
NC Policy Watch: Hurricane Florence Exposes North Carolina's Economic And Geographic Disparities

By Administrator
Thursday, 27 September 2018 10:06 - Last Updated Thursday, 27 September 2018 10:08

   By Brian Kennedy II

  

   Hurricane Florence tore through the Carolinas, leaving entire cities devastated, claiming
dozens of lives, and doing what will likely be billions of dollars in damage. But this hurricane has
exposed much more than tree roots and the foundations of homes -- it has exposed the gross
and growing inequality embedded in our state.

  

   For years, eastern North Carolina has been home to some of the state’s most impoverished
towns and communities. In 2016, 19 of the 20 poorest counties in the entire state were all
located in the east. In addition to poverty, eastern North Carolina is also home to some of the
state’s hungriest communities. In 2016, more than 300,000 people in the 18 counties declared
disaster areas did not have enough food to eat each night.

  

   In Robeson County, for example, one of the counties most impacted by flooding, both recently
with Hurricane Florence and two years ago during Hurricane Matthew, nearly 28 percent of
residents and 38 percent of children live below the federal poverty line. In New Hanover County,
where Hurricane Florence made landfall, more than 19,500 residents live in six neighborhoods
that have poverty rates above 40 percent  These neighborhoods and communities that have
persistently experienced elevated levels of poverty for decades are the same ones we see
inundated with water today.

  

   So how can the part of our state that has historically been the agricultural and manufacturing
engine of our economy be suffering from both poverty and hunger? Not by circumstance, but by
policy choices, historic and present, that has cut out far too many from prosperity, even in a
growing economy.

  

   As a result of generations of redlining, racial housing covenants, and other forms of housing
discrimination, many Black and brown communities in the east are often situated in lower-lying
geographies and flood plains, making them especially susceptible to damage from powerful
storms. In addition to being vulnerable to environmental disasters, these communities have yet
to recover from the last economic downturn of a decade ago. While the state is returning to
pre-recession economic measures, much of eastern North Carolina still lags behind. 
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   Since the 2007 Great Recession, every racial and ethnic group in the state has returned to
pre-recession levels of poverty except Latinx and Native communities, which make up a
disproportionate number of residents in these affected counties. In fact, more than 38 percent of
residents in Robeson are Native families while more than 21 percent of families in Duplin,
another county hit hard by the storm, are Latinx. Poverty levels among North Carolinians of
color across the state remain well above 20 percent, while the poverty rate for white North
Carolinians has dropped to 10 percent.

  

   With as much celebration as has occurred in recent months regarding low unemployment and
growing GDP, it seems that we are in a prime situation as a state to turn our attention away
from austerity, and towards addressing deep and persistent inequality. 
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