
On not reaching the rural poor: 
Urban bias in poverty policy 

In a country where for many generations the virtues of ru- 
ral life have appeared to be a t  the heart of the national 
ethos, there currently exists astonishingly little hard infor- 
mation about critical economic and social aspects of that 
life. That, a t  least, is the conclusion of a recent review of 
research into the economics of rural poverty by economists 
Keith Bryant, Lee Bawden, and WilliarnSaupe, all former 
or current IRP associates. Not only is there confusion over 
terminology-"The fact of the matter is that the concepts 
and measurements of rural, urban, farm, nonfarm, metro- 
politan, nonmetropolitan have all shifted significantly over 
the past 35 years" (p. 5)-but even sidestepping defini- 
tional problems, such central facts of poverty as housing, 
nutrition, health, and farm labor markets remain, as on 
the old maps, "unknown lands." 

In the vacuum created by the lack of hard information 
and, increasingly, of first-hand experience with the reali- 
ties of rural life, metropolitan America's image of federal 
policies toward rural areas, and perhaps of rural America 
itself, has become increasingly fragmented and confused. 
There are the giants of the agribusiness and resource ex- 
traction industries, effectively lobbying for large federal 
subsidies and tax advantages, fattening themselves at  the 
expense of the food buyer and the small farmer ( a  figure of 
sympathy ). Then there are the bogeymen of social welfare 
activists, the rural legislators slashing a t  programs for the 
poor (presumably helped to power by those same figures of 
sympathy ). Figuring perhaps most prominently among 
the rural poor, a t  least since the demise of the sharecrop- 
per, are migrant workers (who, however, constitute only 7 
percent of the workforce engaged in farm labor). 

True, the new social consciousness generating and gener- 
ated by the war on poverty did increase attention to and 
analysis of the nature and persistence of rural poverty, 
particularly as it impinged upon racial discrimination. 
Perhaps most prominent among the new perspectives was 
the human resource interpretation, based on the premise 
that rural America has traditionally experienced a serious 
underinvestment in human capital due to inferior school- 
ing, lack of individual incentives for educational self-in- 
vestment, and a disproportionately small share of man- 
power training funds. The most thorough investigation of 
this topic is a USDA report by Luther Tweeten, now over 
a decade old.' Of the issues he raised, comment Bryant et 
al., "none has been resolved and none has been relieved of 
its importance by subsequent events" (p. 87). 

A newly published IRP special report (prepared as part of 
a larger report by Stephen Seninger and Timothy Smeed- 
ing for the Department of Labor) has effectively synthe- 
sized much of what we know about the extent and distribu- 
tion of rural poverty. The picture that emerges has many 
disturbing aspects. 

There are, Seninger and Smeeding point out, a number of 
statistics that suggest rural poverty is on the wane, but 
they are misleading. In 1977, for instance, the percentage 
of the poor in nonmetropolitan areas had dropped in a dec- 
ade from 50 percent to 40 percent. But close inspection of 
this figure reveals a different story. Poverty is not being 
ameliorated. The rural poor are simply no longer rural 
poor; they have become urban poor, through migration or 
urban sprawl. Other data show that for the first time in 
many years rural areas are growing faster than metropoli- 
tan areas. But this figure is also misleading. True, the larg- 
est metropolitan areas have ceased to grow, but smaller 
ones are growing more rapidly than ever before, and most 
of those people who are newly labeled "rural" live on the 
outskirts of these areas. Thus, they are "metropolitan 
spillover," soon to be reclassified metropolitan rather than 
rural. Another trend often cited as encouraging for poor 
areas is that members of the middle class with their porta- 
ble incomes (from pensions, annuities, savings, and Social 
Security) are moving to the Sunbelt. But these people are 
less than 10 percent of the population, and they do not 
move to those rural areas where the sparse population of 
underemployed so desperately need the influx of money 
and jobs. In fact, in Florida and Arizona, where many 
have relocated, the poverty rate has increased, from 1969 
to 1975, by 13 percent and 19 percent respectively. 

The rural poor are, to a greater extent than urban dwell- 
ers, working poor (over 67 percent of all rural poor fami- 
lies and only 48 percent of urban poor families had one 
earner in 1974). They are, too, worse off, on the whole, 
than similarly placed urban poor families. Nor do govern- 
ment transfers close the gap, as Table 1 makes clear. 

The reasons are not difficult to find. The vast majority of 
the rural poor live in poor states. The bulk of them-60 
percent, among them the poorest of the poor-live in the 
South: in the Mississippi Delta, the Southeastern coastal 
plain, Appalachia, and on the Ozark Plateau. And new 
areas of rural poverty are developing in Texas and New 
Mexico. To the extent that welfare programs depend on 
state supplementation and state implementation of federal 










