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A new report that adjusts the poverty line to reflect housing costs says New York, California and Washington, D.C., have the highest percentage of residents living in poverty, surpassing traditionally impoverished regions like the Deep South.

The report, to be released Thursday by the Public Policy Institute of California (http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/cacounts/CC_506DRCC.pdf), took into account the high rents and utility rates in major cities like Los Angeles, New York and San Francisco and adjusted the national poverty line, about $19,000 for a family of four, accordingly. The results showed all three regions with significantly higher poverty rates than the Census Bureau reported in the fall.

Washington, ranked fifth poorest by the government, vaulted into the top spot, according to the report, with 21 percent of residents in poverty. New York, 12th by government standards, was second in the study, with 16.3 percent below the poverty line, while California went from 15th to third, at 15.7 percent.

Nationwide, 12.7 percent of Americans, or 37 million, lived below the poverty line in 2004, according to the Census Bureau.

The author of the study, Deborah Reed, said it ''changes our perception of poverty mainly affecting the Southern states to something that affects high population states,'' where housing costs can consume a majority of income.

''The biggest difference between California and New York and the rest of the United States is a high cost of living,'' said Ms. Reed, an economist with the policy institute. ''If you live in Mississippi and pay $6,000 for rent and you're at the poverty threshold, you have $13,000 left for everything else. But if you're in San Francisco and pay $21,000, you have nothing to pay for child care, preschool, books, etc.''

The study also suggests that differences between federal poverty rates and adjusted rates could hurt large states like New York and California, which depend on such estimates to determine federal aid for programs like Head Start and food stamps.

Ms. Reed said the study used fair-market rent statistics from the Department of Housing and Urban Development. Some poverty thresholds were higher than the national rate, some lower.

Although the inclusion of California, the most populous state, with one of the biggest economies in the world, and New York, the financial capital, might surprise some people, other poverty experts said the poverty line could be statistically manipulated to prove a number of points.

''People are always trying to put things in, on the left and the right,'' said Douglas J. Besharov, a scholar at the American Enterprise Institute, a conservative research organization in Washington. ''It's a shell game of trying to change attitudes.''

Mr. Besharov said he was not shocked that states with large urban areas could have more people below the poverty line than less developed areas.

''There's no question that it costs more to rent the same number of square feet in California than in Iowa,'' said Mr. Besharov, who had not read the institute's report. ''But the big question is, Do those higher costs result in a palpably lower standard of living? I don't know.''

The Census Bureau does take into account housing costs when formulating alternate definitions of the poverty line, but does not break down those estimates by state, Ms. Reed said. A call to the bureau and an e-mail request for comment were not returned.
