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Data from the decennial census and the American Community Survey (ACS) are a crucial resource
for fair allocation of federal health funding, as well as for effective research and planning to combat
health disparities and develop programs that assure effective service delivery. But the accurate
data needed to assure equitable allocation of federal funding for health care service delivery,
community development, and compensatory education, are now being seriously threatened by
misguided efforts in Congress to drastically cut the federal budget in FY24—even beyond the levels
agreed on in a May, 2023 bipartisan budget cap agreement.!

The FY24 funding now proposed in the House markup of funding for the Census Bureau?
represents a 15% cut to the administration’s request? and is more than 30% below experts’
recommendations for the level of support needed to improve census data quality in an era when
public willingness to respond to surveys such as the ACS and the census is decreasing. It is not
clear who the winners will be in the Congressional wrangling but it is clear that the health of
families in North Carolina’s poorest communities will be those who lose out.

The Census Bureau has acknowledged the shortcomings of Census 2020 and ACS data® and
committed itself to a decade-long initiative to improve it—with a focus on improving the
longstanding undercount of racial/ethnic minorities in “hard-to-count” communities. The Census
Bureau needs adequate funding to actually do this. Ultimately, accurate data improves health
system equity and cost-effectiveness, more than offsetting the modest investment in funding
needed for the Census Bureau to generate it.

Improved census data quality is a particularly important priority for rural health—in North Carolina
and in many other rural areas of the U.S. because Census 2020 is almost certain to have seriously
undercounted rural residents. Census undercount has both immediate and long-term implications
for rural health because federal funding is distributed based on census-driven data from the
American Community Survey and the decennial census.

The issue of rural undercount is more serious in North Carolina than in some other rural states for
several reasons. North Carolina, with a rural population close to 4.5 million is the state with the

second-largest rural population in the U.S.® Moreover, it has a higher proportion of African-
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Americans, Latinos, and American Indians than many other rural states. Slightly more than one-
third of the state’s population belongs to one of these racial/ethnic minority groups’, all of which
are severely undercounted.?

Evaluation of Census 2020 data showed that 4.99% of Hispanics were undercounted and that
5.64% of American Indians were undercounted. There are likely to be still more deep pockets of
undercount in some counties. Demographic data suggests, for example, that Robeson County,
center of Lumbee tribal lands, may have been undercounted by more than 10% in 2020.° Rural
North Carolina also has a very high proportion of low-income households than the rest of the rural
U.S. These community characteristics, coupled with uneven broadband access, are associated with
census undercount'® and lower response to the ACS.1!

As the National Association of Community Health Centers has documented, the service population
of community health centers consist of these very groups.'? Improved decennial census and ACS
data will be crucial in order for rural North Carolina communities to get their fair share of health
system funding.

The stakes are high, not only for North Carolina’s rural healthcare system but for the health
industry as a whole, and for the American public. It is estimated that more than $431 billion in
federal funding for MedicAid, MediCare, and Community Health Care Centers is allocated via
formulae that rest on census-derived data.’®> With 90 million American benefiting from MedicAid-
funded services!4, 65 million from MediCare®>, and 30 million served by Community Health
Centers'®, securing the high-quality data needed for equitable allocation of federal funding is a
major consideration in efforts toward good government and fiscal accountability.

At a point when public distrust of government and survey research continues to plummet, there
are formidable challenges—to improve Census Bureau operations in hard-to-count neighborhoods
and communities, and for more intensive messaging to promote census response—in FY24 and in
successive years leading up to Census 2030. Broader partnerships with local communities to better
count their residents have great promise—but this will require adequate funding.

Policy disagreement about priorities and funding level are routine and understandable. But using
federal budget cuts to subvert progress toward more equitable and cost-effective health care is
amazingly irresponsible. All Americans will benefit from responsibly allocating adequate funding to
assure top-quality Census Bureau data is available to policymakers, funders, planners, and health
care providers.

Rural health care providers, local officials, and concerned citizens should urge their Congressional

representatives to provide the Census Bureau the funding it needs to provide us with
comprehensive, high-quality data that provides an accurate mirror for America.
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About the author: Ed Kissam has conducted research and published on census data issues for more than
three decades. He is a member of a national network of experts and stakeholders, The Census Quality
Reinforcement Task Force. He has used census data extensively in efforts to improve agricultural workers’
and rural communities’ access to COVID testing, vaccination, and treatment during the pandemic.
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