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ABSTRACT
Rural poverty is largely regional. The nation's
primary region of rural poverty is the Black Belt South that stretches
through 1 1 states from Virginia to Texas. In this area, like in other
rural expanses of the United States, urban places typically fall within
state lines while rural areas run across state lines and create multistate
regions of rural poverty. The federal government provides block
grants to address many of the public assistance needs of state
populations. State-level block grants may be appropriate for serving
urban areas within states, but they do not address regional-level
poverty and welfare requirements across multistate rural regions.
Regional organization is required to address public assistance in rural
regions and to equitably coordinate the major effort necessary to turn
the course of poverty in the Black Belt South.
Poverty has three r's. They are race, region, and rurality, and all are
major factors in southern poverty(Wimber1ey and Morris 1995; AllenSmith, Wimberley, and Morris 2000). Poverty and other poor qualityof-life conditions are neither evenly nor randomly distributed across
the United States; they concentrate in the South. And because poverty
is associated with welfare in one form or another, welfare and welfare
policies have their greatest impacts-for good or ill-on the South.

h his analysis is a contribution to Cooperative State Research, Education, and
Extension Service Multistate Project S-276, "Rural Restructuring: Causes and
Consequences of Globalized Agricultural andNatural Resource Systems." The
authors are responsible for the ideas and interpretations presented here.
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Poverty, of course, is just one among many quality-of-life
conditions. But in the United States as a whole, county poverty rates
correlate strongly with public assistance as delivered through federal
and state supplementary security income payments to the aged, blind,
or disabled; with aid to families with dependent children; and with
general assistance, yielding an r correlation coefficient of .84. This
relationship grows even stronger to .89 in the counties ofthe Black Belt
South.'

The Black Belt South
Using the characterization of the South by Booker T. Washington and
W. E. B. Du Bois over a century ago, we regard the Black Belt as a
region of counties within the Old South where black residents are
concentrated (Wimberley, Morris, and Bachtel 1991; Morris,
Wimberley, and Bachtel 1993; Wimberley and Morris 1996, 1997).
Nationally, 12 percent of the U.S. population in the 1990 decennial
census was African-American. This proportion expanded to 12.9
percent in the 2000 census for those who identify themselves as either
wholly or partially African-Americans (U.S. Bureau of the Census
200 1).
In the 11 Black Belt states of the Old South-Virginia, North
and South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Tennessee,
Louisiana, Arkansas, and Texas-the baseline 1990 U.S. Census shows
623 counties that have African-American populations of at least 12
percent. In 2000, the U.S. Census again shows a net of 623 counties
with 12 percent or more in African-American populations in the 11
Black Belt States. Of these, 604 had 12 percent or more black populations in 1990 and in 2000. Nationally, there were 705 counties with
12 percent or more black in 1990. These increased to 722 by year 2000.
Map 1 shows these 722 U.S. counties for the 12,25, and 40 percent or
higher population levels of those reporting to be black or black plus
other races in the 2000 census.
Residing in the 623 counties of the 1990 Black Belt were 40
percent ofthe nation's African-American population, nearlyone of four

'These calculations are for the baseline, 1990 census data prior to the welfare
reforms of the 1990s.
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