
The 16 percent

A record number of Americans are poor. And by any measure, the
poverty rate is rising.
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A woman enters a SNAP (food stamps) office in Washington State. SNAP benefits and other income supports
keep many Americans out of poverty but fail to do so for many others. Attribution Some rights reserved by
Wonderlane.

In November, the Census Bureau released its new Supplemental Poverty Measure, according to which there are
49.1 million poor people in the U.S.—2.9 million more than were counted using the official formula. The official
poverty rate is 15.1 percent for 2010, whereas the SPM puts it at 16 percent. Some criticized the SPM as an
ideological stunt, while others praised it as more accurate than the standard measure. Whatever gauge is used,
however, poverty is on the rise—it's been going up since 2007 and is at its highest rate since 1993.

The alternate numbers help illumine the specific contours of poverty. The official poverty threshold is based on
food prices and income, whereas the SPM looks also at other household expenses and at government assistance
with food, housing and energy bills. The SPM uncovers some additional poor people, many of them seniors with
high out-of-pocket medical expenses. Child poverty, however, turns out to be lower under the SPM, because a
lot of government programs are aimed at families with children. At current levels, these programs alleviate child
poverty, though they fall far short of eliminating it.

Federal poverty numbers determine eligibility for the services designed to lift people out of poverty, and they
track overall progress toward achieving this. The point is not to debate which number to use, nor to discuss
whether the current poverty rate is acceptable—it isn't. Poverty is measured in order to fight it.

How do we fight it? The child poverty numbers show the need for a stronger safety net; the numbers for seniors
point to the need for more health-care reforms that curb costs. We also need government action to create jobs
and to ensure that work pays enough to keep people out of poverty. Unfortunately, the political momentum is
toward cutting the safety net, repealing existing health-care reforms, weakening labor laws and doing nothing
about high unemployment.
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This situation reflects the general dysfunction of our political system, but it points as well to the shortage of
advocates for the poor. Republican lawmakers want to help businesses, which they say will eventually help
everyone else, and Democrats focus on the middle class, as that's where the votes are. Even the Occupy
movement's "99 percent" language has its problems: while it captures the crucial idea of solidarity among the
poor and middle classes, it does so by reducing them to one big group, the not-wealthy.

The whole 99 percent have legitimate complaints, but the lowest percentiles are having an especially hard time.
It's unacceptable for our government to ignore the rise in poverty, and it's inadequate merely to try to slow it
down. We need to reverse the trend. While that's not easy to do in a bad economy, there's little evidence that
we're even trying.


