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JUSTICE UPDATE - September 2005 

Poverty 
During the last week of August and early September, we witnessed great tragedy in the Gulf Coast 

area as hurricane Katrina hit the United States.  On August 30, the Census Bureau released data (view 
report at: http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/poverty04.html ) showing the year 2004 was the third 
full year of increase in poverty, the falling of full-time earnings for workers, the typical elderly 
household income fell, and the number of uninsured Americans rose.  In no other recovery in the last 
forty-five years did poverty increase in the third year of economic growth following the recession.  Even 
more unusual is not only the increase in poverty, but also the failure to lift incomes of middle-income 
Americans.  Despite the Administration counseling that all is well in our economy, the reality continues to 
leave behind millions and even more after this week’s events.  1.1 million people fell into poverty and 
there are now 45.8 million more uninsured than the previous year.  Iowa was one of a dozen states to 
double the national average rate of poverty.   
 
Statistics on the gulf coast region:  

•  The percent of persons living below the poverty level in Gulfport and Biloxi (the hardest hit cities) in 
Mississippi is 17.7% and 14.6 % respectively, as reported by the U.S. Census Bureau in 1999. 

•  The poverty rate for the city of New Orleans is an astounding 27.9%, as reported by the 2000 U.S. 
Census Bureau. 

•  The median household income for New Orleans residents in 2000 was $27,133, compared to a median 
of $41,994 for the U.S. population as a whole.  

•  32% of children under 18 in New Orleans are below the poverty level. 

 
Connections: 

Eradicate poverty as an ethical, social, and environmental imperative (Earth Charter III, #9) 
Affirm gender equality and equity as prerequisites to sustainable development and ensure 

universal access to education, health care, and economic opportunity (Earth Charter, #11) 
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Uphold the right of all, without discrimination, to a natural and social environment supportive of 
human dignity, bodily health, and spiritual well-being, with special attention to the rights of indigenous 
peoples and minorities.  (Earth Charter, #12) 
 
Reflections:   

Small and large acts of mutual aid were done by New Orleans residents to each other.  The State 
tried to do all it could and then called for help from the Federal Government.  Disagreement is found 
among many as to why the Federal Government through the FEMA (Federal Emergency Management 
Agency) did not act before it was called.  Whatever the case, it must be investigated.   
      Those left in New Orleans were mostly poor and people of color.  Their response of looting was 
understandable given that this disaster has been happening for a long time in their neighborhoods and 
lives.  What boundaries do looters’ need in a time of tragedy?  Was the media focus on looting racist, 
capitalist, and inhumane?  If the looters were taking things that were needed for survival, those of us 
watching from the comfort of our dry homes have no reason to complain.  Might looting be a form of 
wealth redistribution?  When rich people “loot”, they call it capitalism, good business practices, third 
quarter dividends, the new economy, and “giving people a job.”       
 
Actions: 
 
1.  This tragedy and report on poverty comes at a time when Congressional committees have been 
directed to cut $13 billion over five years in programs that include Medicaid and Food Stamps.  National 
Call in Day on the U.S. Budget is September 8 - 9.  Call 1.800.426.8073 (provided by American Friends 
Service Committee and urge legislators to oppose reductions or eliminations of services in Medicaid, 
Food Stamps, TANF and other critical help for vulnerable people." (Cutbacks are being considered as 
part of a budget reconciliation bill in September.)  
 
2.  Congress is considering eliminating or drastically reducing the estate tax that only the most 
extremely wealthy taxpayers are subject to.  Eliminating this tax will cost approximately $1 trillion when 
fully implemented, all at the same time that services for the poor, elderly and disabled Americans, not to 
mention our children are being cut.  Urge your Representative and Senators to protect services for poor 
individuals and reject more tax cuts for the wealthy at: 
 

 http://scotch.demaction.org/dia/organizations/chn/campaign.jsp?campaign_KEY=911  
 
3. Nano was known as, “God’s Beggar.”  In what ways do I enable poverty?   Do I work toward wealth 
redistribution?  How so?   Whom do I know who is poor?  What are their names and can I name their 
economic struggles?  What skills do I have and need for being “God’s Beggar?”   
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