More R.I. children living in poverty
Providence ties with New Orleans as the third poorest city in the nation for children, according to census data. 
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PROVIDENCE -- Childhood poverty is increasing in Rhode Island. About 1 in 5 children in the state lived below the federal poverty level in 2004, according to the most recent data from a U.S. Census Bureau survey.
Providence ranks nationally among the poorest cities for children. Regionally, Rhode Island claims the highest child poverty rate in New England.

And more than half of the state's poor children -- 54 percent -- lived in extreme poverty. A single parent with two children earning less than $7,610 a year meets that definition.

And the numbers are rising. Childhood poverty in Rhode Island climbed from 16 percent in 2000 to 21 percent in 2004.

"The increase in childhood poverty has a lot of ramifications, as poor and low-income children are more likely to have a host of problems, including an increased risk of health and safety issues such as overcrowded housing and an increased incidence of abuse and neglect," said Elizabeth Burke Bryant, executive director of Rhode Island Kids Count, which is releasing an issue brief on childhood poverty today.

"So as we see the numbers rise, it is a concern because our ultimate goal needs to be to have fewer poor children," Bryant said.

The census data also found that Providence ties with New Orleans for the third poorest city for children, in cities with populations exceeding 100,000. Hartford, Conn., ranks first and Brownsville, Texas, is second.

Three-quarters of Rhode Island's poor children live in the state's six core cities: Providence, Central Falls, Newport, Pawtucket, West Warwick and Woonsocket.

The survey found that 50,390 Rhode Island children under age 18 lived below the federal poverty threshold in 2004. (The threshold is $19,157 in income for a two-parent household with two children and $15,219 for a single parent with two children.)

Anti-poverty advocates say there are several reasons for the increase in childhood poverty.

"The numbers are up because childhood poverty is tied to adult earning, and in Rhode Island, you have stagnant earnings and jobs paying low wages," said Kate Brewster, director of the Poverty Institute, an advocacy and research group at Rhode Island College.

"Rhode Island lost a lot of manufacturing jobs, and they've been replaced by service jobs that don't pay high wages," Brewster said.

Rhode Island was the only New England state that did not see an increase in its real median wage between 2000 and 2004, according to a recent study by the Poverty Institute.

Seven of the 10 fastest growing jobs in the state pay less than $11 per hour -- the amount the Poverty Institute estimates a single parent working full-time needs to earn to make ends meet, even with state assistance for child care and health care.

In addition, Brewster said, the rise in childhood poverty is related to the high number of children living in single-parent households. The Kids Count report found that 4 out of 5 of Rhode Island's poor children lived in single-female-headed households. Nationally, children in single-parent families are six times more likely than children in two-parent families to be living in poverty.

"Women earn less, on average, than men do, and most single-parent households are headed by women," Brewster said.

Another factor that influences a child's likelihood of being poor is race.

While half of Rhode Island's poor children are white, according to data provided by Kids Count, Hispanic, black and Asian children are more likely to be poor.

In Rhode Island, 52 percent of Hispanic children, 48 percent of black children and 38 percent of Asian children lived in poverty in 2004, compared with 13 percent of white children.

Perhaps the single biggest factor influencing childhood poverty is the education level of parents, said Brenda Dann-Messier, executive director of Dorcas Place, an adult literacy center in Providence. Without strong English skills and at least a high school degree or general equivalency diploma, parents "can't get jobs that will support their families," Dann-Messier said.

"We see families struggling every day, who can't get secure jobs because of low literacy and language levels," Dann-Messier said. "And it's everybody. We have Rhode Island high school graduates who cannot read and write," as well as recent immigrants, she said.

About 1,000 adults take classes at Dorcas Place each year, and the center has to turn away several hundred more, due to lack of space. "We are swamped; all the adult education centers are," Dann-Messier said.

The state is increasing its investment in adult education, pushing for more funding and grants. Last fall, it hired a statewide director, Johan Uvin, to underscore its economic importance to the state.

Literacy, education and job skills are the key to lifting families out of poverty, Bryant said.

"The average median income in Rhode Island in the past 12 months was $21,562 a year for adults over 25 without a high school diploma," Bryant said. The income rose to $28,819 for adults with a high school diploma or GED, and was $31,451 for adults with some college or an associate's degree. For adults with a bachelor's degree, their average median income was $41,786.

For more information about the Kids Count issue brief on childhood poverty, visit: www.rikidscount.org
