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THE MISSING DATA IN THE
CENSUS BUREAU POVERTY REPORT

The United States Census Bureau yesterday released its official statistics‘on poverty and family
income for 1989. There was some good news.. Real median family income climbed in 1989, repre-
senting increases in six of the past seven years: Black households had a real income increase of 51
percent in 1989. Despite the recorded: strong growth in median family income, however, press atten-

tion will focus inevitably on the poverty data and those ostensibly “left behind™* during the ecoromic

‘recovery of the 1980s. The report’s figures show 31.5 million persons in “poveity,” a number un-
.changed from the previous year but greater than in 1965, when the War on Poverty began. The - SN
‘trouhle is that the Census data overstate the number of persons in poverty and understate the living

standards of low-income Americans. .- R

- The Census Bureau’s data seriously mislead policy makes ‘and American taxpayers, who are
spending about $180 billion a year to fight “poverty,” because it tells little about the real poverty in
America. Missing from yesterday’s report are the facts that: s IR
2438 percent of the persons whom the Census Bureau identifies as “poor” own their own homiés
i1 with a inedian value of $39,200; . ' : _

¢ Over 100,000 “poor” persons own homes with a value in excess of $200,000;

# 62 percent of “poor” housgh_dlds own a car; 14 percent own two or more cars;

¢ Nearly half of all "_‘f_)_ooi""'hquscholds ﬁév_é di_f-cbnditiopirig; .
¢ 31 percent of all “poor” households have microwave ovens;
¢ Nationwide, over 22,000 “poor” houﬁeh'olds_' have heated swimming pools or hot tubs.

These facts underscore a large conceptual gap between the “poor” as defined by the Census -
Bureau and'what riiost Americans considér as poor. In réality, numerous govérninent reports based
on.data collected by the Census Bureau; indicate that most:“poor™ Americans today are better
housed, better fed, and own more personal property than did the average U.S. citizen throughout®«
most of this century. In 1988, for example; after adjusting for;inflation, the per capita expenditures
of the lowest income fifth of the U.S. population exceeded thie per capita income of the:medjan. -

American household in 1955. - ... - R T

¢ Bettér Off Than Europeans. Internatiorial comparisons of living standards ‘are similarly révealing
concerning the:material well-being of America’s “poor.” The average “poor” American lives in a
larger house or apartment than‘does the average-West.European (this.is the average West - -~
European, not poor West Europeans). U.S. and:European census-data indicate that poor Americans
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¢at far more meat, are more!likely.10 vn.£ars.a d’Bxsﬁ%ﬁsﬁ’eﬁi%ﬁ gre'thetedikely tohavebesics ;..
modern antenities sugh as indoor toilets than do } est Elropeans i ganeal. o fone 2viticams probos
reg! fearbe | R et L e Doderncd e Tvent® o . ..
The Ceriilis Bffedtt:éountsas “poor” 3 )g._hpq;eiﬁ_zﬂd with & “cash TRcéind™ 1ess:ithans the official,

poveity thtesHora d£$12,675 for. a:family of four in '1989. Yer, thié Bufehiii’s owhl datashow:that Joy:-,

incomé fousetioldérs spend $1:94-for-every $1.00 in. “incoimie” reported. "This aiioftaly s possible:be-:

causé of ife séfidiibly flawed methodology employed in compiling the offieial Cetisus data. In‘connt;

ing thie nuifilbér 6t “poor, the Census:Bureau ignores dl| assets ownéd by the pocr and nearly:all wel-

fare received by thié poor-As'sath; calculations of the living standards of fowlificome households dis-

regard billions of dollars i non-cash assistance provided to the poor. All lévels'bf govermment/im:..

Ameriga sperit'$184 Billion on welfare programs in 1988, the latest yedr for which'comprehiensive::
data are available, but-the Census:counts only $27 billion as income for low-income persons. The: 2!
_ great majority of the wélfare system is excluded; including entire prograris that‘provideini-kind aid :;
to the needy, like food stamps, public housing, and Medicaid, The missing welfare’spending thatis -
excluded from the official data on poverty totals $158 billion, or over $11,120 for every™poor-iiiu
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A new survey that coutits income and assets accurately.should be.adopted to replace the:Cétisus
Bureau’s flawed methodology. With accurate-counting, the number of poor pérsons would be shown
to b&'onily a stnall fraction of today’s estimated 31.5 million. =~ T TRl B

Greating Depéndence, Destroying Families. The material well-being of America’s “poor”™ shiduld
not,be viewed as the success of a War on'Poverty.Studies reveal that the largest gffect of welfdfe:
spending is,not to raise income but merely to-réplace self-sufficiency with depénderice. In the1950s,
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before the War on Poverty, nearly one-thifd ‘of poor families wgre,headgc{i'ﬁﬁédg!t&@}? workea’full-
time throughout the year. In 1989, only 16:2:percent of peorfamilies had ﬁ.\l,l‘-gimé__viidr_l&;}g‘_pehadéif),"f

housetiolds, Over half 6f poor. families are headed by perspns who do not work at all. " RS
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A secend major consequence 6f welfafe'is the destructiomrof families. In, 1989, the,poverty rate for
married-couple families was 5.6 percent; by contrast, the poverty.rate for female<headed familids'

. iy y d3'ed

was 32:2 percent.The number of femalé-headed famnilies below the poverty,level has increased ™" -

dramatically since the start of thie War oh’Poverty. Tn 1959, just28 percent of poor families with.

children were headed by women; last year, over 60 percent of poor families with chlldr;nwer'e’:
female'headle;d' ALy N B B A WO e o 73 ! . T
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The1989 Census.data, though seriously flawed, show'stéady improvement for; the great.majonty
of American families. If the methodology tiséd by the Biireat were:improved; to,megsure accurately

LS

the assets, cash income, and welfare benefits of low-ificbineé hoisehiolds; the figures would show far
fewet persons in poverty than the official data.claim.. « R
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