than the state at $16,519 for the Eastern Counties and $20,307 for the State.  
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Economic disparities become more pronounced when we consider race.

Race and Poverty

10.7 percent of the white population in Eastern North Carolina lives in poverty, compared with 8.4 for the state.  While whites in the “East’ have higher poverty levels than the rest of the state, these levels have not changed significantly since the 1980s.  
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The percent of black Eastern North Carolinians living in poverty has changed since the 1980s, noting a significant decline in African American poverty during this period.  At the state level, black poverty decreased most significantly from 30.4% black population living in poverty in 1980 to 22.9% in 2000.  Black poverty declined in the East during this period as well, yet not as dramatically as the state:  from 33.2% in 1980 to 28.2% in 2000.
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While the decline in black poverty is significant, it is important to note that black poverty remains remarkably higher than white poverty:  Blacks are three times more likely to be in poverty than Whites.  And in the East, black poverty remains higher than the rest of the state.  One pattern has remained constant since 1980:  the ‘poverty gap’ between Blacks and Whites in the East has not changed.

Examination of annual unemployment rates demonstrate an ‘employment gap’ based on race.  State-level data since 1985 shows higher unemployment rates for non-whites than whites, with little change in white unemployment over the period.  African American unemployment rates are almost three times greater than white unemployment rates.
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Regional annual unemployment rates for 2000 in the East point to a similar pattern:  African American unemployment in the East is three times that of whites.  Native Americans in the East have a somewhat lower unemployment rate than for the state, and Latino unemployment in the East mirrors the rate at State level.
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The North Carolina Center for Public Policy Research believes the higher unemployment rates in the East reflect a long-term problem: “with the East’s average unemployment the highest in the state from 1990-2000, an 11 year period.”  Leading the State in high unemployment rates in November 2002 were four counties in the East: Robeson, Scotland and Halifax at 9.9 % and Edgecombe at 11.5%.

Age and Poverty

Children are more likely to be in poverty than other age categories.  This is true regardless of race.  Children in Eastern North Carolina have much higher poverty rates than for the state, even though the numbers have declined since 1980.  
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In the East, 22.8% related children under 18 live in poverty compared to 15.7% for the state.  

When race is considered, non-white children are more likely to live in poverty than white children.  In 2000 40% of black children under 18 lived in poverty in the East, whereas 11.5% white children under 18 lived in poverty.

The term feminization of poverty describes the growing trend by which women represent an increasing proportion of the poor.  According to 2000 Census data, in the East, 40% of all poor households were headed by women with no husband present. Scotland County was the highest with 46.7%, and Duplin County the lowest with 30.3%.  The feminization of poverty is part of the larger picture of inequality outlined above.  In North Carolina, as in the rest of the nation, women earn less than men do, about 74 cents to the dollar.  The growth in households headed by women, coupled with the clustering of women and non-whites in jobs that pay less well, helps explain why women and their children are at a higher risk of poverty.  
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While the decline in poverty in the East since 1980 is noteworthy, the complexities of the changing global economy suggest that the measure be used cautiously in assessing overall social and economic well-being for the region.  According to Mike McLaughlin, editor of North Carolina Insight, “The East suffers a double whammy.  Not only is the region behind, but it doesn’t have the tools in place to catch up.  It’s going to take a serious, long-term commitment to get the region on par with the rest of North Carolina.”

Leslie Hossfeld, Ph.D. is Assistant Professor of Sociology at the University of North Carolina at Pembroke.  Contact:  Leslie.Hossfeld@uncp.edu
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