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What is the reality of 
“poverty” in Duluth?



According to the 2000 Census, Duluth has 12,627 
individuals living below the poverty level.

This is 15.5% of the Duluth’s overall 
population. (US Census Bureau)

This is nearly twice the average rate 
(8.1%) for the rest of the Minnesota. (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2006 Estimate)

The federal poverty rate is 12.6% (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2006 Estimate)



Working Poor in Duluth

In Duluth: 27,352 people are living in poverty or 
are considered “working poor.” That’s 31.5 

percent of the city’s population!
State Demographer’s Office



Structure of Govt. Benefits

U.S. Population
Income level

Dollars 50% of Median          Median Upper Income
of govt. Income
Benefits

The Working Poor
~ $20,000 - $50,000

Benefits
few benefits for the well-off

increase w/ progress

Benefits for Poorest    Richest 1% get
the poor get $ 4.24**

$38,107.10**
diminishw/ progress ** Source:  “Hidden in Plain Sight, CFED



How do we compare?
Duluth is at 77.6% of Minnesota’s Median 
Household Income (1)

Duluth - $39,379
Minnesota - $50,750

Duluth is at 85.8% of Minnesota’s per capita 
income (2)

Duluth - $31,032
Minnesota - $36, 184

(1) U.S. Census Bureau, Median Household Income Updates, 2003.
(2) Fed Stats, Per Capita Income Updates, 2004.



How much is the average starting wage 
for someone moving to NE Minnesota?

*(top 5 available employment areas)

$7.50 3.9% 128 Administrative 
and Support 

$11.00 3.1% 212 Construction 

$12.00 2.1% 383 Retail Trade 

$10.73 2.8% 786 Healthcare 

$6.50 9% 1,307 Accommodation 

Median 
Wage($) 

Vacancy 
Rate (%) 

Job 
Vacancies 

Industrial 
Division 

“Planning Region” Statistics Number of Job Vacancies and wages for the five Occupational Groups with the most job 
vacancies (NE Minnesota From The Department of Employment and Economic Development; Second Quarter 2006)



Community Assessment 2006
United Way of Greater Duluth

• Research 
• Report Analysis
• Focus Groups
• Interviews
• Phone Survey

• United Way Action
• Critical Needs Identified
• Initiative Selection
• Funding Re-Design
• Community-Wide Goals 



Transportation Issues Identified

Focus Group Findings

Most frequently cited factor in access to services

Cross-cutting issue affecting the fields of Early 
Childhood & Youth Development, Education, Basic 
Human Needs, Economic Well-Being, Health

Identified need for efficient, coordinated 
transportation for low-income clients

Transportation is one of the top five low-income 
consumer concerns in access to employment, 
education, health care, maintaining housing 



Transportation Issues Identified

Consumer Focus Group Findings 
Top Five Issues

Living Wage Jobs
Education / Skills Training
Child Care
Transportation
Home



Key Informant Interviews

Basic Human Service Providers

Transportation is critical to low-income client access 
to work, child care, and medical care

Off-hours shifts and certain locations are not served 
by DTA

Clients would benefit most from a subsidized monthly 
pass option



Key Informant Interviews

Duluth Transit Authority

Duluth – unique street network, hub system, heavily 
subsidized
Comprised of 68 buses, 42 at peak, 27 routes
Higher than normal surplus of buses, many not used 
during mid-day
Possibility - run demonstration routes
Challenges – Superior St., Security



Public Opinion Survey

Zenith Research polled 410 respondents 
on critical health and human service 
concerns – among most pressing:

Meet people’s basic needs food, shelter, clothing, 
transportation

Assist people in getting and keeping jobs through 
programs such as job placement, improved 
transportation options, and job counseling



Transportation Trends for 
Low-Wage Workers



Major Observations

Transportation at the top of services 
needed but not received
Yet partnerships view transportation 
services as one of their greater 
successes
Groups making little or no progress 
have significantly greater need

Source: Filling the gaps in welfare reform: The Minnesota welfare-to-work partnerships initiative, August 2001



Public Transit:
The Issues for Low-Income Families

In 2000 less than 5% of workers took public transit to 
work.
Despite significant public investment in public transit, 
usage as a % of urban travel continues to decline.
The trend is for policymakers to cut central city transit 
to subsidize more expensive suburban commutes.
Access to public transit may not affect employment of 
welfare recipients.  (In recent study of 6 metro areas, 
better access to public transit had NO effect on 
employment)
Low-income riders are often underserved by central 
city transit (spatial mismatch)

Source:Waller, Margy.  High Cost or High Opportunity Cost? Transportation and Family Economic Success, 
Brookings, December 2005.



Poor less likely to have cars

To quantify the obvious…

8% of all urban households do not have 
a car

27% of households with income below 
$20,000 do not

Source:Waller, Margy.  High Cost or High Opportunity Cost? Transportation and Family Economic Success, 
Brookings, December 2005.



Academic research links car access with 
employment, hours worked and earnings
(Vermont study of subsidized car ownership programs)

After Acquiring a car:
19% more likely to have earned income
Earned income increased by about 
$220/month

Bottom line:  Cost of car to the 
program is recouped in a few months 
as earnings replace public assistance

Source:Waller, Margy.  High Cost or High Opportunity Cost? Transportation and Family Economic Success, 
Brookings, December 2005.



2006 Evaluation of the National 
Ways to Work Program (N=1600)

52 Sites in 25 States
3 out of 4 participants reported higher net 
monthly incomes
Borrowers averaged 41% increase in take-
home pay
Average income grew from $11,904 to 
$15,312
Two thirds have obtained conventional 
financial services since receiving their car 
loan (checking, savings, bank loans etc.)



Researchers call for federal investment in 
car ownership assistance and research

Why?

Federal government subsidizes education, child care, 
health care, etc.
Yet have taken minimal steps toward implementing 
policies responsive to research on transportation, car 
ownership and employment
Currently at least 160 state and local governments 
have supported creation of car ownership programs
They fall far short of meeting existing need for cars
Many funding cuts have occurred.  More threatened

Source:Waller, Margy.  High Cost or High Opportunity Cost? Transportation and Family Economic Success, 
Brookings, December 2005.



Vision for Action

Convene partners to plan and build on work of Human 
Services Transportation Plan

Transportation Inventory – Identify gaps in service and 
match existing resources with transportation needs

Research best practices Ways to Work

Tap into local resources and develop external resources

Implement comprehensive plan  - public transit, para-
transit, individual vehicles, volunteer ride program



Duluth’s Blueprint to End Poverty

Opportunities to share community 
transportation needs
Hear directly from those affected
Develop local strategies 




