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August 11, 2011

Dear RuFES Action Network,

KEEP IT

Stop Going to Extremes:

Close that Income Inequality Gap for Rural Families and

Counties

Most people recognize the Great Depression as a time of historic economic

inequality in the United States. However, income inequality during the current

financial crisis is rivaling that of the 1920s. In addition to being an economic issue,

this inequality contributes to many social problems. This week's Alert profiles a

recent analysis of income inequality in America, and highlights a tool that can help

you connect struggling rural families with available the resources and assistance.

The analysis — Inequality Rising in Rural and Urban America — was conducted by

Roberto Gallardo and Bo Beaulieu, and highlighted in the Daily Yonder. It

documents the increasing inequality among the country's 3,100 counties and

discusses what this inequality means for rural America.

Gallardo and Beaulieu reveal that wealthier counties have experienced a much

greater increase in income than their poorer counterparts: The per capita market

income (which does not include government transfer payments) of the top

10% wealthiest counties in the nation increased 63.8% between 1980 and 2008,

compared to a 38.3% increase in the 10% poorest counties. Moreover, by 2008 the

10% wealthiest counties had a per capita market income that was 3.5 times

higher than the 10% poorest counties (as compared to only 2.6 times higher in

1980).

The good news for rural America that the analysis finds is that rural counties

overall have less income inequality than metro counties. The bad news is that rural

counties (at both the upper and lower end of per capita market income)

experienced less income growth than metro counties. In 2008, the top 10% of the

wealthiest metro counties in the U.S. had a per capita market income that was

almost 30% higher than that of the wealthiest 10% of nonmetro counties.

The Yonder article also explores the connections between income inequality and

key social problems. Some of the findings include:

Violent Crime Rates: Counties with the highest level of income inequality

had a violent crime rate of 7 per 1000 persons, compared to a rate of 2.28 in
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counties with a more equal income distribution.

Property Crime Rates: Like the violent crime rate, the more unequal the

distribution of income in a county, the higher the property crime rate.

Teen Birth Rates: The most unequal counties have a teen birth rate 10

percentage points higher than counties with a more equal income

distribution.

Poverty Rates: Individual and child poverty rates are about 2.5 times greater

in the most unequal counties than those with a more equal distribution of

income.

The bottom line of the analysis is this: Working to reduce income inequality in your

rural county is a good thing — both for economic reasons and to help combat

complex and costly social issues.

To learn more, you can find the article HERE. And for even more inequality

information, check out the recent Pew Research Center report, Wealth Gaps Rise to

Record Highs Between White, Blacks, Hispanics, as well as inequity.org.

Access Services to Help Bridge the Income Gap

The five state-administered low-income benefit programs — SNAP

(Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program), Medicaid, CHIP (Children's

Health Insurance Program), TANF (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families),

and child care assistance — provide key services that help close the income

gap for low-income working families who seek to Earn It, Keep It and Grow

It. Most states have basic program information available via the Internet.

However, many states now provide application forms, data on the number of

participants, and other information and services online.

The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities compiled a list that lays out exactly

what kind of benefit information and services each state provides online, as

well as links to state information for these benefit programs to help families

connect to the benefits they need. You can use this to make sure rural families

in your network are accessing all the benefits for which they qualify!

Find the list HERE

We hope these Action Alerts energize your RuFES deeds and aspirations. Help us

spark more RuFES action! How? Simply contact us with any news, ideas or

opportunities that can help your RuFES colleagues across the nation.

Your RuFES Action Team,

John Molinaro, Janet Topolsky, Kelly Malone, Elsa Noterman

Aspen Institute Community Strategies Group
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