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“As we reflect on the 50 years since President Lyndon B. Johnson declared a War on Poverty 

it is imperative that our critique on this policy’s impact be balanced.” 

 

“On the one hand, it is undeniable that our country has made some progress in alleviating 

poverty. With the assistance of social welfare programs like Medicare, Medicaid, Head Start, 

Pell Grants, and Food Stamps, we witnessed the overall percentage of Americans living in 

poverty decline from 22.1 percent in 1960 to 15 percent today. For African Americans the 

decline in poverty rates was even more pronounced; from 55.1 percent in 1959 to 28.2 

percent in 2012. And if history is any indication, President Obama’s Affordable Care Act will 

also play an important role in moving Americans into the middle class.”  

 

“On the other hand, the War on Poverty is far from being won. Indeed, public discourse and 

indicators would lead one to believe that there is now a War on the Poor. While our 

country’s overall poverty rate has declined over the last five decades, it’s still 2 to 3 times 

higher than poverty rates in most European countries where citizens enjoy strong labor 

unions and generous social welfare benefits. Moreover, while the poverty rate percentage 

may have declined since LBJ’s declaration, the actual number of Americans living in poverty 

has risen from 36 million in 1964 to 47 million in 2012. In the last decade, as a result of the 

housing market crash and economic recession, African Americans were the only group who 

actually witnessed a statistically significant number of people move from the middle class to 

poverty. In Illinois 31 percent of the 285,000 residents who live in poverty is African 

American; even though we only make up12 percent of the population.  And more 

disturbingly, 27 percent of African American children in Illinois live in poverty.” 

 

“So what can we do? At the national level, Congress can begin by extending emergency 

benefits for the nearly 5 million long-term unemployed job seekers who have been the 

hardest hit by the Great Recession. Congress should also restore the nearly $5 billion they 

cut from Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), which 47 million Americans 

count on to put food on the table. Both of these legislative actions would have an immediate 

positive impact and provide relief to financially struggling families.  We should also use this 

moment to reaffirm our commitment to the War on Poverty. Let’s focus on developing and 

funding domestic policies and programs that mitigate poverty, move people out of poverty, 

and keep people out of poverty. Because the road to poverty is a complex, multi-

dimensional problem our policies and programs must have a coordinated and multi-pronged 

approach that recognizes the linkage between living-wage employment, fair housing, high 

quality education, and universal healthcare and the role each play in lifting and keep people 

out of poverty. Most importantly, we must remain vigilant and believe that poverty, like 

slavery, is not natural, and like slavery, it can be abolished ” 

 

 

 

Established in 2005, the Illinois African American Coalition for Prevention 

(ILAACP) is a statewide, membership-based charitable organization that 

strengthens prevention systems, policies, and programs in underserved 

communities through culturally-relevant research, training, and advocacy. 

 

To learn more about the ILAACP please visit www.ilaacp.org 


