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December 1, 2002

Lt brend:

Kural Amecica 15 a place of both mumph and sommow. Some af our nabon's greatest strenpths are found there, bus
s0 oo ate some aut 2est elesichad prabdems. Crees Uwe diffcollics are onkaave toothe general public and even to
must pulicymakers, When many people taink of cuml Amenca, the imuges Srat sping fee mimed ace of agmeiore,
Nengrewver. agricultare is ome small but impartant component o rural America. In consudering rurel America, we
must also remgmber pressing ngeds an 1) aeeas of oefrastruciog, Tapzing and coongmiry developient, job
creation, acoess to heahth care and ouwmerous other chullenpes.

All Americuns face these 155u0s, ot while much of Uy nabon has been maving Sorward, rural Amence hes afen
beenn lefi behind.  Kural educetioral levels and skills are often behimd thoss m metopolitan wrews,  The mwrl
CLOTIOMY LS BO0TU0L 10 5070 places bt cemawns depressed m many oLlhens.

Ason the st of Armenica, the s of alfordable and qualhing ousing is a aritical one in ureal areas. For ooo many
rural residents, there is an slarming gap beraieen decent housing and what people are able 10 afford. The
population  of mural America contnues 1o grow more diverse, 10 get alder, and ta have & higher proporbon of
single-parent and single-persen mouseholds. These groops are amang toce that soogal= mightily 12 Biod and keep
quality howsing.

L as wital that we sreate and implement pluns thet <lese the wap berwsns rurml Anwrica and the ramainde of our
nalon. This bepine with 4 comprehensive wpproach thul poovides rura] Americans with access 19 the toals 1har are
necreEary for a prosperous, posiive, wnd prodoctive quality of Tife. W cannot a0ford 0 conbinue itk our cucien
precemeit] pahicies toward rueal America. 1F rual Arnenca s e sorvive and thnve, oor policues most by forwand -
leuking, camprehensive. end enepeemeunul.

I ils swew publicationy, Tafieg Sk, the Hlocsing Assistance Council seis the stage for a plan by calling otiention o
tlwe srabos o roral Arecrica’s neople, hausing, and econamy. Foking Sreck ofters extensive information on the stale
wf rural Amienica as redlected i the 2000 Census and orher mejor data soarces. The cepent is the lubest 10 2 senes
A0 Foilows vweo ather suniler HAC stedies cfrural data from the 1950 and 1450 decennial Censuses.

n representing the 1° Distoct of Nocth Caroang, o mostly tural, minoey distriel, and a8 co-~chair of the
Congressiomul Kurml Caucus, | have seen izt band swne of 1he indical pooblents thar Dickang Siock describes and
analves. Lovking of these and other issues, 1his repuct w11l e w very wseld and valuable wool in the copung years
ue & spuree of educition and advovacy for el concems,  Fokémg Seork s a sk eeminder of the rerendous
chillenpes Tueng cursl America aad @ call 1eoaction 1a all of ws 1 address them with vigor and determinetion.

Sincerely,

ton . Coigton

Lva M Clavien
Member of Congress
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Diesar Friend

Poverty and bavusing needs 1 cural Amecica ace some of cur nabot’'s most sevese and niost
gverlonied challenges  “I'hs 15 esperially true for high-need, undemienied areas such s the
Luwer wlississipp Delta. The Delta Rag very high poverty rangs - 19 percent far the cntice region
- and much bigher levels o mary road counties The Afocan-Amercan populaton of the
nen=1r0 Delta has g stuaning procery mate of 40 percent And of cosese snmoe have it oven
worse; foc example, 47 paacent of nowmerse male-headed househalds weel children am the Deliy
[iwe beloww the poventy hne Many middle and upper-income Americans huve seen their
ECONLITIC cirsimslances improve lremendous]y in recent years  Buol much of roral America,
inchidmyg the Lhelta, missed the hoom times, Left behind are norat people who are often just as
o pretate |w poar a3 in The inmer ciowes, bl with fower resowrces &and muoch less attention ferm the
public, the media, academia, and governmen.

To help meet these conzerns, we need mew ard expendec coltabaratinneg borwieen 1he public and
provate secters. We need ledeaal propeazs, bol v also oeed the belp ol bosiness, state aml local
agengws, nonprotics and others, working topether o create comprehensive community
deveiopmem solulions Bor the regien  We nesd new and better houging. stable employmem,
quahty ecucation, affordable health care, updated water and sewer syiteans. and othe pleces of
the pezzle

| hitve sgen the moeal cresis diring mey represencation of the 7' Conprossional Destrict of
MissisaIppd and i1 my praor work m e commuoairy. [ also have been a member of the Haesing
Assistance Council's beard of directors since 19TS. Takine Steck, 1340 impaetant oew tesearch
reporl. should serve as g wake-up call o the naton ahaar the necds af miral America

Small fown residenis, whether in Calitarnia, Yermont or Massissippl, have a stron desire to
change theie own lives W sirnply nesd o belp theo as Sy help thenselves.

simceraly,

Benme &G Fhampsan
romber of Congress
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Lhear Friend,

Ewral Arverica remuins an imtegral part of the fabrie of United States” society and culiore - just
as it has boen throwphout our nation's histry.  Most Americans, when they think about "Mew
York," think of Mew York City. Yot what mast Auttenicans [ail 1o realize iy that Mew otk has &
large, divense, ruml population that is Jargely under-reprosented in Congress.  Sines moch of my
Conpressional distdel i Central Mew Yock is rural in natare, [ kenowe firsthand that eurd places
often do nnt receive the attention they deserve,

| am pleascd that the 1lousing Assistance Council is puhlishing a new cxantination of the state of
rural America. Taking Stock Rueal Feople, Poverry, cnd Flwing ot the Turn of the 2% {entury
should help evervone i this cnuntry gain a befier woderstanding and appreciation of te rurd
companents of our peeal country. The repunt wses recent data, as well a3 descnpriong of some
inlividual rocsl countics, 10 describe the chablenges amk the leiumphs facing rored America’s
people, Iiousmig,. and seonomy.

] haee seen burw poverty and quality bouging concerss negarively iepact tw residenls of Mew
York State, and Fuving Srock verifies that these prablems are all too common (eoughout mcal
Amurca.  As Chairman of the 1louse Appropriations Subscommitier that provides funding for
the L5, Department of Housing and Uthan Developrent (HULDY annd as o senior bMember of the
Agriculture Appropriations Subsummittee which funds 1J500As rural housing programs. [ know
ther Eederal gnvernmcat has a vial role w play in helping bocal communities sddress these eritical
rural problems. T hebieve Daking Stock wall help poboymakers at all Tevels to help maral
Americans who need decent, affordable hovsing.

Sincerely,

ﬁw"ﬁ R RY

Janes T. Walsh
Momber of Congress
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

TAKING STOCK

Rural People, Poverty, and Housing

at the Turn of the 21st Century

Taking Stock: Rural People, Poverty, and Housing at the
Turn of the 21st Century provides an overview of rural
America’s residents, their economic condition, and their
homes. This publication isthird in a series of decennial
reports by the Housing Assistance Council (HAC) that
use data from the Census and other sources along with
case studies describing some of the poorest parts of the
rural United States.

Asthe 21st century begins, rural America's population is
growing and is becoming more diverse than ever before.
Rural residents are aging, and both single-parent and
single-person households are increasingly common.
Rural education levels — and thus the acquisition of
some skills needed for employment in the 21st century
economy — still lag behind those of metropolitan areas.
The U.S. rural economy has diversified but economic
stagnation remains a problem in many rural com-
munities. Overall, poverty persists as a greater problem
in nonmetro places than in the U.S. asawhole, and
housing affordability problems, often associated with
urban areas, areincreasing in rural places and now affect
one rural household in four.

Characteristics of rural America— such as concentra-
tions of persistent poverty, lingering housing quality
problems, and relatively high homeownership rates —
are evident in the national population, economic, and
housing data described in this report. Much of the rural
U.S. reflects these common characteristics, but rural
Americais also made up of diverse communities. Some
match national average levels of poverty and home-
ownership, but many more have distinct social and
economic characteristics. The regional analyses and case
studiesin this report depict five persistently poor areas
and populations in rural America and provide examples
of counties with some of the worst housing conditions
inthe U.S.

* The terms rural and nonmetro are used interchangeably throughout this
report. See page 11 form more information.

The Face of Rural America

According to the 2000 Census approximately 55.4
million people, or 20 percent of the U.S. population,
reside in nonmetropolitan areas. From 1990 to 2000
the nonmetro population grew by 10 percent while the
overall population grew by 13 percent. The Western
U.S. experienced the greatest rural population growth,
duein large part to the in-migration of people moving
in search of amenities such as recreation.

Along with its growth, the nonmetro population is
becoming increasingly diverse. One of the most signi-
ficant trends since the 1990 Census is the explosive
growth in the nonmetro Hispanic population, which
rose by 70 percent in the 1990s.” Still, nonmetro areas
remain more homogenous than the nation as awhole.

Asthe rural American population is diversifying along
with the rest of the country, it is aso aging. The baby
boom generation will remain a significant factor in
rural America during the next few decades as baby
boomers start to move into the ranks of seniors. This
dramatic demographic shift islikely to have profound
ramifications for nearly every aspect of rural society,
including housing.

Rural households’ structureis changing as well.

The number of rural households that are not families
increased at three times the rate of family household
growth during the 1990s. Among nonmetro nonfamily
households, 84 percent are persons living alone, and a
large proportion of those are people over the age of 65.

Another noticeable shift from 1990 wasin rura
education levels. The proportion of nonmetro residents
lacking a high school diplomafell 7 percentage points
during the 1990s. Despite this progress, educational
attainment levelsin nonmetro areas still lag behind
those in the nation as awhole.

** Hispanic is an ethnic origin, not aracia category. See second footnote
on page 12 for more information.

Executive Summary
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The Economics of Rural America

The last decade of the 20th century witnessed one of
the most dramatic economic expansions in our nation's
history. In general, rural America's economy benefitted
from this expansion as earnings increased and
unemployment fell. Rural unemployment, however,
has begun to tick upwards in the past few years.

In recent decades the national rural economy has diver-
sified, but economic stagnation and poverty remain
problems in many rural communities. Industries such as
agriculture, forestry, and mining that dominated much
of the rural economic system for the better part of the
past century have continued to decline in prominence.
Manufacturing now accounts for 18 percent of all jobs
in nonmetro areas. Service and retail industries, which
tend to pay lower wages than the manufacturing sector,
experienced dramatic growth in rural areas during

the 1990s.

Poverty remains a problem in rural America.
Approximately 7.8 million persons in the nonmetro
U.S., including disproportionate numbers of minorities,
are poor. While the poverty rateis 14.6 percent for the
total rural population, the poverty rate for nonmetro

African Americans is more than twice that at 33 percent.

Likewise, nonmetro Hispanics have a poverty rate of
27 percent and nonmetro Native Americans have a
poverty rate of 30 percent. Nineteen percent of rural
children are poor, a significantly higher poverty rate
than the rates for rural adults (13 percent) and rural
elderly people (12.3 percent).

All but 11 of the 200 poorest counties in the United
States are nonmetropolitan. Some nonmetro counties,
particularly those with large Native American
populations, have poverty rates above 40 percent.
Three hundred and sixty-three nonmetro counties,
accounting for 13 percent of the nonmetro U.S.
population and 23 percent of the rural poor, have
experienced persistent poverty rates of 20 percent

or more since 1960.

Housing in Rural America

Of the approximately 106 million occupied housing
unitsin the United States, roughly 23 million, or

22 percent, are located in nonmetropolitan areas.”
Asthe population and economy of rural America have
changed, so too have rural homes. For the most part
these changes have been positive, but affordability

* Most housing statistics in this Executive Summary are from
HAC tabulations of 2001 American Housing Survey data.
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and credit access problems have increased, and some
physical inadequacies remain. Nearly 30 percent of
nonmetro households, or more than 6.2 million
households, have at least one major housing problem.
Most often they are cost-burdened.

Homeownership is at an all-time high in the United
States as 68 percent of the nation’s households are
homeowners. In rural areas, the homeownership rate is
even higher at 76 percent. Asistrueinthe nation asa
whole, in nonmetro areas minorities have much lower
homeownership rates than whites, but the level of
homeownership for rural minoritiesis 14 percentage
points higher than the level for minorities in metro areas.
Furthermore, rural minorities have made significant
progress in moving into the ranks of homeownership.
Between 1991 and 2001 the number of minority
nonmetro homeowners increased by 35 percent
compared to 16 percent for nonmetro whites.

Manufactured housing continues to be one of the
nation’s fastest growing types of housing, particularly in
rural areas where the prevalence of manufactured
housing is twice the national rate”™

During the latter part of the 20th century, affordability
replaced poor housing conditions as the greatest
problem facing low-income rural households in the
U.S. Throughout the country, rural housing costs have
increased drastically and incomes have not kept pace
— especially for rural renters. Rural renters make up
35 percent of nonmetro cost-burdened households
while they comprise less than one-quarter of al
nonmetro households.

Despite the fact that America’'s 5.5 million rural rental
households experience some of the country’s most
significant housing problems, the importance of the
rural rental housing stock is often ignored. Rural rental
households have lower incomes than owners, are more
likely to have affordability problems, and are twice as
likely to live in substandard housing. Approximately

12 percent of nonmetro renterslive in either moderately
or severely inadeguate housing compared to 6 percent
of nonmetro owners.

In the past few decades, dramatic progress has been
made in improving the quality of housing in rural
America, but housing problems still persist. According
to 2001 American Housing Survey (AHS) indicators,
1.6 million or 6.9 percent of nonmetro units are either
moderately or severely substandard. Minoritiesin rural
areas are among the poorest and worst housed groups

** The terms “manufactured housing” and “mobile homes” are used
interchangeably in this publication. See third footnote on page 24 for
more information.



in the entire nation, with disproportionally high levels
of inadequate housing conditions. Non-white and
Hispanic rural households are three times more likely
to live in substandard housing than white rural
households. Minoarities are also more likely to live

in inadequate housing in nonmetro areas than in metro
areas. Rural African Americans have particularly

high sub-standard housing rates, as nearly onein five
nonmetro African-American households livesin
substandard housing.

The number of households experiencing crowding in
rural America grew slightly during the 1990s. Over-
crowding is particularly a problem among Hispanic
households, which occupy one-quarter of all crowded
housing units in nonmetro aress.

Unfortunately, housing cost, quality, and crowding
concerns are not mutually exclusive — an estimated
662,000 rural households have two or more housing
problems. Not surprisingly, rural renters are dispropor-
tionally represented among households with multiple
problems.

During the nation’s recent economic downturn, the
overall housing market has remained remarkably strong,
and homes continue to be the most valuable assets most
Americans will ever own. However, limited access to
quality credit and affordable mortgage sources impacts
the investment potential of many rural homes. Further-
more, the recent proliferation of subprime lending has
greatly influenced rural mortgage markets.

Since the mid-1930s, the federal government has
supported the production of low- and moderate-income
housing and improved the living conditions of millions
of low-income rural Americans. Funding for U.S. rural
housing programs has not kept pace with need, however,
and several programs have been affected by arecent shift
in emphasis to indirect subsidies such as loan guarantees
and tax incentives. As aresult, these programs’ ability to
reach lower-income households has been diminished.

High Need Rural Areas

Poverty and housing problems are particularly pervasive
among several geographical areas and populationsin
rural America: the colonias along the U.S.-Mexico
border, Central Appalachia, farmworkers, the Lower
Mississippi Delta, and Native Americans. Asit did for
past Taking Sock research, HAC visited communities
representing each of these high need areas and
populations and analyzed county and regional data

in order to chronicle the progress and need among

rural America’s “poorest of the poor.”

The key commonality among the high need rural
areas and populations analyzed in this report is their
persistently poor economic condition. Despite some
progress overall that mirrored a national economic
expansion and housing condition improvementsin
many communities, these areas and populations as
awhole remain relatively mired in poverty and
inadequate housing.

Poverty rates in the high need regions of Central
Appalachia, the Lower Mississippi Delta, and the
colonias are 17 to 19 percent. Poverty rates within
these regions are higher for sub-populations and
minorities. For example, the poverty rate for those
living in the Texas colonias is 30 percent and the
poverty rates for African Americansin rural areas of
the Lower Mississippi Deltais 40 percent. Poverty is
even more prevalent for the high need populations
examined by HAC: Native Americansliving in Census-
designated American Indian, Alaska Native, and
Hawaiian Homeland areas have a 33 percent poverty
rate and fully 61 percent of farmworkers are poor.

Housing affordability problems are extreme and
increasing in many of the communities in these high
need areas, and physical housing inadequacies are
more prominent throughout these areas than in the rest
of the United States. HAC researchers, however, found
hope amid these depressing regional and community
statistics. The case studies in this report include
examples of collaborative housing improvement efforts
by local governments, nonprofit developers, and
federal agencies.
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® INTRODUCTION

Nearly two decades ago in 1984 the Housing Assistance Council (HAC) released its first
Taking Stock report. This seminal work was one of the first reports to highlight rural economic
and housing conditions and issues in the United States on a national level.

In particular, the first Taking Stock chronicled the plight of the rural
geographic areas and populations that are among the “poorest of

the poor.” In the early 1990s the Taking Stock analysis continued

and was expanded to cover a broader scope of social, economic,

and housing needs in rural areas. With Taking Stock: Rural People,
Poverty, and Housing at the Turn of the 21st Century HAC continues
the legacy by providing a comprehensive analysis of current
conditionsin the rural United States. This publication aims to
provide a broad overview of the many issues that affect housing
throughout the country. It is hoped that with increased
awareness and information the American public

and policy makers will recognize and work

to improve the living conditions that millions of

rural Americans face every day.

This report, which includes national and regional [
analyses and case studies of specific high need rural
communities, is broad in scope. The national analysis r

provides an inventory of the key national trends and issues
affecting America’s rural housing conditions. It attempts to
“take stock” of the primary social and economic factors
that impact rural housing conditionsin the United States.
The demographic characteristics of the people living in rural
America, the economic trends affecting rural communities,
and the characteristics and conditions of the United States
rural housing stock are all pertinent to a holistic view of America’s rural housing.

The subsequent part of this publication focuses on the five high need regions and
populations that have some of the worst housing conditions in America. While over time
communities outside the selected areas are added to or dropped from our country’s poorest
and worst housed list, the poverty and housing need among these five regions and populations
— the U.S.-Mexico border colonias, Central Appalachia, farmworkers, the Lower Mississippi
Delta, and Native American lands — remains extreme. Case study analyses of specific counties
within each of the high needs regions and populations highlight the realities of living in rural
America’s poverty-stricken areas.
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