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In late 2001, a database was compiled for the National Rural Water Association (NRWA) to help evaluate the relative affordability of water service throughout the United States. (1)  The database includes information on the number of water systems (by size) in each county, as well as various demographic information, such as poverty rates and the presence of low-income households.  At that time, comprehensive county-level data from the 2000 census had not been released by the U.S. Census Bureau, so the original database primarily used information from the 1990 census.

In August 2002, the Census Bureau released detailed demographic information from the 2000 census. (2)  The purpose of this paper is to describe the updates to the NRWA database that have been made using the 2000 census data.

The NRWA database has been updated so that it now includes the information shown in Table 1 for each county in the United States.  The only information that has been retained from the 1990 census is the percentage of households that receive water from a community water system.  The 2000 census did not contain a similar question; thus, the 1990 census remains the most recent, comprehensive data set available on the source of drinking water for households.

	Table 1
Contents of Updated Database

	

	No. of community water systems serving 500 or fewer people as of August 2001

	No. of community water systems serving 501-3,300 people as of August 2001

	No. of community water systems serving 3,301-10,000 people as of August 2001

	No. of community water systems serving more than 10,000 people as of August 2001

	Percent of households with income of under $15,000 in 1999

	Percent of households with income below poverty level in 1999

	Percent of housing units served by community water system in 1990

	Is county in a metropolitan area as of 1999

	Median household income in 1999

	Total population in April 2000

	Total number of households in April 2000

	Unemployment rate in April 2000

	Percent of households with owner costs or gross rent of 35% or more of income in 1999

	


In addition to updating data that were contained in the original database, this version of the database includes two new types of information: (a) unemployment rate as of April 2000 and (b) percent of households that have “selected monthly owner costs” or “gross rent” equal to at least 35 percent of the household’s income.

The unemployment rate is the percentage of the population, age 16 years and older, that is in the labor force (that is, they are working, temporarily laid off, or actively seeking work) that is not employed. (2)  

Selected monthly owner costs are calculated for households that live in owner-occupied housing units.  The costs include the total of mortgage payments, utilities, non-utility fuel (such as heating oil or propane), real estate taxes, homeowners’ insurance, and condominium or mobile home fees.  This measure, therefore, provides a reasonable measure of the housing costs in a community.  In constructing the database, the highest category tabulated by the Census Bureau – costs that are 35 percent or more of household income – was used to measure households that may be at or near the limit of paying reasonable housing costs.  For example, the Department of Housing and Urban Development’s housing assistance program (known as “Section 8”) provides assistance to low-income households that pay more than 30 percent of income for housing. (3)

Gross rent provides a similar measure of housing costs for households that rent their housing unit.  Gross rent includes the rental payment as well as utilities and non-utility fuel, if they are paid by the tenant.  Once again, the highest category compiled by the Census Bureau – gross rent equal to 35 percent or more of household income – was used to measure households that may be at or near the limit of paying reasonable total housing costs.

In addition to providing NRWA with a user-friendly version of the database, in a Microsoft Excel file (StateInfo2000.xls), a series of ten maps accompanies this paper.  The maps show the distribution of extremes (the 10th and 90th percentiles) for five measures of income and economic well-being, showing separately counties that are located in metropolitan areas (shown in red) and those that are in non-metropolitan areas (shown in blue).  Following is a brief description of the maps.

Maps 1 and 2 show extremes for median household income (MHI).  The national MHI in 1999 was $41,994; that is, half the households in the United States had incomes lower than this amount and half had higher incomes.  The median county, however, had an MHI of $33,759.  This means that higher-income households tend to be concentrated in relatively few counties that have very large populations.  Maps 1 and 2 confirm this fact.  Map 1 shows the 10th percentile of counties; that is the 314 counties with the lowest MHI – all of these counties have an MHI that is $26,225 or less.  All of these counties, except three, are in non-metropolitan areas.  In contrast, Map 2 shows the 314 counties with the highest MHI in the country.  These counties have an MHI that is at least $46,173.  More than 80 percent of these counties are in metropolitan areas.

Maps 3 and 4 provide similar information for the poverty rate; that is, the percentage of people who live in households that have incomes at or below the federal poverty level.  For this measure, of course, the communities that are economically disadvantaged have higher poverty rates, so the 90th percentile (Map 4) shows those communities that are facing economic challenges.  The national poverty rate in 1999 was 12.4 percent; that is, 12.4 percent of the people in the United States lived on incomes at or below the poverty level.  At the county level, one-half of the counties had poverty rates of 13.0 percent of higher.  As is the case with MHI, this indicates that the national average reflects the concentration of a high proportion of the population in a relatively small number of high-income (low-poverty) counties.  Map 3 shows that almost two-thirds of the lowest poverty-rate counties – those with poverty rates of 7.14 percent or less – are in metropolitan areas.  In contrast, Map 4 shows that nearly all (more than 93 percent) of the highest-poverty counties – those with poverty rates of 22.64% or higher – are located in non-metropolitan areas.

Maps 5 and 6 show information for households with incomes less than $15,000 per year.  Not surprisingly, the trends exhibited are similar to those for other measures of income – MHI and the poverty rate.  Nationally, 15.8 percent of households had annual incomes less than $15,000 per year.  Half of the counties, however, were considerably worse off than the national average; the median county had 19.6 percent of its households in this very low income category.  Map 5 shows the counties at the high end of the income range – those with the lowest percentage of their households with very low incomes.  The map shows that of the 315 counties with fewer than 11.62 percent of the households with incomes below $15,000 per year, 77 percent (243 of the counties) were in metropolitan areas.  Map 6 shows the counterpoint to Map 5.  The counties with the highest concentration of low-income households – at least 29.56 percent of households with annual incomes below $15,000 – are almost all in non-metropolitan areas.  In fact, of the 314 counties facing this severe challenge, only 9 (3 percent) are in metropolitan areas.

Data on unemployment do not exhibit the same pattern as the income data.  Nationally, as of April 2000 (when the census was conducted), 5.6 percent of the people in the labor force were unemployed.  The median county had an unemployment rate of approximately 5 percent.  As shown on Map 7, though, there were more than 500 counties that had unemployment rates of 3 percent or below.  Most of these counties (71 percent) were in non-metropolitan areas.  Interestingly, most of the counties with very high (9 percent or above) unemployment rates also were located in non-metropolitan areas (86 percent of the counties in this group).

Data on housing costs also do not show a clear delineation between metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas.  Nationally, 21.1 percent of households spend at least 35 percent of their income on housing (including utilities).  The median county, however, has just 16.4 percent of its households with housing costs of this magnitude.  This would indicate that the national data are heavily influenced by large numbers of households in metropolitan areas that are spending a high percentage of their income for housing and utilities.  Maps 9 and 10 illustrate this fact, but with some important caveats.  Map 9 shows that nearly all (94 percent) of the counties with relatively low housing costs relative to income – 11.59 percent or fewer households spending 35 percent of their income for housing – are in non-metropolitan areas.  In fact, almost all of them are located in the Midwest.  Counties with high housing costs relative to income – 22.45 percent of households spending at least 35 percent of their income for housing – are split almost evenly between metropolitan (47 percent) and non-metropolitan (53 percent) areas.  The metropolitan high-cost counties are located primarily along the coasts – nearly all of California, the Boston to Philadelphia region, greater Washington, D.C., southern Florida, and much of western Oregon and Washington.  Some of the non-metropolitan areas that are in this high-cost group tend to be in areas that also were identified as being very low income / high poverty areas, such as the Mississippi Valley, and regions of Texas and New Mexico.

Overall, the revised database shows similar trends to those shown in the original database.  The addition of data on unemployment and housing costs provides additional information that may be useful to policy makers and others.  The lowest-income / highest-poverty counties in the United States are nearly all located in non-metropolitan areas.  

These low levels of income do not necessarily coincide with high levels of unemployment.  One reason for this may be that the definition of employment used in the census does not distinguish between full-time and part-time employment, or between desired employment and actual (under-) employment.  

There does not appear to be much correlation between housing costs as a percentage of income and actual income levels in a community.  That is, an area may have high housing costs relative to income because incomes are high and desirable housing is in demand.  This is not necessarily a measure of economic hardship.  For instance, a household with an income of $100,000 that pays $40,000 for housing-related costs still has $60,000 to meet its other necessities, such as food, transportation, and medical care.  The opposite also can be true.  An area may have relatively low housing costs compared to income, but that does not necessarily indicate economic well-being.  If incomes and housing costs are both depressed, the household still may have just a few dollars remaining to try to meet its other necessities (though, of course, it is likely to be better off than a household with similar income in an area with higher housing costs).
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