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Scope of the Problem

Central cities within the United States typically experience higher poverty rates
and higher welfare caseloads than national and state poverty rates and caseload
levels. For central cities within the Detroit-Ann Arbor CMSA, U.S. Census
Bureau data for 1999 indicate [3]:
• 23.7 percent of all persons lived below poverty level.
• 34.6 percent of children under 18  lived below poverty level.
• 54.4 percent of people in female-headed families with children lived below poverty 

level.
These poverty statistics have major implications for welfare caseloads. In July
2000, Katherine Allen and Maria Kirby of the Brookings Institution published
the results from a three year study on the special impact of welfare reform in
urban areas. They cautioned that “...national and state caseload declines are by no
means the whole story. These caseload declines obscure the fact that welfare
reform will succeed or fail at the local level”[1:1]. Table 1 compares their findings
for urban areas within the United States as a whole with the findings for Wayne
County.
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Implications for State and Local Policymakers
In their report, Unfinished Business: Why Cities Matter to Welfare Reform, Allen
and Kirby [1] presented evidence to show that:

• Cities cannot deal with welfare and working families alone.

• The focus on state policies and caseloads, and on individuals’ barriers to work,
does not take into account that places affect and sometimes limit people’s
opportunities.

• As urban caseload declines continue, cities and urban counties must also 
contend with families who leave welfare for precarious positions in the 
workforce [1:7]

In order for states and local policymakers to address welfare within large urban
areas, Allen and Kirby suggest a number of alternatives in Table 2.

The next three articles of this briefing report, “Strategies to Promote Work and
Reduce Poverty”, “Barriers to Employment” and “Domestic Violence and Poverty”
provide many other examples of strategies that states and localities can use to
address the issues behind urban areas, poverty, and welfare reform.


