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Low-Income Workers Can’t Meet Basic Needs


Even as Michigan’s minimum wage increased to $7.15 an hour in July, many workers still will find it difficult to stretch their earnings to cover the basic needs of their families.

A new study by the Michigan League for Human Services finds that in order to meet the basic requirements of their families, lower-income workers must have help in the form of housing subsidies, food assistance, day care or tax relief.

“Economic Self-Sufficiency in Michigan: A Benchmark for Ensuring Family Well-Being,’’ estimates the costs of seven major household expenses: housing, food, child care, health care, transportation, personal and household items, and taxes. 

“This is what it really takes to live, and it underscores the importance of programs such as day-care assistance,’’ said Ann Marston, president and CEO of the Michigan League for Human Services. “Lots of  folks are not able to find jobs paying self-sufficient wages.”

For a single person working full time, it takes earnings of $9.08 an hour on average to meet basic needs.   For a two-parent family with two children under the age of 6, it takes $10.74 per hour if both parents work full time, and $12.58 per hour if one parent works full time and day care is not needed. It rises to $19.35 per hour for full-time work by a single parent of two young children due to day care costs. The costs vary by county.

Michigan’s struggling economy means that some working families must depend on support other than their earnings. For example, a single parent earning minimum wage and working full time with two small children, can meet only 38 percent of basic needs. But with federal tax credits for low-income workers and food, child care and housing subsidies, it rises to 93 percent of basic needs.

“There are more and more people robbing Peter to pay Paul because their earnings won’t stretch to cover all their needs,’’ said Sharon Parks, vice president for policy. “Unless the public sector can step up to the plate, families will be even more vulnerable.’’

The report is being distributed to policymakers, workforce development boards and non-profit organizations for use in program planning.

Using government data, the report’s estimates are based on below-average rent and a food plan that assumes no convenience foods such as TV dinners. The basic needs study also assumes families have a car and employer-sponsored health insurance.

The report was first published in 1998. It is funded by the Ford Foundation, the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, the Joyce Foundation, the McGregor Fund, and the W.K. Kellogg Foundation.

The Michigan League for Human Services is a state-level policy organization founded in 1912 that focuses on meeting the needs of low-income residents. The League has more than 1,800 organizational and individual members from business, labor, human service professionals, faith-based organizations and concerned citizens.     PKc:sfai\SelfSufficiencyRelease2007.doc/jp
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