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Introduction

In this inaugural white paper series, the Poverty Research Project at North Carolina Central
University School of Law will examine poverty in North Carolina and the potential impact of
cuts to federal safety net programs on vulnerable communities in the state. These threats have
already created confusion and hardship, with significant repercussions yet to come. While those
most economically disadvantaged of us will bear the brunt, the broader economic and social
consequences will extend much farther. Other papers in this series will look at food insecurity
and Medicaid, among other issues.

These reports will also highlight poverty and need in four counties represented by key legislative
leaders. Policy decisions are not natural or inevitable; they reflect choices made by our elected
officials. While some proposed changes we’ll examine, such as reductions in SNAP (food
stamps) benefits, originate at the federal level, state legislators have significant ability to mitigate
or exacerbate the effects of these changes and to support economic opportunity at the state level.

Understanding Poverty Beyond Official Metrics

Here at the Poverty Research Project, we use the word “poverty” a lot. In this and other papers,
we usually mean the federal poverty threshold developed by the U.S. Census Bureau. Although
it’s a convenient shorthand, this conventional definition of poverty limits our understanding of
economic vulnerability and those affected by it.

The federal definition of poverty is based on an outdated and overly simplistic formula
developed in the 1960s. Among other flaws, it fails to account for variations in the cost of living
and the rising cost of essential goods, like housing, healthcare and education. While the official
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definition of poverty is useful because it’s consistent across time and federal agencies, it doesn’t
accurately capture the number of people who struggle to get by.

In 2024, a family of one adult and two children was poor if they had an annual income under
$25,273. That’s about $2,100 per month. The basic cost of housing in North Carolina is about
$1,400, though this can vary tremendously depending on location and neighborhood. That leaves
about $700 for everything else: food, transportation, childcare, healthcare, clothing and personal
items, and all the other sundry costs life extracts from us. Without building any savings into the
household budget, the typical three-person family in North Carolina needs about $7,000 per
month for everyday essentials.!

This number is far above the poverty threshold, which is why we often extend our analysis to
include “low income” individuals and households. By some estimates, households need at least
twice the official poverty level to achieve barebones economic stability.?

In North Carolina, over 3 million residents—approximately one-third of the population—Iive
below this expanded low-income threshold. Additionally, poverty is often a temporary state, with
individuals moving in and out of poverty due to a divorce, job loss, medical emergencies, family
responsibilities or other life events. The number of poor people is never static, and far more
people experience poverty at some point in their lives than poverty statistics suggest.

Poverty in North Carolina, Past and Present

Historically, North Carolina was a very rural, very poor state. In 1960, the state poverty rate was
40.6%, nearly double the national rate. Ten years later, the poverty rate had shrunk to 20.3%,
thanks in part to the federal War on Poverty and the homegrown North Carolina Fund, an
ambitious anti-poverty program started by then-Governor Terry Sanford. However, progress has
since slowed. Poverty reached a low of 12.3% in 2000, but in 2023 it stood at 13.2%—
comparable to 1990 levels.?

I'NC Budget and Tax Center’s 2025 Living Income Standard, https://ncbudget.org/2025-living-income-standard/.

2 To reach the poverty threshold, the U.S. Census Bureau calculates the cost of a basic basket of food for a
household, multiplies that number by three and adjusts for family size. By some calculations, a family needs about
twice the federal poverty threshold to get by. To get a sense of what different sized families living in different places
need to attain a basic yet adequate living standard, see the Economic Policy Institute’s Family Budget Calculator
(https://www.epi.org/resources/budget/) and the NC Budget and Tax Center’s 2025 Living Income Standard
(https://ncbudget.org/2025-living-income-standard/).

3 U.S. Census Bureau, 1960-2010 Decennial Census and 2014-2018 and 2019-2023 American Community Survey 5-
Year Estimates.
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North Carolina Poverty Rate, 1960-2023
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1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2018 2023
Most and Least Poor Counties by Select Year

Year Poorest county Poverty rate Least poor county Poverty rate
1960 Greene 74.3% Forsyth 22.9%
1980 Warren 30.5% Catawba 8.2%
2000 Halifax 23.9% Cabarrus 7.1%
2023 Robeson 28.8% Camden 5.0%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 1960, 1980 and 2000 Decennial Census and 2019-2023 American Community Survey
5-Year Estimates.

Poverty is not distributed equally across the state. Women experience higher poverty rates than
men (14.4% vs. 11.8%), and children remain particularly hard hit, with an 18.1% poverty rate.
Additionally, people of color face disproportionately high poverty rates, often double those of
non-Hispanic white residents.*

4U.S. Census Bureau, 2019-2023 American Community Survey
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Poverty by Race/Ethnicity, 2023
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Rural counties generally experience higher poverty rates than urban counties, though pockets of
deep poverty exist even in North Carolina’s most affluent areas. In general, the state’s eastern
and western counties are poorer than counties in the Raleigh, Durham, Charlotte and Asheville
metro areas. In 2023, Robeson County had the highest poverty rate (28.8%), while Camden
County had the lowest (5.0%).

NC Poverty Rate by County
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Legislative Leadership and Poverty in Key Counties

Poverty exists in every corner of North Carolina, including districts represented by the state’s
legislative leaders. Specifically, here we focus on Rockingham County (Senate President Pro
Tempore Phil Berger), Caldwell County (House Speaker Destin Hall), Cabarrus County (Senate
Majority Leader), and Columbus County (House Majority Leader Brenden Jones). We do this to
demonstrate that no county is immune from poverty, and to emphasize that poverty, and
responses to poverty, are policy choices.

Counties Represented by NC Legislative Leadership
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These four counties reflect variations that exist across the state. While different in terms of
geography, population size and demographics, they all contain significant populations living in
or near poverty.

e Cabarrus County (Sen. Paul Newton) is in the larger Charlotte metropolitan area. It’s
the county with the largest population. It’s also a relatively well-off county, with one of
the lowest poverty rates in the state. Yet even here, near the heart of the economic engine
that is the Charlotte metro area, over 20,000 people live below the poverty line, including
almost 7,000 children. More than one in five residents is low income, living below 200%
of the federal poverty threshold.

e Caldwell County (Rep. Destin Hall) sits in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. It
has a poverty rate roughly in the middle of North Carolina’s 100 counties. Over 10,000
people and almost 3,000 children are poor and more than one in three residents is low
income.
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e Columbus County (Rep. Brenden Jones) is the lone county in our group located east of
Raleigh. It’s also the only county in the Black Belt, a line of counties running through the
South that were historically associated with agriculture, slave labor and the plantation
economy. That legacy partially explains why it’s also the poorest county of the four.
Almost one in five people, and over one in four children, are poor. Almost half of people
who live in the county are low income.

¢ Rockingham County (Sen. Phil Berger) is on the Virginia border. As an area formerly
dominated by tobacco and textiles, it was hard hit in the 1980s and 1990s. Since then,
employment, especially employment in manufacturing, has declined. In 2024,
manufacturing employed about a third of the workers it employed in 1994. Although
other industries have grown, their employment numbers are relatively small. Nothing has
filled the void that the loss of manufacturing jobs left.’> In Rockingham County, one in six
residents, and over one in four children, is poor. Almost four in ten are low income.

Poverty by County

Total Number of Poor Number of Total Poverty ~ Child Poverty  Percent Low
County population  People Poor Children Rate Rate Income
Cabarrus 229,228 20,450 6,873 8.9% 11.8% 22.9%
Caldwell 79,545 10,087 2,908 12.7% 18.5% 36.5%
Columbus 47,923 9,006 2,682 18.8% 26.1% 45.2%
Rockingham 89,541 15,086 4,479 16.8% 25.4% 38.3%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2019-2023 American Community Survey

Our elected officials pledge to serve their constituents, regardless of income or economic status.
They make choices that—for better or worse—shape the lives and prospects of adults and
children alike. We’re all in this together. A society where kids don’t go hungry in school, where
jobs pay fair wages, where housing is affordable and safe is a society that works for all of us.

The Role of Federal Programs in Poverty Reduction

Safety net programs lift millions of Americans out of poverty, protect vulnerable groups from
outright destitution and promote economic stability. One in five people in the U.S. receive Social
Security benefits, and it alone prevents 22 million adults and children from falling below the
poverty line.® Tax credits like the Earned Income Tax Credit and the Child Tax Credit, which

5 Bureau of Labor Statistics, QCEW, 1994 and 2024.

6 U.S. Census Bureau, “Who Is Receiving Social Safety Net Benefits,” July 10, 2024,
https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/social-safety-net-benefits.html; Center for Budget and
Policy Priorities, “Social Security Lifts More People Above the Poverty Line Than Any Other Program,” updated
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return money to low-income families through the tax code, also keep millions out of poverty.
(The temporary expanded child tax credit enacted by Congress in response to the Covid
pandemic was responsible for cutting child poverty by about 30% —and poverty rates for
children of color by half—but Congress allowed it to lapse.)” These and other programs, while
they have their shortcomings, provide vital assistance and lay the groundwork for healthier
individuals and a stronger economy.

These programs are now in the bullseye. Congressional Republicans are calling for drastic
spending cuts and onerous and counter-productive measures like work requirements. Both
threaten countless numbers of otherwise eligible participants. Additionally, efforts to cut
essential federal staff hampers the ability of these important programs to do their jobs. These
deeply cynical measures villainize poor people, destroy the safety net, breed distrust in the
government, and sow division.

Action Steps

While federal policies shape broad economic conditions, state-level actors play a crucial role in
alleviating—or worsening—economic hardship. Our elected officials, including those in the
legislature, have the power to advance policies that promote equitable economic growth and
ensure basic needs are met. These actions are not only moral imperatives, they yield economic
growth and stability, improve social mobility, promote long-term cost savings, and build stronger
communities.

Poverty is a persistent and complex challenge in North Carolina but there are concrete steps you
can take to address and alleviate hardship in your community.

e Vote. You’ve heard it once; you’ve heard a million times. Vote in local elections, vote in
state elections. They’re not as headline-grabbing as presidential elections, but they have
direct and immediate impact on what happens in your town, county and state.

e Join a church group or community circle that brings together people from diverse
backgrounds. Hear from your neighbors. Be a resource or learn about resources from
others.

Jan. 21, 2025, https://www.cbpp.org/research/social-security/social-security-lifts-more-people-above-the-poverty-
line-than-any-other.

7 NPR, “The Expanded Child Tax Credit Briefly Slashed Child Poverty. Here’s What Else It Did,” January 27, 2022,
https://www.npr.org/2022/01/27/1075299510/the-expanded-child-tax-credit-briefly-slashed-child-poverty-heres-
what-else-it-d; Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, “Chart Book: SNAP Helps Struggling Families Put Food on
the Table,” updated November 25, 2024, https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/snap-helps-struggling-
families-put-food-on-the-table-0# edn14.
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e Poverty often occurs because multiple systems have failed. Choose one topic that
resonates with your interests, situation or personal experience—hunger, minimum
wage, childcare, health care, housing—and act on it. Write your representative in the
General Assembly. Describe your personal experience or that of friends and neighbors.
Make your voice heard.

e Join a town advisory board, commission or other civic group in your area. Attend
local government meetings. Bring your friends.

e Follow a trusted expert on social media. Learn more about the issues. Follow us!

e Look for the other reports in this series (coming soon) and share them.

For More Information

The Poverty Research Project is part of the Social Justice and Racial Equity Institute at North
Carolina Central University School of Law. Its mission is to examine and document poverty and
poverty-related issues in North Carolina, raise awareness of barriers to economic security in the
state, serve as a resource for individuals and groups interested in these topics, and provide
training and mentorship for students at NCCU and elsewhere.

Website: https://www.nccu.edu/law/academics/sjrei/research-resources

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/people/NCCU-School-of-Law-Social-Justice-and-Racial-
Equity-Institute-SJREI/100085430284133/

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/nccu_sjrei/

LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/company/nccu-poverty-research-project/about/
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