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Maybe a lesson can be learned from Muskogee 
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The poverty rate statewide remained relatively unchanged in 2013 compared to prior years, while the rates in 
Broken Arrow and Muskogee County appear to be on two different paths, according to Census Bureau data 
released Thursday. 

The number of Muskogee County residents living in poverty has declined by more than 4,300 people from 2011 
to 2013, data in the Census Bureau’s American Community Survey indicates. 

Meanwhile, since 2009 the poverty rate in Broken Arrow has increased from 5.3 percent to 8.9 percent in 2013, 
according to survey. 

Kim Goddard, executive director of Broken Arrow Neighbors, has witnessed the rise in the city’s poverty rate. 
The organization, which provides emergency assistance services like food and financial assistance, has had an 
increase in clients over the years. 

“What seems to be the underlying factor for the majority of clients we serve is the cost of living has increased 
and their salaries are not matching that increase,” Goddard said. 

Paychecks are not stretching as far as they used to, she said. Goddard estimates there has been a double-digit 
percentage increase in clients in the last year alone. 

Goddard says there is a homeless population in Broken Arrow, though it may not be as visible as in other areas. 
Many people “couch surf,” and some have mentioned secluded areas on the outskirts of town where they pitch 
tents. Broken Arrow does not have its own homeless shelter. 

“If we really don’t pay attention to the homeless population that we have, it will become more of a significant 
crisis,” she said. 

Chuck Cooley moved to Broken Arrow about six months ago, looking for a safer place to live with his wife and 
two teenage children. The family has sought assistance during the last few months from the Broken Arrow 
Assembly of God’s church pantry, as well as other assistance organizations. 

Cooley, a musician and tattoo artist, is an ex-convict who has been out of prison for 21 years. He says he knows 
others in the city who were also in his situation and are struggling to find work despite their best efforts. 
Paychecks from the jobs most of them can find, such as mowing yards and doing construction work, often do 
not stretch to the end of the month. 

Wagoner County, which includes portions of the city of Broken Arrow, has seen a similar rise in its poverty 
rate. 

The percentage of those living below the poverty line in Wagoner County nearly doubled between 2009 and 
2013 to about 12 percent. 



Amanda Presley, director of the emergency assistance program Wagoner Area Neighbors, said she has seen the 
increase in clients during her brief time with the organization as well as while she served at Wagoner 
Community Outreach. 

Presley said there are different factors contributing to the rise in the poverty rate. 

“But a lot of it is there are not a lot of job opportunities,” she said. “ 

And the jobs that are available, minimum wage just doesn’t cut it.” 

Poverty in Tulsa stagnant 

The poverty threshold is dependent on a number of factors, including the number of adults and children in the 
family and whether the head of household is over or under the age of 65. 

The poverty threshold in 2013 for a three-person family that includes one child was an annual income of 
$18,751. 

Statewide, Oklahoma is one of 42 states that experienced no statistical change in both the number and 
percentage of people in poverty between 2012 and 2013, according to Census data. 

In 2013, 16.8 percent of the state population lived below the poverty line compared to 17.2 percent in 2012. The 
change is not considered statistically significant due to sampling error. 

Likewise, the poverty rates in Tulsa County and the city of Tulsa have not varied much in recent years. 

The 2013 poverty rate in Tulsa County was 16.1 percent, which the city of Tulsa had 19.7 percent, or about one 
in five of its residents, living below the poverty line. 

A spokesman for the Oklahoma Policy Institute noted that the data indicates that the percentage of poor in the 
state is about as high as it was in the depths of the recession. 

“Politicians like to talk about our low unemployment, but it’s clear that a huge number of families are working 
hard but not getting ahead,” said Gene Perry, Director of Policy for the non-profit. “As long as we continue to 
block minimum wage increases, underfund education and refuse billions in federal funds to expand health 
coverage, it’s not going to get any easier to move up the economic ladder.” 

Muskogee makes a dent 

Meanwhile, community leaders in Muskogee are hopeful a trend towards reduced poverty rates will continue. 

In 2011, about one in four residents of Muskogee County were living below the poverty rate. By 2013, the 
poverty rate in Muskogee County had decreased to about one in five residents. 

Muskogee Mayor Bob Coburn attributed a strengthening economy to some of the poverty rate reductions and 
cited additions to the workforce by the Veterans Administration as an example. 

But Coburn heaped praise on an anti-poverty program launched in the city that he said is being recognized as a 
“game-changer.” 



Called Building Bridges for the Future of Muskogee, the effort was launched by the Muskogee Foundation and 
is patterned after the similarly named Bridges Out of Poverty, said program coordinator Tom Martindale. 

“Three and a half years ago the city of Muskogee Foundation recognized that we had serious poverty issues and 
determined that we needed to really do something... to permanently move the needle on that,” Martindale said. 

About half of the agency’s efforts are geared towards educating those not in poverty about the complexities of 
the issue, Martindale said. 

“Otherwise, most of us go into this thinking the biggest part of poverty is people just need to get a job,” 
Martindale said. 

The other half of the agency’s efforts go towards helping those in poverty get out. Individuals participate in a 
five-month workshop geared towards investigating why they are in poverty, what barriers exist and how to 
overcome them. 

“We help the individuals access resources,” Martindale said. “We don’t provide jobs with the program, but we 
give them a much better understanding of how to access what job opportunities and other employment resources 
are in the community.” 

Martindale said the success rates of the program have been “very, very good.” So far about 90 people have 
graduated from the program and another 90 are on target to graduate this year, Martindale said. 

The workshop really underscores the importance of education, he said. 

“Fifty-eight percent of our graduates have gone on to higher ed in some form,” Martindale said. “More than half 
of them have increased their income and decreased their debt.” 

Martindale said there were a number of other reasons for the decrease in the poverty rate, most importantly that 
city leaders have recognized that poverty was an issue in the city. 

“I’d be remiss if I didn’t say 19.4 percent is still way, way more than what we would think would be a good 
number,” Martindale said. “But going from 25.6 to 19.4 in a two-year period is pretty good.” 

The data released Thursday comes from the American Community Survey one-year estimates for 2013. The 
survey only included areas with populations greater than 65,000. 
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Heather Miller (left) and Esperanza Janssens, both stock room volunteers 
at Broken Arrow Neighbors, load goods to a shopping cart outside the 
stock room at Broken Arrow Neighbors, on Thursday, Sept. 18, 2014. 
CORY YOUNG/Tulsa World  
 
 
 
 
 

  Chuck Cooley, a beneficiary of goods from the pantry at the Broken    
   Arrow Assembly of God, sits in front of the church, on Thursday,  
   Sept. 18, 2014. CORY YOUNG/Tulsa World 
 
 
 
  
 
   
  Leon Boggs, pantry volunteer at Broken Arrow Neighbors, grabs a    
  pie from the pantry, at Broken Arrow Neighbors, on Thursday, Sept.  
  18, 2014. CORY YOUNG/Tulsa World  
 
   
  
 
 
 
   Phyllis Holmes (left) and Leon Boggs, both pantry volunteer at  
   Broken Arrow Neighbors, add items to a bag for the needy, at  
   Broken Arrow Neighbors, on Thursday, Sept. 18, 2014. CORY  
   YOUNG/Tulsa World  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Esperanza Janssens (left) and Heather Miller, stock room     
  volunteers at Broken Arrow Neighbors, shelve goods from a  
  shopping cart, at Broken Arrow Neighbors, on Thursday, Sept. 18,  
  2014. CORY YOUNG/Tulsa World 
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