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Poverty Hits Hard in Bucks County 

Largest Percentage Increase in Five-County Philadelphia Area 

 

DOYLESTOWN — The poor and near poor are often invisible for most people in Bucks County but in 

2010, the numbers grew dramatically. Between 2009 and 2010, Bucks County, those living in poverty 

increased by more than 16,000 to a total of over 37,000 people. That is a 2.7 percentage increase and 

the biggest in the five-county southeast Pennsylvania region including Philadelphia. Women are hit the 

hardest by these new circumstances.   

At a recent news conference, the Bucks County Women’s Advocacy Coalition (BCWAC) presented the 

alarming data. Some of the 30 Coalition partner organizations and 100 individual partners discussed the 

local impact of this reality and outlined the Coalition’s priorities for the coming year: housing, health 

care and the “cliff effect.” They also announced the launch of the new web site: www.bcwac.org 

BCWAC Chair Nancy Morrill said, “In 63% of households in the United States, women are the primary 

breadwinners, yet women do not get equal pay with men for equal work, and too few workplaces offer 

family friendly benefits. We are here today to talk about the rise in poverty in our beautiful County of 

Bucks…poverty which is a dreadful result of a frayed safety net, the lack of reliable jobs, the current 

recession brought about by the 1%, and misguided actions of government officials. Our Coalition’s 

commitment is to speak with one voice about gender equality, and the public and private policies that 

impede a woman and her family from achieving economic self-sufficiency. Men do their perceived 

share, but we know that women take care of our parents, women take care of our children, women 

volunteer in our communities to make things happen, and women, if they were truly in charge, would 

focus on peace and non-violence in our world.” 

PathWays PA compiles “The Self-Sufficiency Standards” for Pennsylvania. The organization gathers 

information by county to determine how much a family needs to earn to cover the basic necessities of 

food, housing, medical insurance, child care and other necessities without relying on government 

programs. This data is then calculated in a chart for different family configurations.   
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Marianne Bellesorte, senior director of policy for PathWays PA, a Coalition partner, said, “In Bucks 

County a family of one adult and one pre-school child needs to earn $51,253 to be economically self-

sufficient. A family of two adults, infant and preschooler needs $72,735 in combined wages.” The 

Federal Poverty Line (FPL) sets one standard for almost the entire country, not taking into account the 

economics of geographic regions or ages and needs of family members.     

Bellesorte explained why these numbers are so important. “Families living below the Self-sufficiency 

Standards face difficult choices each day; the choice between buying healthy food or paying the water 

bill, for instance, or the choice between falling behind on rent or having the electricity turned off. 

Poverty hinders a child’s ability to learn and may add to social, emotional and behavioral issues.” 

Poverty also has a negative impact on the physical health of children. Bellesorte noted, “Children whose 

parents are uninsured are less likely to have routine check-ups and other care.”  We also know that 

women tend to put off their own critical health care when their budgets are stretched and often delay 

vital pre-natal care. 

 

Domestic Violence, Higher Unemployment, Food Hardship 

The economics of a family is a critical factor when it comes to domestic violence. “Research conducted 

nationally shows that recession and unemployment do not cause domestic violence but they do 

commonly exacerbate it and contribute to increases in frequency and severity,” said Donna Byrne, 

executive director of A Woman’s Place (AWP) and Steering Committee member of BCWAC.  

Byrne told a sampling of stories about AWP clients. “Some women are not leaving their abusers because 

of the economics. Many are separated but living under the same roof in a violent situation. One woman 

lost her job, is unable to pay for child care and is now selling items in her home, going week to week, in 

an attempt to delay the fast approaching day when she will be homeless. Another recently told a 

counselor that having a roof over her and her children’s head is more important than her own safety.  

Another counselor recently took food to one woman who was living in her car with her two children 

(five and eight years old).”   

These stories are not the exception but the rule today here in Bucks County,” said Byrne. “Government 

cutbacks have decreased our ability to help survivors. We do not expect the situation to improve in the 

near future. The abuse is more severe but women are staying longer in abusive relationships, struggling 

to find jobs, and the children are significantly affected.” 

Bucks County Housing Group reports, “10% of households with children are experiencing food hardship; 

one in eight families is having trouble feeding their children. All of the food pantries in Bucks County 

report increasing demand in 2011 due to unemployment, foreclosures, medical/insurance issues, and 

rising cost of living. The majority of the homeless population is women and children. There are more 

than 400 school-age children who do not have a permanent residence. There is a backlog of 60 families 

for 190 beds for transitional housing program services.” 
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The Ann Silverman Community Health Clinic reports, “People are coming in now in tougher financial 

situations and are accessing the system for the first time. We hired a social worker to help patients 

access social services, connecting with Medicaid, food stamps, food pantries, etc.” 

The Workforce Investment Board reports, “The reality is we are now seeing higher wage earners slipping 

into unemployment; people are exhausting unemployment benefits and are not in the workforce.” The 

YWCA has “seen their largest increase in demand within the Employment Services Program and more 

families are using the YWCA Food Pantries and requesting basic needs…many saying their economic 

situation has recently changed and that this is the first time they have had to ask for this kind of help.” 

Family Service Association of Bucks County also reports an increase in clients served and that “60% of 

their clients are at the $0 - $20,000 a year income level.”   

 

Priorities: Housing, Health Care, and Cliff Effect 

The Bucks County Women’s Advocacy Coalition presented its three priorities for 2012: housing, health 

care, and the “cliff effect.” Tam St. Claire, Steering Committee member and chair of the Health Care 

Committee said, “Addressing economic self-sufficiency starts with housing security. Multiple studies and 

model programs nation-wide have shown that once permanent housing is established, successfully 

addressing all other issues confronting a family greatly improves. Bucks County has not been spared 

from the foreclosure crisis. Over the last three years 4,440 foreclosures have been filed in Bucks County. 

Helping those newly displaced families must to be a county-wide priority to prevent more families from 

easily falling into generational poverty.”   

Women with comparatively greater health care needs and lower incomes are particularly vulnerable and 

concerned about access to health care coverage, affordability, scope of benefits, reproductive health, 

and long-term care. Health care costs have become an increasing percentage of a household budget and 

a barrier to economic-self-sufficiency. The Patient Protection and Affordability Care Act (PPACA) already 

has helped women and their families and will be even more helpful when fully implemented. The PPACA 

has the potential to expand women’s access to health insurance coverage for all ages, focus on 

prevention, and make reforms that can strengthen the existing health care system’s ability to serve 

millions of women who are currently uninsured or underinsured.  The Health Care Committee recently 

wrote a one-page fact sheet outlining specifically how the PPACA helps women. Please see 

www.bcwac.org for further information. 

Over the past year, the Coalition looked extensively at what is known as the “cliff effect.” What is the 

cliff effect? A working mother, eligible for public programs such as child care subsidies which help bridge 

the gap between struggle and self-sufficiency, may reach the edge of a “cliff” when her $1 per hour 

wage increase causes her to lose access to child care support (without which she cannot work). Work 

support programs (housing, food stamps, child care, EITC, and health care) are means tested; families 

lose eligibility as their income increases. When a mother reaches the cliff in her career advancement, 

she often must make a career halting decision as the pay raise does not cover the loss of the subsidy.   

For several months the Bucks County Women’s Advocacy Coalition and PA Senator Chuck McIlhinney’s 

staff have been collaborating on identifying what other states have done and developing options for 
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possible legislative and regulatory action to mitigate the cliff effect that we outlined in a white paper 

(see www.bcwac.org for further information). Several Coalition partners recently met with the 

Pennsylvania Department of Welfare officials in Harrisburg to pursue the next steps. Many strategies are 

required including public education of legislative staff, media work, research, public policy work, and 

encouragement of communication among key agencies. 

Morrill said, “Here in the United States, women are striving to be productive, contributing members of 

society. But deep cuts by our various levels of government in education, health care and other needed 

services that help families be independent…these current and proposed draconian cuts without a 

balanced approach of appropriating revenues at the same time is a mistaken and dangerous course of 

action.” 

 

##### 


