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Foreword

A civic ecosystem has been burgeoning for decades in the South and it offers a path to turn the
tragedy of the pandemic into an opportunity to build prosperity and progress for all. Data and civic
engagement will be critical for this to occur. Together, the Southern Economic Advancement Project
(SEAP) — which works to lift up policies that address particular vulnerabilities in the South — and
Fair Count — whose work focuses on strengthening pathways to continued civic participation —
partnered with the National Conference on Citizenship to document the state of the South during the
pandemic. State and local governments prioritizing projects for the American Rescue Plan (ARP) and
Bipartisan Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act can use these findings to target disparities that
ultimately undermine community resilience.

The U.S. has gained over 2.7 million jobs in 2022, and most Americans have resumed pre-pandemic
activities.! But over 1 million Americans have died of Covid, and an estimated 1.6 million adults can’t
work each month because of Long Covid. As more people become infected, the numbers
experiencing Long Covid may swell. Many other impacts of the pandemic are just now becoming
clear — including an ongoing mental health crisis and increasing threats to our democracy. Our
review of 26 indicators related to the Covid crisis and the nation’s civic health revealed:

Covid impacts New variants BA.4 and BA.5 are spreading rapidly, and local officials in many cities
are encouraging greater vaccine uptake.? Of the more than 1 million Americans who have died of
Covid, 1 in 4 could have been saved if 90% of the population had been vaccinated. 5 Southern states
(AL, AR, KY, TN, WV) were among those that could have saved the most lives per population size. In
addition, 1 in 3 Southerners who survived Covid had prolonged symptoms known as Long Covid.
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Economic impacts Jobs have recovered in record time and could reach pre-pandemic levels this
summer. 6 Southern states (AR, GA, FL, NC, SC, TN) have more jobs as of May 2022, than they
did at their pre-pandemic peak. Employment rates have increased slightly with the labor force
remaining smaller than it was pre-pandemic.? In this tight labor market, Black adults
experienced the greatest gains with employment rates increasing 2.1 points to 58.6% from
December 2021 to June 2022. Inflation and rising interest rates may dampen growth, causing
companies to shed jobs in the coming months and an estimated 1 million women may have to
leave the workforce this summer for lack of child care while schools are out. Employers will
likely continue to struggle to find employees, with Long Covid hobbling a sizable number of
workers, and childcare insufficiently available.

Housing and utilities costs Home prices have increased 20%, and rents have gone up 15% over
the last 12 months. Home utility costs are an added concern—especially in the South. Even
before the pandemic, low-income households in AL, LA, and MS spent 10% or more of their
income on home energy. Fears of foreclosure or eviction are rising such that 43% of Southerners
who were late on rent or mortgage in June feared losing their homes. But AL, GA, TN, and WV
have distributed only 35% or less of their federal Emergency Rental Assistance dollars. To make
matters worse, 95% of the population of AL, AR, FL, LA, MS, and NC live in a county that has had
at least one climate disaster since March 2020, and housing prices tend to increase after
disasters.

Financial stability The share of Americans with medical debt fell from March 2018 to April 2021
when stimulus bills boosted enrollments in public health insurance plans. As the official health
emergency ends, many adults will lose their insurance, and medical debt will likely increase,
particularly in Southern states that have not expanded Medicaid (AL, GA, FL, MS, NC, SC, and
TN). The Child Tax Credit payments distributed from July through December 2021 stabilized
family finances, measurably reduced food insecurity, and lifted children out of poverty —
lowering the child poverty rate to 12%. Child poverty — considered the greatest threat to
children’s healthy brain development — has now spiked again to 17%.

Mental health Levels of anxiety and depression have tripled since the pandemic hit. 9 of the 11
states with the highest adult rates of anxiety and depression were in the South. Among LGBTQ+
high school-age youth nationwide, 12% of girls and 26% of gay, lesbian, or bisexual youth
actually attempted suicide during the pandemic. Firearm suicides (among adults and children)
increased from 23,941 in 2019 to 26,316 in 2021. Across Southern states, mental health
providers are in short supply and the majority of rural counties have no pediatricians — an
important source of mental health care for children.
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Democracy 6 southern states have enacted new laws that make it harder to vote, and research
reveals that restrictive voting laws are associated with poorer health.* AL, AR, LA, MS, and WV
have the worst infant mortality rates in the country and restrictive electoral climates. Moreover,
AL, GA, FL, LA, MS, and WV lack constitutional protections for fair and equal elections.
Meanwhile, local news sources have been rapidly disappearing and 75% of Southern counties
now lack this important source of reliable news. 8 of the 10 states with the worst internet
access rates are in the South.> American Indian people are about 2.5 times more likely to lack
internet than white people, and Black people are about 2 times more likely to lack internet.

Inflation is exacerbating the challenges that many Americans have struggled with since the
pandemic struck. State and local governments can mitigate some of the harshest effects by
expediting the distribution of Emergency Rental Assistance funding and investing ARP dollars in
human needs such as utility assistance, food assistance, child care, and mental health programs.
As Americans grapple with the rapid changes in our world, threats to our democracy are
mounting. Without protections for free and fair elections, states could find their election results
undermined. Improving and expanding civic engagement and voting enfranchisement will be
essential for improving Americans’ health outcomes and overall well being.

(A Sran BN

Dr. Jeanine Abrams MclLean Dr. Sarah Beth Gehl
President, Fair Count Executive Director, The Southern Economic Advancement Project
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Defining the South

In this report, the South is defined as the 12 states of Alabama,
Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North
Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, and West Virginia.

Southern states include 225 of the 229 U.S. counties where the Black
population is uniquely greater than the national average.

Disproportionate representation of racial/ethnic group by county
Population by race/ethnicity, 2019

American Indian/Alaska Mative
Asian

Black

Hispanic

Multi-Ethnic

White

Source: Census Bureau. Note: Color indicates the race/ethnicity that is higher than the national average in each
county. Multi-Ethnic indicates the county has more than one race/ethnicity greater than the national average.

The Black Belt stretches from Virginia to Louisiana and has a unique demographic makeup —
vestiges of a violent history of enslaving millions on cotton and tobacco plantations located
there. The Appalachian region from northern Alabama to West Virginia has been long
dominated by extractive industries such as coal mining. As a whole, these 12 states have
struggled from a history of underinvestment in transportation, infrastructure, education, and
job training, and still have among the highest poverty rates in the United States today.
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Pandemic to Prosperity

Pandemic
Lives and Livelihoods

To recover from any disaster, an assessment of damages is
a necessary first step. In the case of Covid, the damage is
not related to a single event. Instead, the pandemic has
caused multidimensional health and economic hardships.
As such, tracking Covid-related damage requires
monitoring a number of metrics, each of which may
change as conditions change. Additionally, shocks and
stressors such as extreme weather continue to compound
the impact of the pandemic.

This section tracks a select number of highly-vetted
indicators to examine the extent of Covid-related damage
to lives and livelihoods across our nation. It examines how
people’s lives are faring. It also tracks key dynamics in the
national economy.

In later sections of this report, these indicators serve as a
backdrop for a unique analysis of the complex interactions
between the pandemic, the nation’s civic health, and
Americans’ well being, with deeper dives into mental
health, food insecurity, and more.

Indicators in this section

e Vaccine-preventable deaths, by state

e Long Covid estimates, by state

e Firearm suicide rates, by race/ethnicity

e Total jobs by month
e Quits rate, by industry

e Disaster declarations, by county
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At least 225,000 American lives could have been saved (79,000 in
Southern states) if every state had vaccinated 90% of adults.

Vaccine-preventable deaths per 1 million adults
April 18, 2021- April 30, 2022
185 - 484
485 - 753
B 754 -1,001
B 1002-1310
B 1311-1790

Source: Brown University, School of Public Health. Notes: These are lower-bound (minimum) estimates of the
number of deaths that would have been averted, for every 1 million adults, if each state had reached 90%
vaccination coverage for adults.

The U.S. Covid death toll officially reached 1 million in May 2022. A new study shows that about
one-quarter of those lives — at least 225,000 — could have been saved if each state had
vaccinated 90% of adults.' Relative to the size of their population, 5 Southern states were
among the states that could have saved the most lives. With 90% vaccination coverage, WV
would have saved at least 2,566 lives; TN at least 8,507; KY at least 5,373; AR at least 3,562; and
AL at least 5,358. In terms of the sheer number of lives that could have been saved with 90%
vaccination coverage, two states stick out from the rest. Texas and Florida could have saved at
least 21,741 lives and 20,405 lives, respectively. The next closest state, with a much larger
population, is California, which could have saved at least 13,944 lives.

The demand for Covid vaccines peaked 6 months after becoming available in early 2021, with
slight increases during the Delta and Omicron surges. Though new Covid variants are likely to
infect the vaccinated and unvaccinated at similar rates, vaccination remains the most effective
form of protection against severe illness and death. Unvaccinated individuals are 3.4 times more
likely to be hospitalized with Covid and 6 times more likely to die.?? Public health experts point
to misinformation, mistrust, and lack of resources as causes for low vaccination rates. With a
non-mRNA Covid vaccine poised to join the market, and vaccines available for young children,
experts urge continued federal funding for community-led Covid vaccination campaigns.*>®
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More than 1 in 3 Southerners who previously had Covid have suffered
Long Covid symptoms. In KY, TN, and WV, it’s nearly 1 in 2.

Long Covid symptoms, June 1-13, 2022
Percent of adults who previously had Covid, with symptoms lasting 3 months or longer

23.8-30.2
30.3-346
B 34.7-380
Il 3s1-414
B 215-546

Source: Census Bureau’s Household Pulse Survey.

One in three adults who previously had Covid have experienced prolonged symptoms, known as
Long Covid.! Recent studies show that Long Covid largely affects immune and circulatory
systems, as well as the brain and lungs.?*** This can result in additional sickness, exhaustion,
brain fog, and shortness of breath. More than 40% of Covid survivors in 5 Southern states have
reported Long Covid symptoms: 41.5% in LA, 44.2% in AL, 45.6% in KY, 45.9% in TN, and 49.3%
in WV. With Covid cases beginning to increase across the nation in the week ending July 9,° the
number of people experiencing Long Covid symptoms will also increase.

While medical experts work to understand the causes, symptoms, and a cure for Long Covid, its
potential impacts are concerning.” Experts stress that access to primary care doctors, adequate
health insurance, and disability coverage will be essential for patients who must navigate Long
Covid.? Too often, access to these critical supports differs by race and ethnicity. For example,
20% of nonelderly Hispanic individuals lacked health insurance in 2020 along with 12% of
nonelderly Black individuals, but only 7% of nonelderly white individuals lacked insurance (Lack
of Health Insurance, by Race). And because Long Covid is still poorly understood by the medical
community, many patients are struggling to access needed disability benefits.” As employers
struggle to find workers, Long Covid could account for a sizable portion of unfilled jobs and,
without better care, more people could fall out of the workforce and into poverty.*
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Firearm suicides have increased since 1999. Firearm suicide rates are
highest for white and American Indian/Alaska Native individuals.

Firearm suicide rates and number of firearm suicides, U.S.
Rates are age-adjusted per 100,000 pop, by race/ethnicity

Firearm suicide rates Firearm suicides as a share of
all firearm deaths, 2020

American indian
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= Overall 15,384 24,292
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Source: CDC/ Wonder mortality data. Notes: Race groups are non-Hispanic. “Other firearm deaths” include
accidental firearm discharge; undetermined intent firearm discharge; and legal intervention involving firearm
discharge.

Suicides make up the majority of gun deaths each year but receive the least news coverage.
Firearm suicides accounted for 24,292 deaths in 2020 compared to 19,384 firearm homicides
and 1,546 other firearm deaths. The number of firearm suicides increased from 23,941 in 2019
to 24,292 in 2020, and then to 26,316 based on 2021 provisional data.

Firearm suicide rates vary by race and are typically highest among white Americans at rates
averaging 7.8 per 100,000 from 2000 to 2019. Gun suicides were next most common among
American Indians and Alaska Natives who experienced rates averaging 6.5 per 100,000 from
2000 to 2019. In 2020, gun suicides among American Indians and Alaska Natives exceeded that
of white Americans, rising to 9.5 per 100,000 compared to 8.9 per 100,000. Black, Hispanic, and
Asian Americans consistently experienced lower firearm suicide rates. In 2020, firearm suicide
rates for Black, Hispanic, and Asian Americans were 4.2, 2.9, and 1.7 per 100,000 respectively.

Red flag laws allow law enforcement officers or individuals to petition local courts to
temporarily take guns away from those who are a threat to themselves or others. While 62% of
U.S. counties have declared themselves “Second Amendment sanctuaries,” law enforcement
officers in many of these same counties have subsequently used red flag laws. Studies of red
flag laws conclude they measurably reduce gun suicides and homicides.*?
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Monthly job growth averaged 450,000 in the first half of 2022. The
U.S. is just 524,000 jobs shy of the Feb 2020 pre-pandemic peak.

Total jobs by month, U.S.
Jan 2000 - Jun 2022
155 M

150 M
145 M
140 M
135 M
130 M

125 M

120 M Early 2000s Great
recession Recession
115 ™M

2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics. Note: Seasonally adjusted. Data for May 2022 and June 2022 are preliminary.

While almost 22 million jobs were lost when Covid hit, they have now, some two years later,
been largely recouped. In contrast, the Great Recession caused a loss of more than 8 million
jobs, which took more than four years to recoup.

While the nation still has 524,000 fewer jobs than at its pre-Covid peak in February 2020,
enough people have dropped out of the labor force that the June 2022 unemployment rate of
3.6% is on par with the pre-Covid low.* Since Covid hit, workers have retired in record numbers
(Quits Rates), and others have had to quit jobs due to lack of child care (Child Care Disruptions).
Moreover, an estimated 1.6 million workers are sidelined each month because of Long Covid
symptoms — a dynamic that may be a large, but poorly tracked, factor in the labor shortage.’
Employers have responded with wage increases (up 5% compared to one year ago) but it’s not
clear these increases are enough for sidelined workers to pay for needed child and elder care —
particularly when wage increases have not kept up with inflation, which is up 9.1% compared to
last June.*?

The economy is starting to cool, however, as inflation and rising interest rates are reducing
consumer spending and a few large companies have already announced layoffs.* But the
summer months are a time when many women leave the labor force to care for their children
during school closures. Close to 1 million women may leave the workforce temporarily over the
summer, which may counterbalance declining jobs, and the labor market may continue to
churn.®

Among Southern states, 6 have more jobs as of May 2022 than they did at their pre-pandemic
February 2020 level. SCis up 0.6%, AR is up 0.9%, TN is up 2%, NC is up 2.3%, and FL and GA are
up 2.5%. But 5 Southern states still have fewer jobs than in February 2020. Most notably, LA has
4.2% fewer jobs.
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Across industries, workers are quitting jobs at high rates. In total, 26
million workers quit jobs between December 2021 and May 2022.

Quits rate by industry
Dec 2000 - May 2022

6%
Leisure and

59 hospitality
Professional &

A49% business services
Trade, transport
& utilities
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3% Total
Manufacturing

29, Education &
health services

1%

Early 2000s Grea
0% recession Recession
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Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics. Notes: The quits rate is the number of quits during the entire month as a
percent of total employment. Quits include employees who left voluntarily except retirements or transfers to other
locations. Data is seasonally adjusted. May 2022 data is preliminary.

Since December 2021, 26 million workers have quit their jobs. The job quits rate was highest in
leisure and hospitality (5.5% in May) and in retail (4.0% in May) where wages are low and
working conditions are poor. 1 million parents of young children quit jobs in June due to lack of
child care (Child Care Disruptions). An estimated 1.6 million workers are sidelined each month
because of Long Covid symptoms.! 3 of the 5 states with the highest share of adults suffering
from Long Covid are Southern states (Long Covid).

With fewer people in the labor market, workers are increasingly demanding higher wages and
better working conditions.? A groundswell of grassroots activism has led to increased worker
organizing across Starbucks stores and Amazon warehouses.**>® Increased union organizing
efforts have been observed across Georgia, Kentucky, and North Carolina despite long-standing
anti-union sentiments across the South.”??
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70% of Southerners live in counties that have experienced disasters
since March 2020, compared to 58% of non-Southerners.

Number of FEMA county-level disasters
Mar 1, 2020 - June 30, 2022
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Source: FEMA. Notes: Excludes COVID declarations and statewide declarations. Includes hurricanes, fires, floods,
tornadoes, levee breaks, landslides, earthquakes, severe ice storms, and other severe storms

Over the last 2 years, climate disasters have compounded the nation’s misery. In 2021, there
were 20 climate disasters that caused a billion dollars in damage — up from an average of 7
annually in the two previous decades.”” Southerners have been most likely to experience a
disaster, with 70% of Southerners living in a county that has had a disaster since March 2020,
compared to 58% of non-Southerners. In AL, AR, FL, LA, MS, and NC, more than 95% of the
population live in a county that has had a disaster since March 2020.

41% of Americans have experienced multiple disasters in that short time frame. In Louisiana,
every county (parish) has experienced 12 or more FEMA-declared disasters since March 2020.

As a result, federal spending on disaster relief more than doubled in 2020 and 2021 compared
to 2018 or 2019.2 But the time- and document-intensive FEMA application process has been
shown to increase inequity because it is too burdensome for smaller/rural municipalities and
people with low-incomes.* Moreover, the supply of available housing diminishes, and housing
costs (including insurance) increase after disasters.” The preponderance of disasters across the
South likely contributed to the higher rate at which Southerners who were late on housing
payments in June 2022 were fearful of being evicted or foreclosed upon (Likelihood of Eviction
or Foreclosure).
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Pandemic to Prosperity

Prosperity

The previous section examined how the pandemic has affected
the lives and livelihoods of Americans. The next section moves
from damage assessment to tracking measures that will be
important as we continue to recover from the Covid crisis.

This Prosperity section examines measures of high-functioning
governments and civic institutions that are essential for
community well-being and prosperity. Importantly, this section
ends with metrics that assess how people are doing during the
pandemic across geography, race, and sex.

Government

With substantial new federal funding being disseminated to local
and state governments and families, tracking these funding
streams and their impact will be essential going forward. This
section examines key assessments of the accuracy of
demographic data used to disseminate funding. We also include
measures of the distribution of rental aid. This section ends with
indicators on free and equal election protections, voting access,
and representation on state supreme courts — keys to the health
of our democracy which is essential for community well-being.

Indicators in this section

e 2020 Census differential undercounts, by race/ethnicity
e Emergency Rental Assistance distribution, by state

e Free and equal election protections, by state

e \oting access and infant mortality, by state

e State supreme court diversity gaps, by state
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Undercount problems persisted or grew worse for Black, Hispanic, and
other race groups in the 2020 Census count.

Net coverage error by race and ethnicity, U.S.
Percent of under- and overcounts, 2010 and 2020 Census PES data

Percent

2010 m2020
6 A
4
2 0.83 1.64* ] ‘
1.28 : 0.0 | 262" overcount
0 .
154 -1.63 206 | Lo 015 L undercount
-2 4.99* -4.34* - -
-4
-6 v
Hispanic Some Other Black or American Native Non-Hispanic Asian
Race African Indian or Hawaiian or White Alone
American Alaska Native Other Pacific
Islander

Source: Census Bureau: Post-Enumeration Survey (PES). *Statistically significant change from 2010 Census PES data.

Census data has historically undercounted communities of color, with gaps widening in the 2020
Census count for some groups. The Census Bureau’s first assessment of accuracy for racial
groups, the Post-Enumeration Survey, found that, in 2020, undercounts for Black or African
American people remained high at -3.3%. American Indians/Alaska Natives were undercounted
by about -1%, but a subgroup — those who live on reservations — had the largest undercount
at -5.6%. For Hispanic communities, the undercount more than tripled from -1.5% in 2010 to
-4.9% in 2020, meaning that 1 in 20 Hispanic persons were missed." And for those of “some
other race,” undercounts increased from -1.6% to -4.3%. For the first time, Asian communities
were overcounted by 2.62%. But experts and advocates worry that the overcount masks the
large variations amongst Asian ethnic subgroups.?

The Post-Enumeration Survey results by state that were recently released found that 4 Southern
states had the most significant undercounts in 2020: AR at -5.0%, TN at -4.8%, MS at -4.1%, and
FL at -3.5%.% Experts highlight that 5 of the 6 undercounted states also have growing
populations of racial and ethnic diversity, indicating a possible relationship between the two.**
Experts further note that rural counties were also likely undercounted and lack of trust in
government is a factor.*

These undercounts reduce both political representation and funding for affected communities
nationwide. The reduction in funding is particularly concerning as census numbers set the
amounts for federal resources that will be provided for such areas as food, housing, education,
and medical programs over the next 10 years. At least $1.5 trillion in federal funding is
distributed each year based on this data." Efforts to improve annual population estimates will be
critical for rightsizing federal funding flows for the remainder of the decade.
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Only 59% of Emergency Rental Assistance funds have been distributed
to renters across the South, compared to 67% in non-Southern states.
B 1:e-348

M 349-494 @
B 235-605
[N 606-749
Eceece o CU0

Percent of Emergency Rental Assistance funds distributed
Jan 1, 2021 - Apr 30, 2022

0

°

Source: U.S. Department of the Treasury. Notes: Assistance to households is the total dollar amount of ERA1 and

L e e

ERA2 award funds paid to or for households, including payments for rent, rental arrears, utility/home energy costs,
utility/home energy arrears, and other eligible expenses. "Percent distributed" is calculated as the sum of
assistance to households divided by 90% of the ERA1 and ERA2 allocation amount.

The December 2020 stimulus bill and the March 2021 American Rescue Plan (ARP) include a
combined $45 billion in Emergency Rental Assistance (ERA) funds.® Many Southern states have
been slow to distribute these funds, including TN where only 31% of ERA funds have been
spent, WV with only 33% spent, AL with only 34% spent, and GA with only 35% spent.
Meanwhile, rents are increasing rapidly — up an estimated 15% annually as of May.?

Grantees who fail to spend 50% of their ERA allotment may find some of their funds reallocated
to ensure all funds are spent by September 2022. Kentucky and Virginia increased their
distribution of ERA funds by reducing documentation burdens for accessing this aid.> Additional
rental assistance will likely be needed as inflation is impacting many families’ pocketbooks.
However, the federal government is focusing on eviction protection. In May, the Department of
Housing and Urban Development announced it was doubling the size of its eviction protection
program from $20 million provided in November 2021, to $40 million.* States and localities that
are quickly expending their ERA allotment may use flexible ARP funds to provide additional
rental relief, and this may trigger additional allocations of ERA funds.*
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Half of Southern states lack constitutional protections for fair and
equal elections.

Free and equal elections clauses in state constitutions

2022
No
B ves
I
| |
-~ - -
Source:

*Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Tennessee have exceptions to this right for persons convicted of felonies.**Alabama
does not explicitly contain the word "free," but does prohibit "all undue influences from power, bribery, tumult, or
other improper conduct."

In addition to determining procedures for elections, state constitutions can include provisions
that explicitly address fairness in voting and equal access to the ballot box. 30 states have
constitutional requirements that elections be “free.” In 18 of those states, the constitution goes
further, requiring that elections be “equal” or “open,” and 15 states explicitly prohibit improper
influence or interference by “civil or military” powers with a citizen’s right to vote.’

These free and equal election provisions have played a role in countering voter suppression and
gerrymandering. For example, in 2014 the Arkansas Supreme Court struck down a voter ID law,
partially due to its violation of the state constitution’s free elections clause.?® Free and equal
election protections have also been used to fight gerrymandering in Kentucky, Maryland, North
Carolina, Pennsylvania, and Utah.**%’

With the increase in restrictive voting laws passed in 2021 and 2022, these constitutional
provisions could play a critical role in protecting access to the ballot box and preventing
improper influence in the voting process.®®
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Barriers to voting in Southern states are strongly correlated with
worse health outcomes, including high infant mortality.

Voting access and infant mortality
2020
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Source: Scot Schraufnagel et al., 2020 (Election Law Journal) and CDC, inspired by the Health & Democracy Index.

Notes: Voting access captures ‘permanent’ changes in state electioneering practices and does not count temporary
changes adopted in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Infant mortality is the rate of infants dying within the first

year of life. Vermont is missing because there was no available data on 2020 infant mortality.

Across nations, democracy and freedom are positively associated with better health outcomes,

even after controlling for a country’s wealth.! Thus, it is no surprise that across the U.S., states
with restrictive voting laws and greater barriers to civic participation also tend to have poor
health outcomes.? Many Southern states are among the worst. Mississippi, Alabama, Arkansas,
West Virginia, and Louisiana have the worst infant mortality rates in the country and also
restrictive electoral climates. Infant mortality rates for Black communities are particularly high
in these Southern states, and research indicates that better civic participation can make a
difference in lowering these rates and saving infant lives.>?
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38 states (including all but one Southern state) have supreme courts
that lack the racial diversity of the state’s population.

State supreme court representation gaps, May 2022
Difference between state supreme court justice racial diversity and population diversity
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0-5
6-17

Source: Brennan Center for Justice. Note: This map represents the difference between the percentage of non-white
justices on state supreme courts (as of 2022) compared to the percentage of the non-white population in the state
(based on 2020 census data)."Non-white" includes individuals who are Black, Asian, Latino, Native American, or
multiracial. White is limited to non-Hispanic/Latino white individuals.

State supreme courts are highly influential institutions, making final decisions that impact the
day-to-day lives of Americans on a wide array of critical issues including mask and vaccine
mandates, gerrymandering, and challenges to state election certification efforts. As such, they
have been important during the pandemic and are a critical part of governmental checks and
balances. A diverse judiciary promotes richer jurisprudence, benefiting from judges who have
seen problems from different angles.””> Many state supreme courts lack the diversity of the
populations they represent.

Of the 12 Southern states, 11 have supreme courts that are less racially diverse than their
state’s population. There are 0 Black justices in 4 Southern states where Black residents make
up at least 10% of the population (AL, AR, FL, and TN). Nationwide, men hold 59% of state
supreme court seats and in 9 states, there is only one woman on the supreme court bench.® Of
the 340 state supreme court justices, only 10 openly identify as gay or lesbian (none in the
South).*
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Prosperity

Pandemic to Prosperity

Institutions

Beyond governments, American society has always
depended on a wide array of civic institutions to provide
critical information to constituents, hold governments
accountable, and offer support to families and workers to
be healthy, educated, and productive. This section
examines civic institutions and whether they are fair,
effective, and sufficiently available.

This issue of Pandemic to Prosperity examines local news
and internet access to assess communities’ ability to
receive critical information and remain connected in a
world that is dramatically more digital than just two years
ago. We also examine child care disruptions and
pediatricians to understand our institutions’ ability to
educate and care for our children. Finally, we look at the
availability of health insurance and mental health
providers and identify gaps in these resources critical for
helping Americans be healthy and productive.

Indicators in this section

e News deserts, by county

e Lack of internet, by race/ethnicity

e Child care disruptions

e Lack of health insurance coverage, by race/ethnicity
e Mental health providers, by state

e Pediatricians, by county
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75% of Southern counties (50% in the non-South) are “news deserts,”
with only one or no newspapers reporting trusted local news.

Counties with no or only one newspaper (“news deserts”)
News deserts as of 2022

0-1 News sources

2+ Mews sources

Source: Northwestern Medill Local News Initiative.

The pandemic has accelerated the decline of local news sources across the nation, with
newspapers closing at an average rate of 2 per week.! 58% of U.S. counties are what experts call
“local news deserts” that have either no newspaper or only one (often a weekly or a thinly
staffed daily).? In the South, 75% of counties are news deserts, compared to only 50% of
non-Southern counties.

As local newspapers continue to shut their doors, experts worry that political, cultural, and
digital divides across the nation will be further exacerbated. A new study by the Medill Local
News Initiative at Northwestern University finds that local news deserts tend to be communities
that are older, poorer, and lacking the infrastructure for strong broadband — a crucial means for
digital news to fill the gap left by closing print-based newspapers (Lack of Internet, by Race).*?
Local news sources are essential for dispensing critical local information to small communities.
Without them, constituents are forced to rely on national news, which can be more partisan
and polarizing; use social media, which can be filled with misinformation and disinformation
campaigns; or avoid the news altogether. According to a study by the Reuters Institute, the
number of people who actively avoid the news has increased from 38% in 2017 to 42% in 2020,
pointing to the repetitiveness of news stories (namely around politics and Covid), negative
feelings, and mistrust.* Regaining trust and providing accessible news are necessary efforts for
the future of local news.

Pandemic to Prosperity July 21, 2022 20


https://localnewsinitiative.northwestern.edu/research/state-of-local-news/report/

Although internet access improved from 2013 to 2019, more than 1 in
5 American Indians and 1 in 6 Black Americans lacked internet in 2019.

Lack of internet by race/ethnicity, U.S.
Percent of individuals without a computer, or without internet subscription
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Source: Census Bureau’s American Community Survey.

In 2013, 39% of all American Indians, 33% of Black people, 29% of Hispanic people, and 25% of
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islanders in the U.S. lacked broadband internet access, compared to
18% of white people. By 2019, internet access had spread, but disparities remained such that
22% of American Indians, 16% of Black people, 13% of Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islanders, and
12% of Hispanic people in the U.S. lacked broadband internet access, compared to 9% of white
people.

Broadband internet access has become an essential utility for every American family, even more
so during the pandemic with work and school going remote, along with the need for essential
information on how to deal with the virus. But even before the pandemic broadband internet
was important for school-age children to support homework and education. In 2018, a majority
of eighth graders reported using the internet to do homework but this was most common
among suburban students (65%) and least common among rural students (44%).!

The Bipartisan Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act will send $42.45 billion directly to states
to collaboratively plan and execute broadband expansion in partnership with local and regional
communities.” The goal will be to bring reliable, affordable high-speed internet to all residents
and will require broadband providers that receive funding to offer at least one affordable
service plan.?
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Child care disruptions have declined recently. Still, 1 in 5 families had a
care disruption in June, forcing 2.1 million families to cut work hours.

Child care disruptions, June 1 - 13, 2022
Percent of households where children < 5 years were unable to attend child care in last 4 weeks
50

20 Took unpaid leave to care for children 1,654,970
Used vacation/sick days or paid leave to care for children 2,354,809

30 Cut work hours to care for children 2,133,519
20 Left a job in orderto care forchildren 1,078,932
10 Losta job because of time away to care for children 520,915
Did not look for a job in orderto care for children 1,102,329

° Aug2 Sep 13 Dec13 Mar 14 Jun 13 Supervised one or more children while working 1,827,764

Source: Census Bureau’s Household Pulse Survey. Note: Universe is adults in households with children under 5
years of age.

Child care disruptions have recently declined as the nation finds a new normal, with fewer
restrictions, and more businesses and schools fully reopen. Families with children under 5,
however, still face child care challenges. 1 in 5 adults experienced a child care disruption at
some point during the 4 weeks ending June 13, 2022. Due to disruptions in child care, 2.1
million parents cut work hours, 1.6 million parents took unpaid leave, 1 million left a job, and
another 521,000 lost a job.

Women have disproportionately managed households and child care concerns during the
pandemic and were more likely to cut hours and leave their jobs (Employment Rate, By Sex).
While employer-initiated decisions were the primary cause for workforce reductions at the start
of pandemic, a recent survey finds that, in the last year, most women’s decision to leave or
reduce hours was driven by a lack of reliable child care.? In the same survey, 8 in 10 women said
they could not afford to lose their jobs, with many suffering from high emotional stress when

forced to make this decision (Symptoms of Anxiety or Depression).

The rising cost of child care remains a concern for families with children under 5 and inflation
has only exacerbated the problem. Operating costs for child care centers are nontrivial, often
leaving little in the budget for wages.> American Rescue Plan dollars to support these costs are
only a temporary relief, as experts say the sector has been underfunded for decades.* Child care
providers across the nation are concerned about having to continuously increase tuition in an
effort to retain workers and keep their doors open, while also balancing how much more
families can afford.” A long-term investment in child care will be a critical step in stabilizing the
sector.
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From 2010 to 2016, the uninsured rate for non-elderly Americans
decreased from 18% to 10%, then ticked upward for Black and
Hispanic persons — widening disparities once again.

Lack of health insurance coverage by race/ethnicity, 2010-20
Nonelderly population age 0-64
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Sources: Census Bureau’s CPS ASEC and Kaiser Family Foundation. Notes: 2019 data (which was collected in March
2020) has known quality issues due to the COVID 19 pandemic. Changes in health insurance rates between 2016
and 2017, and between 2012 and 2013 are affected by changes in survey design.

Starting in 2010, the rates of the uninsured dramatically dropped with the implementation of
the Affordable Care Act. And while uninsured rates improved across all racial/ethnic groups,
disparities remained with 1 in 5 non-elderly Hispanic individuals and nearly 1 in 8 non-elderly
Black individuals in the U.S. lacking health insurance as of 2020. Notably, the uninsured rate
among Black people actually increased by more than 1 percentage point from 2018 to 2020 —
likely due to the loss of full-time employment when the pandemic hit.*

Seven states in the South (AL, GA, FL, MS, NC, SC, and TN) have not adopted Medicaid
expansion. As a result, according to the most recent American Community Survey data
(2016-2020), 15% of working-age adults in AL, 18% in GA, 19% in FL, 18% in MS, 16% in NC, 16%
in SC, and 14% in TN lack health insurance. In comparison, only 4% in Massachusetts were
without coverage.

Lack of health insurance means many people incur medical debt. As of April 2021, an estimated
23% of Black working-age adults had medical debt, along with 20% of Hispanic working-age
adults, and 16% of white working-age adults (Medical Debt, by Race).

Adults over 64 are not included in this indicator as they have the highest rates of health
insurance coverage because most are eligible for Medicare.?
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Mental health providers are in short supply in many Southern states.
AL has 115 providers per 100,000 people, TX has 131, and WV has 149
— far below the national average of 280.

Mental health providers per 100,000 population, 2021
Registered mental health providers
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Source: County Health Rankings & Roadmaps and Census Bureau Vintage 2021 PEP. Notes: Mental health providers
include psychiatrists, psychologists, licensed clinical social workers, counselors, marriage and family therapists,
advanced practice nurses specializing in mental health care, as well as those treating alcohol and other drug abuse.

More than two years since the pandemic struck, American adults continue to experience
anxiety and depression at rates nearly triple what they were in 2019. Uncertainty amplifies
anxiety and stress, as do economic worries — and inflation causes the greatest economic
hardships for Americans with the lowest incomes.*? In Alabama and West Virginia, more than 1
in 3 adults reported symptoms of anxiety or depression in June. (Symptoms of Anxiety or
Depression) Yet these states have far fewer mental health providers than the national average.
And nearly half of all high school-age girls experienced persistent feelings of sadness or

hopelessness during the pandemic (Youth Mental Health, by Sex and Sexual Identity).

The current mental health crisis is likely contributing to increasing incidents of road rage,
vehicular fatalities, domestic and child abuse, drug overdose deaths, firearm suicides, and
violent crime (Firearm Suicides, by Race).***”#° Some communities are adopting innovative
approaches, such as mobile crisis response services funded by American Rescue Plan and
Medicaid dollars.? Still, many Americans need ongoing care and most states have few plans for
expanding the supply of mental health providers.*
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The South faces a shortage of pediatricians with only 100 per 100,000
children, compared to 111 per 100,000 in the rest of the nation.

General pediatricians per 100,000 children age 0-14, 2021
General pediatricians ever certified, age 70 and under
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Source: The American Board of Pediatrics and Census Bureau Vintage 2021 PEP. Notes: Includes all general
pediatricians age 70 and younger who have become board certified at some time in their career. Pediatric
subspecialists are excluded. For more notes, see the Pediatric Physicians Workforce Data Book at link provided.

The majority of rural counties in the U.S. have no pediatricians at all. 88% of completely rural
counties and 43% of mostly rural counties have no general pediatricians, compared to 10% of
urban counties and 14% of mostly urban counties. States in the Northeast have the most
pediatricians, while states in the West and South have the fewest pediatricians per 100,000
children 0 to 14 years old. In the South, Mississippi has the lowest supply of pediatricians with
only 68 pediatricians per 100,000 children and Arkansas has only 80.

Many American youth have experienced severe mental health issues during the pandemic, with
one-quarter of all high school age girls and nearly half of all gay, lesbian, or bisexual high
schoolers seriously considering suicide (Youth Mental Health, by Sex and Sexual Identity). The
lack of pediatricians is concerning because these doctors are an important source of mental
health care for children.' Moreover, pediatricians are parents’ most trusted source of
information on the Covid vaccine for children.? Without pediatricians to provide guidance, many
young children may not receive this important protection despite its recent approval for
children 6 months to 5 years old.?
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Prosperity
People

At the end of the day, governments and institutions are
responsible for ensuring the well-being of the communities
they serve. This section examines key metrics of economic
well-being from even before the pandemic struck,
including student loan debt and household energy
expenditures. Then, it examines current data on medical
debt and employment rates by race and sex. It includes
measures of food and housing insecurity, as well as anxiety
and depression symptoms from the Census Bureau’s
Household Pulse Survey. And it ends with an assessment of
youth mental health and monthly child poverty rates.

Indicators in this section

e Student loan debt, by race/ethnicity

e Home energy burdens, by state

e Medical debt, by race/ethnicity

e Employment rate, by race/ethnicity

e Employment rate, by sex

e Food insecurity, by state

e Likelihood of eviction or foreclosure, by state

e Symptoms of anxiety or depression, by state

e Youth mental health, by sex and sexual identity

e Monthly poverty rates, by age
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The share of families with student loan debt has more than doubled
over the last 30 years. Black households have been most likely to hold
student loan debt, increasing from 12% in 1989 to 30% in 2019.

Education installment loans, 1989 - 2019
Percent of households holding education loans by race/ethnicity
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Source: Survey of Consumer Finances

Before the pandemic hit, 1 in 5 families were saddled with student loan debt. In March 2020,
the federal government paused student loan repayments in response to the economic toll of
the pandemic. This saved borrowers an average of $393 a month, an essential support as many
struggled to cover basic household necessities. Once student loan payments resume, it is
estimated that roughly 18 million borrowers will lose $85.5 billion of their income annually.*
This impact falls disproportionately on Black households, of which 30% held student loan debt
in 2019.

Recent studies found that women hold two-thirds of student loan debt, with Black women more
than twice as likely to hold $50,000 or more of undergraduate debt compared to white men.>**
Though repayment plans such as Income-Driven Repayment (IDR) intend to lower borrowers’
payments over an extended period of time, studies find that borrowers’ student debt continues
to mount because payments don’t cover monthly interest.>® One Black borrower accepted
$24,000 in loans in 1990, yet after making 31 years of payments, owes $125,000 today — their
story is not unusual.” A 2020 study by the American Council on Education revealed that twelve
years after beginning college, Black graduates with a bachelor’s degree owed 115% of their
original loan amount, while Hispanic graduates owed 80% and white graduates owed 51%.%

While the U.S. Department of Education has taken steps towards addressing these historical
failures, more substantial policy responses such as student loan debt cancellation up to $50,000
per borrower would immediately increase the wealth of Black Americans by an estimated 40%,
while adding $174 billion to the nation’s GDP in the first year."’
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Before Covid hit, low-income households in Alabama, Louisiana, and
Mississippi spent 10% or more of their income on home energy costs.

Home energy burdens among low-income households
Average percent of income spent on home energy costs, 2014-18
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Source: U.S. Department of Energy. Notes: “Energy burden” is defined as the percentage of gross household
income spent on home energy costs. “Low-income household” is defined as below 80% of the Area Median
Income, as defined by the U.S.Department of Housing and Urban Development.
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Many Southerners with low incomes struggle to pay for home utilities. Before the pandemic,
low-income households in AL, LA, and MS spent 10% or more of their income on energy costs.
In November 2021, a survey of 3,500 Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
recipients in AL, GA, MS, and New Orleans, LA revealed that most were struggling to pay for
utilities. Respondents ranked this concern above all others including access to internet,
affordable housing, employment, healthcare and child care.® A more recent (June 2022) survey
of GA adults found that most continue to struggle to pay for utilities.?

Southerners often have higher energy consumption because they use more air conditioning in
the hot summer months, and are more likely to use electric heating in the winter (which is more
expensive than gas). More efficient lighting and appliances along with home insulation can cut
electric consumption by up to one-third.? The U.S. Department of Energy has long partnered
with states and communities to help low-income families reduce their energy burden through
the Weatherization Assistance Program (WAP). The Bipartisan Infrastructure Act greatly expands
WAP — allowing states and territories to access $3.1 billion in funding to install insulation,
update heating and cooling systems, and upgrade appliances to reduce utility bills for
households with low incomes.?> Communities can also use ARP funds for utility assistance and
weatherization programs.*
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The share of working-age Americans with medical debt fell from 24%
in 2019 to 17% in 2021. However, in 2021, 23% of Black adults still had
medical debt compared to 16% of white adults.

Share of working-age adults (18-64) who reported medical debt, by race/ethnicity
March 2018 - April 2021
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Source: Urban Institute Health Reform Monitoring Survey. Notes: Medical debt is self-reported, and does not
indicate whether the debt is past due. “Other race” includes persons who reported a race not listed, or people who
reported more than one race. *Statistically significant decline from March 2019.

Adults with medical debt often delay getting needed medical attention.! During the pandemic,
the Families First Coronavirus Response Act boosted enrollments in public health insurance
plans such as Medicaid, which contributed to lowering the share of adults with medical debt
from 24% in March 2019 to 17% in April 2021." But far more Black and Latino working-age
adults continued to have medical debt in April 2021 (23% and 20% respectively) compared to
white working-age adults (16%).

When the health emergency officially ends, many people will lose their public health insurance.?
Residents of states that have not expanded Medicaid are particularly at risk. A June 2022 survey
of Georgia adults, where Medicaid has not been expanded, found that 37% of Black Georgians,
33% of Hispanic Georgians, and 25% of white Georgians now have medical debt.?

The 7 Southern states that have not expanded Medicaid (AL, GA, FL, MS, NC, SC, and TN) can
reduce medical debt levels by adopting Medicaid expansion. States that expanded Medicaid by
2014 saw a greater decline in medical debt among their residents than did states that failed to
expand Medicaid.*
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The employment rate for Black adults increased 2.1 points in the first
half of 2022. Overall employment has inched up half a point.

Employment rate by race/ethnicity, U.S.
Jan 2008 - June 2022
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Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics. Note: The employment rate is officially known as the “employment-population
ratio.” Here it is calculated for the population 16 years and older. Data is seasonally adjusted.

The employment rate for Black adults aged 16+ increased 2.1 points to 58.6% between
December 2021 and June 2022, while overall employment increased 0.4 points to 59.9%. The
overall employment rate remains 1.3 points below its pre-pandemic (Feb 2020) level of 61.2%.

The economy has grown substantially in 2022, but inflation and rising interest rates are now
slowing consumer spending, and a small number of employers have announced layoffs. Notably,
the retail sector registered losses of nearly 28,000 jobs between March and June, and Black and
Hispanic workers are overrepresented in the retail sector.?

Many families are already struggling with food and housing insecurity (Likelihood of Eviction or
Foreclosure, Food Insecurity). If the economy begins to fall into recession and employment rates
decrease this summer, more robust government benefits may be needed to keep families out of
poverty.®
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Employment rates for men and for women increased about half a
point in the first half of 2022.

Employment rate by sex, U.S.
Jan 2008 - June 2022
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Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics. Note: The employment rate is officially known as the “employment-population
ratio.” Here it is calculated for the population 20 years and older. Data is seasonally adjusted.

The employment rate for women increased 0.5 points to 56.2% between December 2021 and
June 2022, while the rate for men increased 0.4 points to 67.8%. Employment rates for women
remain about 12 points below those for men.

Child care and elder care remain significant impediments to women’s ability to return to work.
In June, over 1 million parents left a job, another 520,000 lost a job, and 1.1 million didn’t look
for a job because of child care disruptions (Child Care Disruptions). Mothers of children under 6
have been most likely to consider leaving their job or cutting back on hours.*

The summer months are a time when many women leave the labor force to care for their
children during school closures. Close to 1 million women could leave the workforce temporarily
over the summer, contributing to a continued churn in the labor market.?
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In the South, 13% of adults reported their households went hungry in
June. AL, KY, MS, and WV reported the highest rates of hunger in the
U.S., topping out at 21% in WV.

Food insecurity, June 1-13, 2022
Percent of adults who report their household sometimes or often went hungry in last 7 days
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Source: Census Bureau’s Household Pulse Survey.

In June 2022, 13% of Southerners (and 10% of non-Southerners) reported their household
didn’t have enough to eat. Food insecurity was most severe in Southern states, with 21% of
West Virginians, 18% of Mississippians, 17% of Alabamians, and 16% of Kentuckians not able to
put enough food on the table.

Without Child Tax Credit payments, this summer is particularly difficult for low-income families
who are also missing out on school lunches.' Furthermore, as of June 2022, the cost of groceries
had increased at an annual rate of 12.2%. Of all consumer items, only energy prices rose higher
during this time — at an annual rate of 41.6%.> Meanwhile, several Southern states including
AR, FL, KY, MS, and TN have rejected and stopped distributing emergency Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) allotments. Food banks are experiencing increased
demand due to inflation and the elimination of these SNAP benefits.>**®
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43% of Southerners (and 31% of non-Southerners) who were late on
rent/mortgage payments as of June said they were at risk of losing
their home. Arkansans were most at-risk at 72%.

Likelihood of eviction or foreclosure, June 1-13, 2022
Percent of adults living in households not current on rent or mortgage where eviction or
foreclosure in the next two months is “very likely” or “somewhat likely”
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Source: Census Bureau’s Household Pulse Survey.

Over the last 12 months, the price of a single-family home has risen 20% and rising interest
rates are making home buying even more expensive.> These dynamics are increasing demand
for rentals, which is pushing rents higher — now up 15% compared to one year earlier.’ Fears of
foreclosure or eviction are rising, particularly across the South. Among adults not up to date on
rent or mortgage, 72% of Arkansans, 62% of South Carolinians, 59% of Mississippians, 53% of
North Carolinians, 50% of Louisianans, 46% of Tennesseans, and 45% of Georgians fear they will
be evicted or foreclosed upon.

In May, the Department of Housing and Urban Development announced it was doubling the size
of its Eviction Protection Program from $20 million provided in November 2021, to $40 million.
This program provides legal assistance for tenants who are at risk of eviction (it does not
provide direct rental assistance).* State and local officials that speed up the distribution of
Emergency Rental Assistance funds can stabilize renters as inflation continues to threaten
Americans’ financial stability (Emergency Rental Assistance).
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33% of adults nationwide report symptoms of anxiety or depression,
up from 11% in 2019. Southern states have the largest share of adults
reporting symptoms: 46% in MS, 42% in KY, and 40% in LA and WV.

Symptoms of anxiety or depression, June 1-13, 2022
Percent of adults who experienced symptoms of anxiety or depression in the last two weeks
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Source: CDC and ! . Notes: This indicator is based on self-report of the
frequency of anxiety and depression symptoms, derived from responses to the first two questions of the eight-item
Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-2) and the seven-item Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD-2) scale.

Social isolation and uncertainty hit nearly every sector of society when Covid struck, amplifying
anxiety and stress nationwide.** The number of adults reporting symptoms of anxiety and
depressive disorder has tripled since the start of the pandemic, up to 33% in June 2022 from
11% in 2019. 9 of the 11 states with the highest rates were in the South: 46% in MS, 42% in KY,
40% in LA and WV, and 36-38% in SC, AL, AR, TN, and NC.

A new study finds that Black, Asian, and Hispanic communities experienced higher levels of
anxiety and depression symptoms during the pandemic compared to 2019.* Rates for unmet
mental health care were similar across racial groups prior to the pandemic, but grew
significantly for communities of color during the pandemic compared to white individuals
(Mental Health Providers).

The effects of this mental health crisis continue to unfold, with increasing incidences of drug
overdose deaths, road rage incidents, violent crime, child abuse, and firearm suicides>®7#91°
(Firearm Suicides). Bolstering services like the updated three-digit national Suicide and Crisis
Hotline “988” will be critical in supporting growing needs in long-term mental health care.™
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More than 1 in 3 high school students reported persistent feelings of
sadness or hopelessness from 2020 to 2021, with rates higher among
female, gay, lesbian, bisexual, and other or questioning students.

Mental health among U.S. high school students, by sex and sexual identity
Jan 2020-June 2021

37%

oo Persistentfeelings of pggggy

ST, sadness or hopelessness gy
14% Seriously considered m—
26% attempting suicide Ve
5% Heterosexual
Male 5% . .
= Fernale Attempted suicide 1% m Other or questioning
m Gay, leshian, or bisexual
80% 40% 0% 0% 40% 80%

Source: CDC Adolescent Behaviors and Experiences Survey (ABES). Note: The ABES survey was conducted Jan—June

2021 to assess student behaviors and experiences during the previous 12 months (n = 7,705).

Between 2009 and 2019, the share of high school students experiencing feelings of sadness or
hopelessness, seriously considering suicide, and creating a suicide plan increased by 40%, 36%,
and 44%, respectively.”? Experts warn that the pandemic has caused these rates to spike again,
declaring a youth mental health national emergency in October 2021.° During the pandemic,
the share of female high school students that experienced persistent feelings of sadness or
hopelessness, and either seriously considered or attempted suicide, was twice the share of
male students. Almost half of students that are gay, lesbian, or bisexual seriously considered
attempting suicide, as did 40% of students who identify as other or questioning their sexuality.
High school students that identify as other or questioning their sexuality attempted suicide at
rates 3 times that of heterosexual students, while students who identify as gay, lesbian, or
bisexual attempted suicide at 5 times the rate.

Many Southern states have advanced anti-gay legislation in recent months and a recent survey
found these efforts have negatively impacted the mental health of LGBTQ youth.** The
American Psychological Association specifically condemned Florida’s “Don’t Say Gay” bill stating
that it stigmatizes and marginalizes many children, which can lead to depression, anxiety, and
even suicide.®

Building safe and affirming schools and expanding access to mental health care are among
several systemic and institutional calls to action to avert the youth mental health crisis.!
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Child poverty spiked from 12% to 17% following the expiration of
monthly child tax credit payments at the end of 2021.

Estimated monthly poverty rates by age group, U.S.
Jan 2020-May 2022

725 $600/week unemployment Age group by race/ethnicity, 2020
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Source: Center on Poverty and Social Policy at Columbia University and Census Bureau, PEP. Notes: These monthly
estimates are based on the supplemental poverty rate, which includes after-tax income and in-kind benefits. These

estimates include the impact of earned income tax credits (EITC), child tax credits (CTC), economic impact
payments (stimulus checks), as well as unemployment, SNAP, and other benefits.

The American Rescue Plan provided monthly Child Tax Credit (CTC) payments from July through
December 2021, raising children out of poverty such that the child poverty rate fell to about
12% each month. In July 2021, food insecurity among CTC recipients fell by one-quarter.* The
loss of these CTC payments put children back into poverty. After their expiration in December
2021, child poverty spiked to 17% in January 2022, where, according to the most recent data, it
remains (after a temporary dip in March when families received tax refunds).

The chronic stress that impoverished children experience actually disrupts the development of
the brain. The accumulated burdens of economic hardship — including uncertainty about
whether there will be enough food to eat each day, frequent home moves, exposure to
violence, and lack of supervision when parents work irregular schedules in low-wage jobs —
lead to chronic stress that adversely impacts brain architecture.?? Children living in poverty
develop less gray matter volumes which, in turn, negatively impacts their school readiness, and
results in later difficulties in memory and self-regulation.*? Large-scale, long-term studies have
found that increasing government support for children boosts their academic achievement,
increases their earnings as adults, decreases their likelihood of needing government support as
adults, and reduces their likelihood of becoming incarcerated.>®
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About this series

History has shown that large-scale crises accelerate pre-existing trends, exacerbate inequities, and
permanently change societies and civic life. For decades, the American South has lagged on nearly
every indicator of prosperity and equity, and similar patterns are emerging with the current crisis.
Pandemic to Prosperity: South offers an overview of the Covid-related impacts on our lives and
livelihoods, governments, civic institutions, and overall well-being, with a focus on the states of
Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South
Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, and West Virginia.

Pandemic to Prosperity: South’s thoughtfully-curated data serves to illuminate the challenges facing
the South’s most vulnerable. In addition, this reliable source of wide-ranging, impartial information
will be valuable in aligning public and private sector efforts and reflect the progress made, or the
lack thereof, over time.

The National Conference on Citizenship (NCoC) launched the Pandemic to Prosperity series in July
2020 to look at the nation as a whole and this is the sixth edition of Pandemic to Prosperity: South.

About Fair Count (FairCount.org) Founded by Stacey Abrams in 2019 and anchored in Georgia, Fair
Count works to build long-term power in communities that have been historically undercounted in
the decennial census, underrepresented at the polls, and whose communities are often torn apart
in redistricting.

About the Southern Economic Advancement Project (TheSEAP.org) SEAP works to broaden
economic power and build a more equitable future in the South through research, policy, and
network-building. Focused on 12 Southern states and marginalized/vulnerable populations within
the region, SEAP amplifies the efforts of existing organizations and networks that work toward
similar goals. The organization was founded by Stacey Abrams in 2019 and is a fiscally-sponsored
project of the Roosevelt Institute.

About the National Conference on Citizenship (NCoC.org) NCoC is committed to strengthening
democracy by supporting local leaders and nonpartisan projects dedicated to citizen engagement
and public service. Our vision is one of full participation in our democracy, and that in doing so our
democracy equitably and inclusively reflects the combined voices, dreams, and actions of all who
call our country home.
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This report is dedicated to all of the data heroes — in state, local, federal government,
institutions, nonprofits, and volunteer organizations — who make these types of analyses
possible.
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