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Praise for Broke in America


“A valuable resource in the fight against poverty.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Clear, concise, and packed with facts, figures, and suggestions for action, Broke in America shows that poverty is not the result of individual laziness or ‘bad choices’ but of economic and social policies that produce inequality by design. The catastrophe of COVID-19, which is reducing countless people to desperation, makes this book especially urgent and necessary reading.”


—Katha Pollitt, columnist for The Nation


“Kudos to Joanne Goldblum and Colleen Shaddox for a book filled with wisdom, compassion, and solutions. America is a country of paradox: the world’s greatest wealth together with deeply entrenched poverty in its many forms, including homelessness, hunger, unsafe water, under-provisioned schools, and unaffordable energy, transport, health, and other basic needs. The authors open our eyes to these grim realities and how they can be overcome. This book provides a road map to a better America.”


—Jeffrey D. Sachs, university professor at Columbia University


“Broke in America is a tour de force. The authors strip poverty to its bare truth. Millions of people in a nation of plenty cannot afford basic needs such as water, housing, food, energy, education, and mental health access. Thanks to Joanne Goldblum and Colleen Shaddox, there is no ignoring the immorality or the inhumanity of that—nor of the path forward. Their engrossing, well-researched, and compelling analysis delves into the role that discrimination, sexism, and racism play in trapping people in poverty, and outlines policies to help them ladder out of it. It is a timely call to action for anyone who dares to envision a world that does not resign children, seniors, or neighbors to poverty and suffering. In doing so, this important book should be a North Star for generations to come.”


—Rosa DeLauro, US Representative, Connecticut


“Joanne Goldblum has been working for decades to bring diapers—a basic staple of childcare—to low-income families. Her new book, written with Colleen Shaddox, a writer and activist working to reduce the number of children the United States incarcerates, explains why America must fix the problem of poverty rather than blaming it on the people it afflicts. Goldblum and Shaddox also offer a road map to a better future.”


—Emily Bazelon, national bestselling author of Charged and Sticks and Stones


“In the richest country in the history of the world, an eye-opening and humanizing testament to the realization that no one should be poor. At a time of crisis when we are re-envisioning and reconstructing our relationship with government and with each other, this is the book we need.”


—Mona Hanna-Attisha, author of What the Eyes Don’t See and pediatrician in Flint, Michigan


“At a tumultuous time in US history, many of us are asking ourselves what kind of country we want. I hope that we can work toward the vision laid out in Broke in America: a United States without poverty.”


—Jodie Adams Kirshner, author of Broke: Hardship and Resilience in a City of Broken Promises









[image: ]









[image: ]









Broke in America copyright © 2021 by Joanne Goldblum and Colleen Shaddox


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.


[image: ]


BenBella Books, Inc.


10440 N. Central Expressway


Suite 800


Dallas, TX 75231


www.benbellabooks.com


Send feedback to feedback@benbellabooks.com


BenBella is a federally registered trademark.


First E-Book Edition: February 2021


Library of Congress Control Number: 2020035452


ISBN 9781950665464 (trade cloth)


ISBN 9781950665631 (ebook)


Editing by Claire Schulz


Copyediting by Miki Alexandra Caputo


Proofreading by Lisa Story and Greg Teague


Indexing by WordCo Indexing Services, Inc.


Text design by PerfecType, Nashville, TN


Cover design by Pete Garceau


Cover image © iStock / Soubrette


Author photos by Gale Zucker


Printed by Lake Book Manufacturing


Distributed to the trade by Two Rivers Distribution, an Ingram brand


www.tworiversdistribution.com




Special discounts for bulk sales are available. Please contact bulkorders@benbellabooks.com.












For David, Jesse, Mollie, and Sherman


For Anthony, Charlie, and Russell









A note about names: We generally refer to people by their full names on first reference and last names on subsequent references. In some cases, we use first names repeatedly to distinguish between family members. In others, we use first names only in the interest of confidentiality. In a few cases we use pseudonyms to protect identities. Wherever we’ve done this, we have indicated it by using quotation marks around the name the first time it appears. We never used the real names of children. In some cases, we used pseudonyms because people divulged that they had broken the law, feared involvement with the child welfare system, talked about sensitive health information or their experiences with domestic violence or homelessness, or because they simply did not want to be identified as a person living in poverty.









“I just want people that read this book to understand that we’re not losers. We’re not lowlifes. We’re human beings that want everything in life just like everybody else. It’s just that we don’t have the funds to back it up, as some people do. It doesn’t make us losers, doesn’t make us jerks. It makes us human beings who want better for ourselves. Just because of where we live doesn’t mean we’re losers or jerks. We’re good people. If people just take the chance to learn that, understand that, and learn what we’re going through, that’s all I ask: to be treated decently.”


—Shane Ward, a former truck driver who had to give up driving because of disability. He is now a full-time caregiver to his mother.










Foreword



The year 2020 exposed how thin the margins are for the average American. A seemingly robust economy that always did way more for those on top than everyone below cratered, burdened by a virus for which the nation was unprepared. Startling statistics that say an overwhelming majority of Americans had less than $1,000 in savings, and those numbers informed what we all should have known—financial insecurity has become a way of life in the United States, and its greatest test in recent memory is upon us.


I first met Joanne Goldblum in 2019, when few of us knew what was around the corner. I’ll always remember how impressed I was by the simplicity of her message, the basic ideas of how things like diapers and feminine hygiene projects affected American lives, both in quality and mechanics. Children deserve to be clean. Parents shouldn’t worry about such basic things. And the resources exist to make things better for all, should we simply commit to sharing them responsibly.


To improve the lives of all Americans, we must first care about them. For many, the first step toward caring is developing an awareness of the conditions under which many of our brothers and sisters live. Cowritten by Joanne and her colleague Colleen Shaddox, Broke in America is an important look into those lives, an exposure of what it takes for so many to simply hold on, let alone thrive. Privilege of many forms can insulate anyone from the daily struggles of others, allowing the fortunate to rest on reasonable—but fallacious—assumptions, like figuring everyone can provide essentials for themselves and their families, so long as they are responsible.


The truth is, poverty reflects no moral judgments. Failing to handle the basics is a failure of society before it speaks to any individual. Millions fight heroically to live but are shamed by those with no idea how hard it is for so many to get by. We stigmatize warriors to valorize those protected from the fight. We praise so-called “excellence” while downplaying the good luck it takes to achieve in America, but we turn our eyes away from the strength of those whom we barely notice.


Americans deserve better. Broke in America spells out how little so many receive. My hope is that seeing American life in these terms will inspire others, as I have been, to consider what we can do to make things better. And, in cases like mine, to reflect on why it took so long to realize both how necessary collective effort is, and the smaller things many of us could do to make a sizable impact.


Our country’s future is uncertain. To protect ourselves and each other, we must examine our problems. Broke in America is a great place to start.


Bomani Jones










Introduction



In early 2020 poverty in the United States was exposed in a way it never had been before. When a global pandemic led local and national governments to close businesses and issue stay-at-home orders, unemployment swelled to levels not seen since the Great Depression. Businesses failed. For managerial and professional workers, who could work remotely, paychecks were more likely to keep coming in the pandemic. Meanwhile, in April 2020, the United States lost 7.65 million leisure and hospitality jobs, 2.1 million retail jobs, and 1.33 million manufacturing jobs.1 Workers newly branded “essential” continued to labor in grocery stores and nursing homes where they risked their lives for wages below what they needed to pay their bills. COVID-19, of course, did not create US poverty; it merely brought it into the light. Like the virus itself, the economic toll of the pandemic was felt most acutely by people with underlying vulnerabilities.


Even before the novel coronavirus struck, most people in this country had less than $1,000 in savings.2 In the middle of a strong economy, workers were existing paycheck to paycheck because income growth has lagged behind the cost of living for decades, while corporate profits and CEO pay soared.


Just as the United States should have done much more to prepare public health infrastructure to confront a pandemic, it should have done much more to ensure financial resiliency among its population. The current economic suffering is by no means inevitable, and neither is the suffering that has plagued lower-income US Americans for decades. Our contention is that poverty can be eradicated in this country. It persists, in part, because of horrible misconceptions about people in poverty.


A common saying—accepted as wisdom, available on posters and T-shirts meant to be inspirational—reveals a tragic misunderstanding about poverty and its causes: “Give a man a fish, and you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish, and you feed him for a lifetime.” Antipoverty efforts should stop making assumptions about people’s fishing abilities. Maybe the river is fished out. Maybe that man is too weak with hunger to pick up a pole. Maybe “he” is actually a “she,” and the anglers’ club that controls the river doesn’t admit women. It is past time to stop judging and give that hungry person a fish.


Historically, the United States has approached poverty as a lack of knowledge, or perhaps of character and ambition, when in fact it stems from a lack of resources. We hope you’ll adopt that definition as you travel with us across the country, from a dying farm town where the tap water is so dirty it looks like chocolate milk, to Los Angeles’ Skid Row, where a quarter of the residents report eating out of garbage cans steps away from a new Whole Foods. Nearly all the research for this book was done before the pandemic. The stories you will read here are not the product of extraordinary times. Poverty is quite ordinary in the US.


When you focus on basic needs—water, food, housing, energy, transportation, hygiene, and health—and learn about the significant barriers that many US Americans face in obtaining them, you cannot help but realize that poverty is close to inevitable for low-wage workers and their children. Solutions fall short because they often try to “fix” people in poverty rather than eliminate poverty itself.


They don’t need to change. The world does.


And it can. US policy has shaped a society where people can easily become trapped in poverty—not because this country lacks the resources to lift them out, but because it chooses not to. In the case of every basic need, there are clear barriers consciously erected that deny access for people in poverty.


When people don’t have the necessities of life, poverty becomes quicksand. An educator who runs a program that trains women in poverty to qualify for high-paying manufacturing jobs told us that attendance suffers in the winter. Her students are sick during the cold weather because they cannot afford to heat their apartments. Too many absences, and they must leave the program. Parents who cannot afford diapers are turned away from daycare centers. Research shows that parents who cannot purchase enough diapers for their children miss an average of four work days a month. Poverty makes it harder to stay healthy, clean, punctual, well-fed . . . a litany of things that help you to earn a living.


The truth of poverty is generally hidden by economic and racial segregation where US Americans live, study, and work. We have spent our careers moving past those barriers: Joanne, as a social worker and later the founder of a nonprofit; Colleen, as a journalist. Even before we began writing this book, we were privileged to share people’s journeys, to learn how the daily struggle for basic needs exhausted both tangible and intangible resources . . . and to marvel at how people keep going, day after day. We are deeply grateful to people who welcomed us into their homes, workplaces, and places of worship. We are grateful to people without homes, who sat with us on sidewalks and had brave and honest conversations. The strength and generosity of these people—the people for whom No Loitering signs were invented—leaves us awestruck.


This book combines heartbreak and hope, the twin streams always at the source of advocacy. The way things are is unfair and inhuman. That’s the heartbreak. But poverty is not gravity. It’s not a law of nature. It’s not fate. That’s the hope. In the following pages, you’ll get a look inside the lives of people in poverty—for the most part, people in the deepest and most intractable deprivation.


Part I, “Basic Needs,” examines concrete poverty, its causes, and its consequences. Each chapter also includes clear action steps that detail something you can do to drive change. Sometimes these will be highly personal. For example, in chapter 2 we’ll talk about how many US Americans do not have access to clean water. Our action suggestions include refusing to drink bottled water because that industry is contributing to bad water stewardship in vulnerable communities. That’s a personal action. We also provide a link to a blueprint for a fair water rate system that will ensure people do not lose access to water because they cannot pay for it. That’s a public action that requires advocacy.


Part II, “Forms of Oppression,” shows how the disadvantage of economic hardship is compounded for people oppressed by racism, sexism, and other forms of discrimination. We frequently acknowledge that in part I, but we focus on it intensively in part II, where we also spotlight the perverse role that government plays in the lives of low-income people and the complicated relationship between economics and mental illness. In order to truly understand US poverty, it is critical to understand how it reinforces and is reinforced by other forms of oppression.


Part III, “Solutions,” includes a summary of policies currently being promoted within the US to expand economic justice. We offer evidence of how they have and have not worked elsewhere. The true solution to US poverty, however, is each of us, which is why we conclude with a primer on organizing and activism.


The final chapter of the book is a guide to advocacy, which is something everyone can and should do. Advocates are simply people who refuse to go away. Personal actions and advocacy are often seen in opposition to each other, but they can and should work together. For example, we suggest that you take action to end period poverty by starting a basic needs bank or working to supply your child’s school with pads and tampons. That good action can be made even better by taking pictures of your supply drive and sharing them with your local news organization or legislator with information about how pervasive period poverty is in your community, how sales tax laws affect the problem, and why providing these products in public buildings will help people participate more fully in life.


As our nation and our world were thrust into the largest disaster of our lifetimes, wishes for a return to “normal” morphed into a recognition that many things would be permanently changed by the pandemic. It is a time to question everything we once accepted as simply “the way things are,” from the handshake to the salad bar. As we rebuild our lives and our society, we must make no room for poverty. Nobody in the United States needs to be poor—not today, and not ever.










CHAPTER 1



Seeing US Poverty


Throwing Out the Caricature


If we want to address poverty—to understand and end it once and for all—we have to see it first. And that presents a challenge for many of us. Poverty has been largely invisible during the lifetimes of most US Americans who are not themselves poor.


That is changing. As poverty becomes more common, we will either confront it or become a nation resigned to overwhelming economic inequality. Even before the pandemic caused a prolonged shutdown of the US economy, a growing number of households were struggling to pay their bills. In short order, things are going to get much better or much worse.


Economic and racial segregation have always been common here. Slavery on these shores predates the founding of the United States; and some European arrivals came here as indentured servants. As we’ll discuss in chapter 9, continued inequity is no accident. A century of government policy has carefully constructed homogeneous communities. People in poverty have had few housing options outside isolated neighborhoods. There is generally little reason for people who do not live in these neighborhoods to visit them. By definition, these areas do not have shopping or employment opportunities that would draw in outsiders. Upper-income US Americans are unlikely to have neighbors—or classmates, or coworkers, except perhaps subordinates—who are poor.


Literally unable to see their countrymen and women in different economic classes, US Americans with more money have bought into complex and damaging mythologies that blame people, not systems, by portraying low-income people as lazy, given to vice, or in some other way inherently flawed. Their conception of poverty and people in it is overly dependent upon representations in media. However, movies and television largely exclude them. A survey of the hundred highest-grossing US films found that only two directly addressed poverty: My Fair Lady and Lady and the Tramp.1 When Hollywood does put lower-income characters in the picture, the results tend to reinforce negative stereotypes, as public policy expert Stephen Pimpare writes in a blog post entitled “The Poverty of American Film”:




When a character is poor or homeless, that is ordinarily the most important thing about them, and when movies try to explain why people are in such a state, the causes are rooted in individual failure or a dramatic, tragic event. There is almost never a sense of the political and economic forces that create poverty and make it a common occurrence. Blaming people for their poverty serves a function, obviating the need for policy change or a reallocation of resources. It relieves us, the viewer, of the obligation to press public institutions to operate more equitably. It reassures us that the world is as it is for a reason, and even if things are grim for some, it’s ultimately their own fault or the hand of God. There is, either way, nothing to be done.2





Even journalism can be a poor source of information about poverty—for two reasons. One, there is not nearly enough reporting on the topic in the United States, with only a handful of news organizations making poverty an actual beat. And two, journalists come to their profession with the same biases that muddle the broader society, and that affects the work they produce. For example, a 2015 study of poverty coverage in Newsweek, Time, and US News & World Report found that African Americans were overrepresented in these stories, particularly when the stories focused on government assistance.3 This suggests that things haven’t changed all that much since 1976, when Ronald Reagan condemned a “welfare queen,” an African American woman who fraudulently collected large sums in food stamps, veterans’ benefits, and other government payments. The woman was real, but certainly not typical. Yet she became a symbol of people receiving welfare and a shorthand for racist condemnations of people in poverty, particularly women.


In fact, most Americans in poverty are white: more than 18 million individuals according to census data, while 11 million Hispanics and 8.6 million African Americans are in poverty as well. Yes, racial and ethnic minorities are poor at higher rates. But if you want to picture a typical American in poverty, picture a white person—more specifically, a white child. One in five US children live in poverty, as opposed to one in eight adults, according to census data. When it comes to the typical recipient of needs-based government assistance, again picture a white child. Whites are the largest group receiving aid from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program,4 which has 39.7 million recipients, and Medicaid,5 which enrolls 70.6 million.6 Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF) recipients tend to be minority, but this is a relatively small program with fewer than 2 million participants.7 Racial and ethnic minorities are receiving this help at higher rates because they are in poverty at higher rates. But the color of poverty in the US is still most often white. Depictions of poverty, however, focus on people of color and play into stereotypes and prejudices.


US Americans in Poverty by Race, 2020
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Source: US Census data


HOW POOR IS POOR?


Now, all the data we just cited are based on government measures that do not capture the enormity of need in the United States. The federal poverty guidelines are set annually by the Department of Health and Human Services and used to determine eligibility for benefits. In 2020 a family of three was considered in poverty with an income below $21,720. The level is slightly adjusted for Alaska and Hawaii, but uniform across the contiguous United States and DC, despite widely varying living costs. It is also based on the cost of food, which has not risen as rapidly as the cost of other basic needs. The methodology for calculating the poverty line emerged from work published in 1963, when fewer women worked outside the home,8 so the cost of childcare, additional commuting and clothing expenses, and other financial burdens are not captured.


All of this makes the poverty guidelines not a broad measure of poverty but a measure of how many US Americans have fallen into the deepest and most desperate circumstances. For example, a market report found that the median rent for a two-bedroom unit in the United States in early 2020 was $1,197,9 which over the course of a year would consume two-thirds of the $21,720 that the poverty guidelines cite for a family of three. The US government considers housing “affordable” when it consumes no more than 30 percent of income (more on this in chapter 4). Because the poverty guidelines are so irrationally low, nonprofits and some government programs frequently set eligibility for their services at 150 or even 200 percent of the federal guidelines. But even this, particularly in higher-priced areas, is inadequate.


In contrast, this book follows a simpler definition: poverty is when a person cannot afford to meet basic needs. The Center for Women’s Welfare has calculated the Self-Sufficiency Standard based on a more realistic basic needs budget and varying by community. This is a much more useful measure than the federal poverty guidelines. So far, the standard has been calculated for forty-one states. Where we live, in Connecticut, the project determined that the annual standard for a family of three, with one child in day care, would range from $63,896 in Windham to $81,937 in Bridgeport.10 Even in the most affordable part of our state, a family would need close to triple the federal guidelines to meet their basic needs.


The US Census Bureau reported that 11.8 percent of residents, or 38.1 million people, were living in poverty in 2018, using the federal poverty threshold. If that were the full extent of the suffering caused by economic injustice in the world’s richest country, it would demand major and immediate reform. Yet that is not nearly the whole story.


A full 38 percent of US Americans have difficulty consistently meeting their basic needs, according to a large Urban Institute study.11 This would translate to more than 123 million individuals. The study defined basic needs as housing, food, utilities, and health care. It did not even address hygiene products, transportation, or many other clearly non-optional expenses.


Self-Sufficiency Wages in Select US Counties
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Source: Center for Women’s Welfare, selfsufficiencystandard.org; all figures are for one adult and a preschooler in 2020.


A 2019 industry survey found that nearly 70 percent of US Americans had less than $1,000 in savings.12 This, of course, was during a period when the country was ostensibly approaching full employment. After COVID-19 created unemployment levels higher than the US had seen since the Great Depression, it is reasonable to surmise that many savings accounts have been decimated.


POVERTY IS GROWING AND SPREADING


US Americans are in this state because their earnings have not kept pace with the cost of living. This is not because there is not the money to pay them. The gross domestic product grew in seventeen of the last twenty years. Corporate profits have been consistently rising since the 1980s. CEO pay rose 940 percent between 1978 and 2018.13


Further down the organizational chart, it is a different story. US workers made only 12 percent more in 2018 than they did in 1978.14 Meanwhile, rents for roughly the same period rose 45 percent, according to census data. Between 1984 and 2018 health-care costs increased 101 percent.15 Less than half as many workers belong to unions as were members in the 1980s, and states have only recently started heeding calls for significant minimum wage hikes.


Furthermore, the gig economy is blurring the line between the employed and the unemployed. Too many US Americans make a good wage some days, but not others, and lack access to employer-assisted health coverage, sick pay, or retirement savings. In 2018 more than 20 percent of the national workforce was in a job that could be labeled “contingent” or “alternative,” the Bureau of Labor Statistics reported.16


Work alone is often not a way out of poverty. Work, for a growing segment of the country, does not even pay enough to keep one’s head above water. While education is strongly associated with higher wages, it is getting to be less and less of a guarantee of prosperity. The number of college graduates in poverty is growing. In 2017 the Census Bureau put the number of bachelor’s degree holders in poverty at 3.3 million, or 4.3 percent. Remember, the census uses the official poverty threshold. So that’s really 3.3 million college graduates in deep poverty, with considerably more experiencing poverty by our definition.


For most of US history, the country has avoided an honest discussion of economic injustice by segregating people in poverty and by heaping stigma upon them that serves to falsely blame them for their lack of resources. Why don’t they work harder? Why don’t they go back to school? That strategy will be less and less tenable as more Americans experience economic hardship. No longer will naysayers be able to point to “welfare queens,” in part because government assistance is so pitifully low now that few families receive cash assistance.* More to the point, it is hard to stigmatize people in poverty when they are your brother, your coworker, your neighbor.


We take no joy in reporting that more US Americans worry about putting food on the table. But this bad news is also an opportunity because it means economic hardship is becoming more visible across a broader cross-section of families and communities. You have a choice of how to respond.


The first option, despair, would be continuing to do what US Americans have always done—vote in large numbers against their own interests. For example, polls show that nearly half the country approves of eliminating the estate tax.17 Yet less than 0.1 percent of estates are large enough to have the tax imposed on them.18 Even people harmed by economic injustice support it. We believe this is because it is more desirable in many minds to identify with wealthy people than poor ones, who are so thoroughly stigmatized in our culture. Furthermore, since people of color are disproportionately low-income and overrepresented in media about poverty issues, racism encourages even whites in poverty not to identify with others in similar circumstances.


There is another choice: empathy and action. We can try something new. We can decide to work for economic justice—either because we realize that our interests align more with people poorer than us than with people richer than us or because it is simply the right thing to do. If people of all economic levels can come together and address the systemic injustices that rob US Americans of opportunity, happiness, health, and even years of life—we can build something better.


Today, there are babies with diets so low in iron that their brains don’t get enough oxygen to develop properly. There are women who have made the calculation that it’s worth being beaten up a few times a week rather than leaving partners who hit them and becoming homeless. There are houses aflame because someone who couldn’t afford fuel for the furnace plugged in an ancient space heater. We have seen all these things. As you read the rest of this book, you will see them, too. Then we hope you’ll understand that our collective duty to end poverty must not be ignored one moment more.


The next section of the book addresses basic needs: food, water, soap, transportation—things we generally take for granted in the US, though access to them is by no means universal here. That is why advice so often dispensed to people in poverty—stay in school, work hard, be thrifty—is both useless and insulting. How can you excel in school when you miss four days a month because you cannot afford tampons? How does working hard even help if your wages don’t keep you fed? How can you be thrifty when the only grocery you have access to is a corner store where everything is twice the price it is in a supermarket?


Instead of worrying that helping people with basic needs will create dependency, policymakers must understand that material deprivation makes economic progress unlikely at best. Poverty is a self-perpetuating ill.





*In 2016 only twenty families received Temporary Aid to Families for Needy Children for every hundred that met the federal definition of poverty, according to the Center for Budget and Policy Priorities.










PART I




BASIC NEEDS











CHAPTER 2



Water


Running Dry


A mother of five, Valerie Jean Blakely likes to rise early and meditate before the demands of the day split her focus. So she was the first to see the Homrich truck turn down Woodland Street, just before 7 AM, in her Midtown Detroit neighborhood. The city had contracted with Homrich to shut off water connections to households with past-due bills. This was the summer of 2014, following a record cold winter. She and many of her neighbors had shifted their household resources to pay the heating bills while water bills mounted. Blakely’s pipes had burst in the cold, leaving her with the added cost of repairs.


“I grabbed my phone and my camera and sat over the water access point,” said Blakely. “I told them they could call the cops if they wanted to.”


They did not want to. She remembers the technicians shrugging and proceeding to shut off nearly every other house in the neighborhood, while Blakely photographed them and posted the images on social media. She urged people to bring bottled water to her yard, which became a temporary relief post for families whose water had been shut off.


Years later, Blakely’s activism has become more organized, and she is connecting with other advocates from coast to coast. They, too, live in low-income communities where skyrocketing water prices are causing many households to go dry. A variety of structural barriers keep low-income people—particularly when they are also people of color—from obtaining safe water for drinking, cooking, and hygiene, which we will discuss in more depth in its own chapter.


One in ten American households cannot afford their water bill, according to a 2017 University of Michigan study, whose authors predict that the rate will increase to one in three within the next five years unless action is taken.1 The authors note that this estimate is conservative and factors could push the affordability gap much higher. While there are federal programs (albeit underfunded ones) to help people in poverty get food, housing, medical care, and heat, there is no national program to assist with water. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) found that seven out of ten water utilities offer no assistance to low-income customers.2


In some rural areas and a disproportionate number of Native American communities, there never has been plumbing. The Census Bureau has been asking about plumbing facilities since 1940, and the United States has never achieved 100 percent service. Currently, the Census Bureau estimates that 0.4 percent of housing units lack complete plumbing—a small percentage, but a total of more than half a million households.


Flint, Michigan, garnered national attention when high levels of lead were discovered in its drinking water. Around the nation there are many more communities where drinking water is polluted with toxins—and there is often little recourse for people who live in these places. A 2016 report by the Natural Resources Defense Council stated that 5,300 water systems, serving more than eighteen million people in the US, were in violation of the EPA’s lead and copper rules.3 While lead is the best-known contaminant found in drinking water, it is not the only dangerous substance that can flow through poorly maintained systems. More than ninety different contaminants are regulated by the federal Safe Drinking Water Act.


These deeply disturbing realities are made worse by climate change—bacteria love warm water—which experts predict will render more of the water supply undrinkable and potentially price poor and even middle-class families out of the market for this essential.


RISING PRICES, DRY TAPS


In Valerie Jean Blakely’s home city of Detroit, water rates have increased 400 percent in twenty years. In 2017, after a restructuring of the Water and Sewerage Department, it posted its lowest rate increase in decades—1.7 percent. But of course, that is on top of years of increases, and shutoffs continue—more than eighty thousand homes between 2014 and 2016. Detroit’s infrastructure needs upgrades, but revenue shrank when the city’s economic crisis caused it to lose wealth and population.




A Better Way: Lansing gets ahead of lead


LANSING, MICHIGAN, IS ABOUT fifty miles from Flint, roughly the same size, and also subject to the fortunes of the automotive industry. Lansing began replacing all of the piping in its water system in 2007, a ten-year project that cost $42 million. It was not required to do so by the EPA. This was a decision by city leaders, who knew that lines were old and contained lead. Because the project was spread over a decade and bonded, it was not traumatic for taxpayers. And because it was replacing so many miles of pipe, the city got good at it and the efficiency translated into cost savings.


Significantly, Lansing’s water system is owned by the city, not a for-profit provider. Rates have risen in Lansing but are not unusual for the region. The cost of water in Lansing is less than half what it is in Flint. There is no detectable lead in water leaving the city’s distribution system, according to the Lansing Board of Water & Light’s 2017 Annual Water Quality Report.





Utilities commonly try to meet their capital costs by raising rates, leading to an affordability gap, nonpayment, shutoffs, and finally an even smaller base of ratepayers to finance improvements to the system. Widespread shutoffs harm poor families without making the system itself any more sustainable. Shutoffs themselves cost money. In 2013 the city of Detroit and Homrich signed a two-year contract for $5.6 million. An investigation by the Detroit News in 2016 found that the contract had been extended multiple times, ballooning costs to $12.7 million without any public notice or city council approval.4 “Think of how that money could have helped people,” Blakely said.


Detroit’s water crisis emerged because the city had underinvested in its water infrastructure for decades and is now playing an expensive game of catch-up. America’s infrastructure, much of it constructed in the mid-twentieth century, is failing. States are not maintaining it, often at the same time that they are giving tax cuts. The American Waterworks Association, a trade association of water systems managers, estimates that the United States needs to spend $1 trillion over the next twenty-five years to upgrade its public water systems. There is little sign of this happening. For one thing, public investment tends to go to infrastructure that you can see: bridges, new schools, and so on. Furthermore, the United States does not fund infrastructure at even close to adequate levels. The American Society of Civil Engineers gave the country a D+ rating on its infrastructure in 2017 and estimated that an investment of $4.6 trillion is needed by 2025 to bring that grade up to a B.* Meanwhile, capital spending is falling in all but two states, the Dakotas, according to an analysis by the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, a research and policy organization.5


The national failure to maintain infrastructure is a poverty issue, because public infrastructure equalizes opportunity and creates a minimum quality of life standard. A poor or nonexistent public transportation system is not a barrier to people who own cars. The more economically fortunate can send their children to private schools if public education is subpar. More to the point, people with more resources can compensate for bad water infrastructure. For example, lead in drinking water can sometimes be addressed with filters installed on a faucet head—if you can afford them.


While good infrastructure is more crucial for people in poverty, infrastructure is almost always worse in poor communities, where tax bases are weak. For example, school repair needs rise along with the percentage of students in the building qualifying for free or reduced-price student lunches (a common measure of poverty), according to the National Center for Education Statistics. A 2014 report by the center found that the majority of schools with 50 percent or more students qualifying were in need of significant repair.


In a two-month period in 2014, the Detroit Water and Sewerage Department shut off water to 7,500 households. This drew a condemnation from the United Nations, which considers water to be a human right and holds that people should not be shut off if they lack the means to pay.


The first UN special rapporteur on the human right to water and sanitation, Catarina de Albuquerque, said, “When I conducted an official country mission to the US in 2011, I encouraged the US Government to adopt a federal minimum standard on affordability for water and sanitation and a standard to provide protection against disconnections for vulnerable groups and people living in poverty. I also urged the Government to ensure due process guarantees in relation to water disconnection.”6 The release noted that the majority of households who had to go without water in Detroit were African American.*


Likewise, Baltimore, another black-majority city, is facing a crisis of water access. In 2016 Baltimore announced that it would need to spend $2 billion to improve its water infrastructure and tied that to a 33 percent hike in rates over three years. That comes after a 127 percent rate hike over the previous decade. That made “Fred Lee’s” water bill a heavy lift—and an impossibility after he got a $6,000 water bill.


Lee’s plumbing system almost certainly has a leak, but he cannot afford to fix it. “I live paycheck to paycheck,” he explained. He suspects that his bill is also high because of a new meter that the city installed and that he believes is malfunctioning. He went to city hall to try to talk about the meter. He said that he met other residents with the same complaint but that he could not find anyone to talk to about it.


The city shut off his water, so he makes do. He spends about twenty dollars a week on bottled water to drink and flush the toilet. Now, Lee’s Baltimore row house is in preforeclosure, in part because the city slapped a lien on it because of his unpaid water bill. Back when he had a manufacturing job, Lee had no problems paying his bills. But the company closed, and after two years of unemployment, he settled for a low-wage job in a bakery. “Being a bachelor, I can tough it out,” said Lee. Several times he remarked how happy he is not to have a wife and children: “I wouldn’t want them to suffer.”


In Baltimore City, water is shut off when customers are $250 past due. A $750 balance earns property owners a lien and places them in jeopardy of losing their home to a tax sale. Lee said that he knows he can never pay his bill. He is just hoping that he is allowed to give up his home without a hit to his credit—something that may make renting an apartment near impossible.


Owen Jarvis, managing attorney at St. Ambrose Housing Aid in Baltimore, helps people like Lee—or tries to. “The lack of a process handcuffs me. I can’t do anything,” Jarvis said with obvious frustration. The city used to offer informal conferences where consumers could bring in bills that they thought were inflated by error or leaks, according to Jarvis, but the process has been ended. If these issues are not resolved quickly, he explained, the user is likely to continue to get enormous bills that sink them deeper and deeper into debt.


“It’s like tagging an animal for slaughter,” he said.


UNPLUMBED AMERICA


Darlene Arviso drives the water truck that fills home tanks in her Navajo community, nestled into the Continental Divide in New Mexico. “People are happy to see me,” she said. The community began partnering with the nonprofit Dig Deep in 2013 to install a tank-based system that provides running taps in houses but delivers the water via truck rather than waterlines running down streets, which is cost prohibitive in this rural area. The system gets put in house by house as money is raised for the project.




Bizarre Policy: Residential users subsidize huge corporations


BOTTLED WATER IS THE most expensive way for a consumer to obtain water. Shutoffs actually boost the product’s sales—think of Fred Lee’s twenty-dollar-a-week purchase just to get water for essentials in his Baltimore home. But the companies that sell bottled water rarely pay much to obtain the resource.


Water bottlers, like manufacturers, and agribusiness, are “superusers” that utilities often grant much lower rates to than household users. The system rewards high use of a limited resource while also placing the cost of infrastructure maintenance and upgrades more heavily on the people who use the least water.





According to the Johns Hopkins Center for American Indian Health, 30 to 35 percent of households on Navajo reservations do not have plumbing.7 In 2017 the US Census Bureau placed the total number of housing units without complete plumbing at close to 3 million. That’s only about 2 percent of the homes in the country—but still a huge number of people doing without running water or a toilet.8


Arviso was raised without plumbing. Growing up in New Mexico, she and her brothers took turns using the same tub of water once a week for bathing. When all the children were finished, the same water was used for clothes washing. There was no school in the community, so they took long bus rides to study alongside children who had very different lives and teased the Navajo kids about their hygiene. “Maybe that’s why I didn’t go very often,” Arviso said with a laugh. She never did finish high school.


In Kivalina, Alaska, another rural native community, a few families also have a tank-based system installed as part of a pilot project. Seven homes in town have been outfitted with experimental systems that combine rainwater collection, storage, and gravity to produce running water in a washbasin. A toilet directs liquid waste into an underground collection area outside the home. Solid waste is held in bags, dried, and brought to the landfill.


Public facilities were opened for people to wash their clothes and themselves. Most households still rely upon the public “washateria” where residents of the native village can do their laundry. But Kivalina resident Colleen Swan reports the showers there have not worked in years. People clean themselves in basins of water that get used by the whole family, whether they have been repairing an ATV or butchering an animal (subsistence hunting is a critical part of the local economy). They cart their solid waste to the town dump in “honey buckets,” plastic bags that often break and leave a smelly trail. Some people do not let their children play outside during the spring thaw, when accumulated waste melts and flows down the streets. Waves of disease frequently run through the village school.


One Kivalina resident who uses the new system said on her evaluation, “I’d like to see the whole town get the system because, especially during the springtime—it’s a real bad time of year—we have a bad problem with human waste when you’re walking on the road. I don’t even like my kids to be playing out because it’s so bad, you know. So when I’m walking down the road I just cover my mouth and walk, because I don’t want to smell that.”


Another said, “It’s a real hassle to try to haul that to the dump with the pee and anak [feces] together. You have to make sure the bag doesn’t tear, and we make a whole trail out to the dump with pee and anak, and it just takes a lot of space and a lot of time and a lot of work.”9


Because of the small sample size, no evaluation was done to determine whether providing access to running water and better waste disposal improved health for the Kivalina residents who got the first systems. Anecdotally, participants reported that it did. “It’s way better than using honey buckets and washing with the same dirty water. We don’t get as sick as before, because before that we just, you know, just use the same water over and over to wash, and now it’s real good,” one homeowner said. A second homeowner with six children reported, “I can say we haven’t been going to the clinic as much as we used to.”10


In Darlene Arviso’s southwestern community, tank-based systems are also well received. As in Kivalina, it is common in this New Mexico community for people to cobble together a living between the land and part-time income-generating enterprises. One woman on Arviso’s route got herself a food service license and makes tamales, tortillas, and rolls to sell in town—a business that could not have existed without access to potable water.


Each community, though, is dependent on grants or private gifts to bring service to more houses. Federal grant programs are anemic, as the EPA budget is at a forty-year low in constant dollars. According to the federal Indian Health Service (IHS), it would cost $2.8 billion to provide adequate water and waste service to every American Indian and Native Alaskan home in the country. Given IHS’s budget and population growth, its current efforts are not making a dent in the number of unserved households.


WATER UNFIT TO DRINK


“The crops get better water than the people do here,” said Janie Jones, nodding toward the lush green fields in the distance. Here in Tensas Parish, Louisiana, an African American majority area, the per capita income is about $10,000. Jones has been organizing in the county seat, St. Joseph, where what came out of the tap for years was brown and opaque. Periodically, residents would be warned to boil their water.


That, unfortunately, would have concentrated the lead levels. After years of drinking and washing in muck, the town got a new state-funded water system, largely because Jones, of the Council on Policy & Social Impact, collaborated with a Louisiana State University professor to prove that the water contained lead. However, after the system was installed, the now-crystal-clear water continued to have contaminants. Water rates doubled, leading to an increase in shutoffs.11


Just as having no water causes health problems, so does having bacteria or lead, a neurotoxin, in the water. The EPA calls for action when lead in drinking water reaches fifteen parts per billion. Though lead can be acquired from a variety of sources, including paint or even the dishes we eat off, scientists agree that there is no safe level of lead.


But the material was legal to use in constructing water systems until 1986. The Environmental Defense Fund estimates that six to ten million US American homes have drinking water supplied through lead pipes. Adrienne Katner, the scientist who discovered the lead in St. Joseph’s water, estimates that there are “hundreds of St. Josephs” throughout Louisiana. But the cost of replacing lead pipes is considerable, leaving some utilities and government entities hesitant to look for lead, she said, and even prone to use testing methods that are less likely to detect it. State inspectors had pronounced St. Joseph lead-free many times before Katner found otherwise.


While lead is dangerous to people of all ages, prenatal and childhood exposure is linked to lower IQ, stunted growth, behavioral health problems, and special education needs. Iron immune deficiency, common in children from low-income households because of poor diet, increases risk of lead poisoning by making the digestive tract absorb more heavy metals. In 2010, the Pew Charitable Trust calculated that the United States would save seventeen dollars for every dollar it invested in lead abatement through reduced costs in health care, special education, and the criminal justice system, coupled with increased earning potential for young people with higher IQs. The economic benefit would be $192–$270 billion for a single birth cohort, according to Pew.12


The US failure to invest in infrastructure is singular among developed nations, according to Virginia Tech civil engineering professor Marc Edwards. Edwards helped bring to light lead drinking water crises in Flint, Michigan, and Washington, DC. Countries like Canada and Germany find “a way to maintain a basic level of civilization,” Edwards said. “Civilization ended a long time ago for people in Flint.”


Edwards can hold forth on the millions of miles of lead pipe still in service in the United States, on practices that actually speed their corrosion, on EPA testing procedures that he says miss lead, on water utilities that turn a blind eye to developing problems, and on new bacteria that pose a risk to water quality. But he keeps coming back to that word civilization. “If you don’t have a system to bring clean water into cities and sewage out, civilization as we know it will cease to exist,” he said.


Edwards also finds encouragement that, while water system upgrades are expensive, proactive maintenance is a relative bargain. It is three to four times more expensive to replace a pipe after it has failed, according to Edwards: “If we were more proactive about addressing these issues, we’d actually have more money at the end of the day.” (See the A Better Way box on page 15 for more information on how one community proactively replaced lead pipes.)


POOR ACCESS, POOR QUALITY, POOR HEALTH


Each year, 1.7 million people die because they do not have access to safe drinking water and sanitation, according to the World Health Organization.13 But the problem is much more recognized in resource-poor nations than in the United States. Anecdotally, people talk about health crises in US American communities brought on by not having access to water. It is difficult to document. There are people like Fred Lee who also lack access to health care and therefore go undiagnosed and uncounted. Valerie Jean Blakely works to get food-safe hoses for her Detroit neighbors so that a hose can be run from a house with service to one without. Those hoses get replaced regularly before they can become contaminated. But she also works hard to get people on payment plans with the city and restore service quickly. “After eleven days, people get sick,” she said.


There was one study showing the effects of water shutoffs in Detroit, but the full results have not been shared publicly. A preliminary study by the Henry Ford Health System’s Global Health Initiative found a connection between water shutoffs in Detroit and people contracting waterborne diseases, with people on blocks that had experienced shutoffs one and a half times more likely to suffer. The study relied on reports of hospital visits to track illness. Patients who dealt with illness at home or through a primary care provider were not captured. Henry Ford Health System’s announcement of the findings contains tips that might appear in a brochure distributed in the developing world: “You can use rubbing alcohol to clean hands and wounds as much as possible. Consider asking neighbors or friends to come use their shower to bathe yourself and your family.” Henry Ford did not release the full study, a move that activists say is the result of pressure from the city. One of the authors declined to be interviewed by us, and the organization’s press office did not respond to queries.


When the study was due to be released, advocates were ready to have a press conference, explained Peter Hammer, director of the Damon J. Keith Center for Civil Rights at Wayne State University Law School. Hammer believes that the city threatened to withhold approval for Henry Ford building projects if researchers shared their full results. “I don’t have a smoking gun, but it doesn’t take a lot to imagine the mayor or the mayor’s people calling up Henry Ford and saying: ‘You cut this crap, or we’re going to make it very hard for you to get anything through the city,’” Hammer said.


Detroit Mayor Mike Duggan’s office did not respond to a request to reply to this and other accusations leveled by activists.


Instead of scientists from Henry Ford, the press conference featured Dr. Wendy Johnson, director of La Familia Medical Center in New Mexico.


“I wish I didn’t have to be here because I wish there were local public health officials and board medical professionals that could say what I am going to say,” Dr. Johnson said in the news conference, according to the Detroit Free Press.14 “The folks that are suffering from these water shutoffs aren’t just staying in their houses,” she said. “They’re going out shopping in grocery stores, taking care of kids, delivering food to you at lunch time, cleaning the office buildings, they’re cleaning the hotels, they’re cleaning homes, they are in the community living their lives. And that puts the entire community at risk. So the water shutoffs are a public health crisis of enormous dimensions.”


WHO OWNS THE WATER?


Though many taps are dry in Midtown Detroit, the region does not lack for water. In fact, Nestlé has large water bottling operations in the Great Lakes, drawing on the same natural water systems that feed Detroit. Nestlé paid a $5,000 one-time application fee to begin operations as well as an annual $200 permit fee for the groundwater well it operates in Michigan, but there is no meter running. The company draws water for free now—and sells it to consumers by the bottle.


“Why does Nestlé get it for free . . . and make millions while the people in Detroit have been shut off because they can’t afford it?” asked Jim Olson, an environmental lawyer who founded For Love of Water (FLOW), an advocacy group dedicated to protecting the Great Lakes. “Everybody else on the system who is not selling it is subsidizing their profit.”


It is common for large bottlers to pay less for water than residential customers. Niagara Bottling entered into a contract with the Metropolitan District Commission (MDC), which supplies Hartford, Connecticut, and its suburbs, to begin a bottling operation on the Barkhamsted and Nepaug Reservoirs. Niagara would pay the same as residential customers for its first 500,000 gallons—but then a substantially discounted rate would kick in. It is also getting a discount on sewage fees. This is by no means the sweetest deal in the industry. On federal lands, bottlers typically draw water for free.


MDC held that water use rates had been falling for decades, largely because of conservation. So like Detroit and Baltimore, it was faced with raising rates to finance system costs. Selling to a large user, MDC reasoned, would bring in a large chunk of revenue—even with a discounted rate—and stop rate hikes for homeowners.15 MDC set up a discounted rate for Niagara in 2015, which it rescinded during a drought a year later. The water authority proposed reinstating a 20 percent discount for Niagara in 2018 but withdrew the plan after public outcry. Even with several years of MDC being paid full rates for Niagara’s use, the authority raised consumer rates 11 percent in 2019 and 13.43 percent in 2020. At least in this case, having a superuser did not spare regular ratepayers a hefty increase.


Groups like Save Our Water CT decry “corporate takeovers” of water. This is what has advocates like Jim Olson both angry and worried. For most of US history, water was seen as a “public trust,” he said. Anyone could access it to drink, tend their livestock, or water their crops. European settlers and their earliest descendants would make their homes near rivers or lakes where they could get water directly or easily sink wells to access it. As the population grew and this became impractical, water systems emerged to transport the water from reservoir to tap, Olson said, but the water itself remained (and he argues remains still) a public resource.


Who should manage those systems is an open question. The trend in communities is toward public ownership of water systems, according to Mary Grant, who manages Food and Water Watch’s Public Water for All campaign. Private ownership used to be much more common. The firm we know as JPMorgan Chase got its start as the Manhattan Company, a private water supplier founded by Aaron Burr and associates, whose poor service was linked to 3,500 cholera deaths in New York City. The story of water in the US shows increasing preference for public water systems over time, Grant explained, and that preference continues today, even in conservative regions. “It’s seen as a tax cut,” she says, when a community switches to public ownership and invariably lowers rates.


But Grant fears that a political preference for market solutions could reverse what she sees as an entirely positive trend toward public water utilities. Food and Water Watch collaborated with the NAACP to pass an ordinance mandating public control of water in Atlantic City because the groups feared then-governor Chris Christie would invite private investment in the water system. Atlantic City’s tax base is less than half what it was in 2010 after the departure of five casinos.16


Just as water bottlers have an advantage in accessing water, so does agribusiness. This is particularly evident in California, where 40 percent of available water goes to crops, compared with just 10 percent going to the state’s cities. Farmers can access ground sources of water, often through publicly financed projects, as well as pump it from below ground. That pumping is associated with wells going dry in communities where farmworkers live, and groundwater contamination in those areas linked to pesticide and fertilizer use is common.17


STEALING WATER TO STEAL LAND


On the face of it, no one benefits from denying US Americans access to potable water. When Detroit shut off ratepayers, its water revenue dropped and its ability to finance system upkeep weakened. When children in Flint, St. Joseph, and communities all over the country drink water with lead in it, costs in health care and other services far exceed the cost of repairing the water system, as the Pew study demonstrates. And finally, in communities with no access whatsoever, health, education, and economic development all suffer, as the experiences of native peoples in Alaska and New Mexico attest.


Across the country, community advocates charge that water access or quality crises are worsened by a desire to encourage residents to vacate land that is coveted by developers; a disenfranchisement so severe that there is no pressure to relieve the suffering of the community; historical injustices that forced marginalized groups onto land with poor water access; and racism. Often several of these factors work in tandem.


Valerie Jean Blakely refers to her central Detroit neighborhood as a “sacrifice zone,” where low-income, predominantly African American residents are considered impediments to development and gentrification. Again, Mayor Michael Duggan’s office did not reply to a request for comment. Blakely pointed to closures of neighborhood schools and libraries as further evidence that the city wants to empty out her neighborhood to make way for the much-touted “New Detroit.”


As the battered city attracts investment, the African American population is dropping and the white population is increasing.18 As Blakely and her longtime neighbors were finding it hard to stay in the neighborhood, employers like Wayne State University and local medical centers were offering their employees incentives to move in.19 Employees who already resided in the neighborhood could get a $1,000 rent credit. But those moving in qualified for $2,500.


“You have to construct what I call dystopian scenarios (to get residents to move),” said Hammer, of the Damon J. Keith Center for Civil Rights. Detroit went from one hundred neighborhood schools in 2004 to just nine in 2016, he noted.


“If you deprive people enough, they are willing to trade their rights for lights that turn on, potholes that get filled,” he said, explaining that residents lost agency within the city when it declared bankruptcy and an emergency manager assumed control. Voters had chosen this course of action, which makes perfect sense to Hammer. “It’s very hard for people to look from their own life experience and see that voting has ever made a difference in their lives,” he said. Though the city always had an elected mayor, the power to control budgets remained under the control of an unelected financial review commission for three years.


In Tensas Parish, Louisiana, there has never been a bankruptcy declaration, but there is a historical disenfranchisement. The large agricultural holdings that dominate the area are still called “the plantations.” But today there is less need for manual labor on these spreads and little else in the way of employment opportunities in town. The descendants of persons formerly enslaved who make up the majority of the parish tend to seek jobs with the local detention center or with the parish school system.


Though St. Joseph is an African American majority town, Mayor Elvadus Fields Jr. is only its second black mayor. Fields grew up in Farmville, Louisiana, which he describes as “outside the plantation system.” Fields was educated as an agricultural agent and moved to St. Joseph in 1961 to perform services like vaccinating and castrating livestock. When he interviewed for his first job in the community, he was informed that “N s don’t vote here.” (A records check showed there were no African American voters on the rolls in Tensas Parish until 1964.)


“If I wanted to vote,” Fields replied, “I would have stayed in Farmville.”


Fields can provide a history of every house. That one is where the beloved home economics teacher Miss Efflie Layton lived for many years. It’s still in good shape. But many of the houses were inherited by children, nieces, or nephews who never showed up to claim them. These are houses without potable water in a town where there are no jobs. They weren’t worth the back taxes.


Many of the houses are vacant—windows missing, crumbling steps, blue tarps covering the holes in the roof. Others that look much the same are occupied. It’s hard to tell without knocking on the door.


Josephine Washington, the mayor of neighboring Clayton, which faces many of the same problems as St. Joseph, believes that generations of poverty have created a fatalism here in Tensas Parish. She described the prevailing attitude as “I ain’t got nothing. I ain’t gonna have nothing no how.”


RATES THAT PEOPLE CAN PAY


In low-income Philadelphia neighborhoods, residents were plagued by water shutoffs that resulted in tax liens. Some thought they could never get out from under the liens and abandoned their homes. In 2017 the city instituted the Tiered Assistance Program (TAP), which links water rates to income for the neediest residents. Bills can be as low as fourteen dollars per month. So long as a customer on TAP is paying monthly bills, past-due balances will be frozen and the city will not take action on liens related to water bills.


“You’d rather keep people in their homes,” said Joanne Dahme, then a spokesperson for the Philadelphia Water Department. “You don’t want vacant property on blocks; that brings down property values.”


There were assistance programs in Philadelphia for low-income customers before TAP, but to qualify, residents had to already be delinquent on their water bills. The new system aims to avoid debt and make water affordable for all residents. It is financed by higher rates for residents who do not receive assistance.


There were already conservation programs available to low-income customers that did things like fix leaks and install low-flow showerheads. Participation is mandatory for TAP customers with exceptionally high use.


The program is brand new, but there is speculation that it could pay for itself by ensuring that the city collects at least some water revenue from every household, discouraging blight, saving the cost of shutoffs, and improving the public health. Dahme underlined, however, that it remains to be seen how the numbers shake out. The city is committed to TAP nevertheless. “We do recognize that having water access is the number one essential for people to stay in their home, but also to have a healthy home,” she said.


Significantly, the Philadelphia plan was developed by the same consultant who drafted a rate plan for Detroit in 2005 that would both guarantee access to low-income users and promote conservation. Detroit obviously did not adopt the plan.


A number of policy and academic groups advocate that utilities charge users who consume the most water the highest rates—the exact opposite of communities where water bottlers, industry, and agribusiness consume millions of gallons at deep discounts. The scheme would encourage conservation and favor people over industries. The city of Davis, California, recently voted down such a system, and few others have adopted it.


KILLING COMMUNITIES


The UN considers water a human right. Up in Kivalina that fact is not lost on Colleen Swan. “We’re living in third-world conditions here in rural Alaska,” she said. “This is the United States.”


The nearly four hundred people who live in Kivalina, Alaska, are there because of government decree. Their ancestors were nomadic hunters. In 1905 the US government built a school in what is now Kivalina and gave the nomadic hunters living there a choice: send your children to a government school, or go to prison and have them taken from you. From the start, Swan said, elders told the government that Kivalina was a bad place to plant a community.
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