
Michigan Poverty & Well-being Map: Southwest
The Southwest region includes: Berrien, Branch, Calhoun, Cass, Kalamazoo, St. Joseph, and Van Buren 

counties. Learn more about the map at poverty.umich.edu.
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While the Flint water crisis attracted international attention, 

Southwest Michigan has also had issues surrounding water 

infrastructure and affordability that have garnered statewide 

concern. The Benton Harbor water supply has elevated lead levels 

that the city has been unable to mitigate. The long-term solution is 

to replace the area’s 2,400 pipes that contain lead, a costly 

proposition that will need financial support from the federal and 

state governments to be completed.1  Elevated rates of lead in the 

water supply is especially concerning since counties in the region 

generally have child poverty rates that are higher than the 

statewide average. The county surrounding Benton Harbor has the 

highest poverty rates within the region, with a higher proportion of 

families who are housing cost-burdened and receiving food 

assistance. For many families, water — even lead-contaminated 

 water — is unaffordable. At the close of 2020, Congress created the Low Income Household Water 

Assistance Program, a temporary emergency program that will help low-income households and 

families afford water and wastewater services during the coronavirus pandemic, providing $1.1 

billion to help residents pay their water bills, avoid shutoffs, and support household water system 

reconnections related to non-payment.2 Although the program is temporary, it can play a critical 

role in guaranteeing water security in the region during this crisis. Additionally, the Bipartisan 

Infrastructure Bill allocates $3 billion in 2022 to accelerate the replacement of lead water pipes 

over the next decade and calls on states to prioritize underserved communities such as Benton 

Harbor.3  

The region will benefit from investments in all forms of infrastructure, not just water infrastructure. 

After suffering declines in manufacturing jobs, the industry has rebounded significantly. Ensuring 

that the roads are in good condition and investing in intermodal freight will help support this 

growth. The federal money that is available through both the American Rescue Plan Act and the 

Bipartisan Infrastructure Bill will allow the region to address these needs, which are necessary for 

future growth.

https://poverty.umich.edu/research-funding-opportunities/data-tools/michigan-poverty-well-being-map/
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