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ALICE and Transportation in Tennessee
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On September 20th, 2019, United Ways of Tennessee released ALICE in Tennessee: A Financial Hardship Study. This groundbreaking report reveals that more than one in three households in Tennessee struggle to meet basic needs.  
ALICE stands for Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed and represents households 
that are working but cannot afford the basic necessities such as housing, food, child care,
health care, transportation and a smartphone. The report is a project of United For ALICE, a
grassroots movement of more than 600 United Ways and their corporate, government and
nonprofit partners that all use the same methodology for documenting financial need.

Of Tennessee’s 2,589,017 households, 15 percent lived in poverty in 2017, and another 24
percent were ALICE households. Combined, 39 percent (1,017,504 households) had income
[bookmark: _GoBack]below the ALICE threshold, an increase of 17 percent since 2007.  

ALICE households depend on reliable transportation in order to reach jobs, schools, child care, health care, stores, and social services, and to connect with friends, family, and faith communities. Yet access to transportation is a significant barrier for many ALICE families.  

Transportation — especially vehicle ownership or leasing — consumes a substantial portion of an ALICE household budget and is a prerequisite for most employment in Tennessee. For many workers, especially low-income workers and those with a disability, transportation can be an impediment to work. The cost of purchasing and maintaining a car can be beyond the wages of many jobs, and the time to travel to work may add prohibitive burdens on child care and school pick-ups, caregiving, and health care (da Costa, 2018; Rall, 2015; Tyndall, 2015).


The average cost of transportation by car is several times greater than by public transportation; however, there is no public transportation regularly available in any county in our state. According to the Consumer Expenditure Survey, on average, a Tennessee family pays $644 per month for gasoline, motor oil, and other vehicle expenses, the same for all counties in the state. Because most workers in Tennessee must have a car to get to their jobs, the Household Survival Budget generally reflects the higher cost of using a car (BLS, 2017—Consumer Expenditure Surveys). 

Transportation costs represent 15 percent of the average Household Survival Budget for a family and 20 percent for a single adult. Yet for many ALICE households, 15 percent of what they actually earn is not enough to afford even the costs of running a car. The Housing and Transportation Affordability Index finds that for low-income Tennessee households, transportation costs take up to 25 percent of the household budget in metro areas, and up to 35 percent in rural parts of the state (Center for Neighborhood Technology, 2018). 

While Tennessee’s public transportation systems receive state and local funding, there is no government spending on general transportation services specifically for ALICE and poverty-level families. Nonprofits provide additional programs, spending an estimated $54 million on transportation, but when income and nonprofit assistance are combined, there was still a 52 percent gap in resources to meet the basic cost for transportation for all Tennessee households below the ALICE Threshold in 2017.



--

The transportation budget is calculated using average annual expenditures for transportation by car and by public transportation from the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Consumer Expenditure Survey (CES). Since the CES is reported by metropolitan statistical areas and regions, counties are matched with the most local level possible. 
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