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Introduction

*  The Permanent Commission partnered with Lake Research Partners to conduct this poll in the fall of 2023, examining public perceptions of racial 
disparities in the state. The survey was administered by phone to a sample of 850 Mainers and was weighted based on 2020 Census data prior 
to analysis to ensure findings were representative of Maine’s population. 

Maine, known for the rugged beauty of its forests, 
lakes, rivers, and coast, charming communities, 
and bountiful wildlife, holds a complex past. It’s 
also known as “the whitest state in America” where 
many assume the history of racism and current 
racial inequality in the United States do not apply. 
This misperception overooks the presence and 
vibrant cultural heritage of Wabanaki people and 
the significant contributions of Black Mainers since 
the early days of colonization. It also obscures a 
past that continues to impact people from all walks 
of life and areas of the state today.

Today, Maine ranks worst in the nation for racial 
disparities in homeownership. Mainers of color are 
up to nine times more likely than white Mainers to be 
incarcerated, and twice as likely to live below the poverty 
line. People of color in Maine are disproportionately and 
systematically underhoused, underpaid, and left without 
the resources they need to thrive in our public schools and 
places of employment. And our Wabanaki neighbors - the 
Penobscot, Passamaquoddy, Mi’kmaq, and Maliseet - are 
unique among federally-recognized tribes for not having 
the legal authority to self-govern, with far reaching 
social and economic consequences. The factors that 
drive racial inequality 
harm all Mainers, 
regardless of race. 
Many of the harms 
outlined in this report, 
such as exploitative 
labor practices, lack 
of access to resources 
like health care, child 
and elder care, and 
housing assistance 
impact white Mainers, 
as well as Mainers of 
color.  Recognizing these shared challenges can empower 
Maine people to work together for a future that works 
better for all of us.

As Mainers, we know that none of us can thrive while 
some of us are left behind. A 2023 poll indicated that 
66% of Mainers see inequality as a problem across 
our state, and a majority name racism as a significant 
part of that problem.* From housing to employment, 
healthcare to criminal justice, the impact of laws, policies, 
and practices that discriminate against people of color 
have left scars across our state that directly impact the 
lives of Mainers today.

The Permanent Commission on the Status of Racial, 
Indigenous, and Tribal Populations is an independent 
government agency dedicated to understanding the 
disparities caused by historic injustice and working 
directly with impacted communities to build a brighter 
future where all Mainers can thrive. We conduct research, 
outreach, and community building, and advocate for 
policies that don’t just cover up the symptoms of racial 
injustice, but dismantle its root causes. This includes 
addressing institutional, structural, and systemic forms 
of racism that have emerged over time (see Figure 2).

Figure 1. People with racial, Indigenous, and 
tribal backgrounds are found across Maine’s 
geography and, in some places, have long histories 
and cultural practices. Data Source: 2018-2022 
American Community Survey.

66%
of Mainers see 
inequality as a 

problem.*
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As Mainers, we look out for 
our neighbors because we 

know that none of us can 
thrive while some of us are 

left behind.

Today, even as blatantly racist laws have been removed 
from the books, the ideas and assumptions that formed 
them are encoded into our language, culture, customs, 
and organizational structures. These systems were 
built throughout history with intention - and it will take 
intention to dismantle them.

As an important step in this effort, the Permanent 
Commission has identified key policy areas with known 
racial disparities. In each area, we have scanned the 
most recent literature, datasets, reports, and research to 
better understand the pathways from which inequalities 
emerged and through which we can create lasting 
change. 

Findings from this research are available in the following 
sections of this report, but only brush the surface of 
each of these issues. Additional resources are provided 
so that those who are interested may continue to 
deepen their knowledge on the drivers and impacts of 
systemic racism nationally and in Maine. This report 
and associated resources will be updated biennially to 
ensure that disparities in our state are being named, 
tracked, and recognized in the light of day — not swept 
under the rug.

For clarity and to assist with comprehension of 
information across a wide range of audiences, this 
report breaks down racial inequalities in Maine into 
topical areas. We recognize that each of these issue 
areas are inseparable — intertwined through histories 
of colonialism, enslavement, segregation, oppression, 
and erasure across multiple scales from the individual 
to the institutional. We also recognize the limitations of 
reporting about race alone, when lived experience occurs 
at the intersections of our identities. Where possible 
and meaningful, each of the focus areas highlights how 
race, gender, wealth, geographic location, and age 
collide to create complex burdens for people of color. 
In many places, we also cross-reference these reports 
to show the interconnectedness of systemic harms and 
how policy changes can impact people far beyond their 
apparent scope. 

Perhaps most importantly, we acknowledge that the 
solutions to systemic racism exist not within but at the 
intersection of these areas of focus — and always 
with communities at the center. Except in cases 
where impacted communities have made their policy 
preferences clear, this report does not make specific 
policy recommendations. Instead, we hope these reports 
will open doors for richer discussions with impacted 
communities about how to move forward together.

Systemic Racism - 
involves whole systems

Political
Education

Legal
Criminal Justice

Economic
Health Care

Structural Racism - 
involves structures within 

and across systems
  Laws   Practices
  Policies  Norms

Interpersonal Racism
Hate Crimes
Hate Speech

Racial Prejudice
Racial Slurs

Institutional Racism - 
involves institutions within 

and across systems
    Govt. Agencies  Banks
    Media Outlets  Hospitals
 Schools

Figure 2. Institutional, Structural, and Systemic 
Racism are all terms that describe the way that racism 
becomes embedded in, around, and across our society 
beyond interpersonal racism, bias, and bigotry. 
Definitions adapted from Government Alliance on Race 
& Equity (2018), Braveman, et al (2022).1,2



3

Housing
No matter our income, faith, or skin color, we all do 
better when every person and every family has a 
safe, affordable place to call home. Homeownership 
increases long-term economic security,3 while access 
to stable housing more boradly reduces exposure to 
transmissible disease,4 and provides children and 
families an environment in which they can grow and 
flourish.5 Today, Maine is in the midst of an affordable 
housing crisis, stemming from our aging infrastructure, 
slow rate of development, and high levels of demand 
as more people want to call Maine home. The rising 
cost and limited availability of high-quality, accessible 
housing across the state has contributed to economic 
stagnation and a lack of critical services as doctors, 
care providers, and skilled tradespeople leave Maine. 
Moreover, the burdens associated with this crisis do 
not fall evenly across the landscape. Today, 87% of 
Mainers name homelessness, and 79% name housing 
more broadly, as the most significant area of disparity 
in our state.6 And research backs up those claims. 
For people of color, these disparate conditions are 
the result of decades-old practices of exclusion from 
social, economic, and political life. If we want Maine to 
be “the way life should be” for everyone, we need to 
act quickly to ensure safer, more affordable, and more 
accessible housing for all. 

Maine’s Affordable Housing Crisis
Maine’s current housing crisis stems in part from aging 
homes that require additional maintenance, harsh 
environmental conditions, and the rural geography of our 
state. Despite this, Maine has historically maintained relative 
housing affordability compared with other US states.7 This 
largely changed during the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
drove significant in-migration of both second-home buyers 

and newly remote workers, placing pressure on the state’s 
aging housing market. As a result, Mainers saw a rapid 
increase in home and rental prices as demand outstripped 
housing supply (see Figure 3).8 As of 2023, these pressures 
resulted in a rental vacancy rate of only 2.1% across the 
state.9 Coupled with stagnating wages and only minor 
increases to median household income —also unequal 
across race, Maine has entered into a severe affordable 
housing crisis that is fueling a troubling spike in the number 
of unhoused individuals across the state10 (see more in 
Wealth and Income). According to a 2023 report by the 
Maine State Housing Authority, the state would need to 
build 84,000 new homes in the next seven years to account 
for existing and anticipated demand across the state, a 
growth rate not seen in decades.11 

Disparities in Housing
Maine’s housing crisis is made more complex when we 
look beyond the lack of housing and ask who is housed 
here and why. Within and beyond Maine, disparities in 
housing today can be traced to long histories of racial 
segregation embedded in law and practice. Prior to the 
passage of the 1968 Fair Housing Act, this segregation 
was legally enforced through exclusionary zoning laws 
and racially restrictive covenants. Following the Act’s 
passage, which made housing discrimination illegal, 
segregation continued through red-lining practices that 
allowed lenders to deny loans on the basis of race and 
ethnicity, shaping the racial make up of communities.12 
Both the legacies of these forms of biased exclusion and 
the active practices of exclusion continue today as Black, 
Latino, and Indigenous renters across the country face 
numerous barriers to accessing housing - from credit 
checks to lack of past rental histories to issues securing 
deposits and fees - and are denied home mortgages at 
as much as twice the rate of white homebuyers.13 

Maine Home Purchasing Capacity 2000-2022

Income Required to Purchase 
Median-Price Home

Median Household Income

2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022

$40,098

$37,968

$47,981

$49,747

$106,225

$68,316

Figure 3. Maine’s median home price far surpasses 
Mainers’ ability to purchase. Adapted from HR&A 
Advisors (2023).16

Maine Homeownership Rates by 
Race & Ethnicity

27.7%Black

Latino 59.4%

Indigenous 61.7%

Asian 70.3%

White 76.0%

Figure 4. Homeownership rates by race and 
ethnicity in Maine 2022. Adapted from America’s 
Health Rankings (2024).10
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While most explicitly racist policies and practices were 
outlawed in the late 20th century, the impacts can still 
be widely seen throughout our state’s housing crisis (see 
Figure 4). Disparities in income and generational wealth 
are exacerbated by the state’s rising cost of living, creating 
a poverty trap that makes saving for a down payment 
even more unachievable for marginalized families. Today, 
over 70% of Black Mainers are renters, compared with 
only 25% of the white Mainers, making Maine 50th out 
of 50 states on the national housing equity index.10 As 
these factors compound, we see racial disparities manifest 
not just in housing, but also in who is unhoused. Since 
2019, Maine has experienced a significant increase in the 
number of unhoused people across the state, with roughly 
47% coming from Black communities, despite making up 
only 1.6% of the state’s population.*  14 

Addressing our current affordable housing crisis requires 
an investment by the state in developing new affordable 
housing, and making sure Mainers — including people 
of color most impacted by this crisis — can access the 
homes we do have. Today, 75% of Mainers support 
a state policy that provides public assistance to help 
cover the cost of housing for those with low incomes,15 
which can help to stall the growing number of unhoused 
Mainers living in shelters, on the streets, and in untenable 
temporary arrangements. To solve this crisis will also 
require an active political intervention into the poverty 
cycles that are a driving force behind  housing instability 
and disproportionately harm people of color. 

* The Maine Point in Time study changed its methodology in 2020 to include individuals living in transitional housing. The statistic offered here 
represents an approximation of the real increase in homelessness with those data removed from analysis.

BACKGROUND CONTEXT & THEORY
A Tale of One City - The Delmar Divide (video).
Feagin, J. R. (1999). Excluding blacks and others from housing: The 
foundation of white racism. Cityscape, 79-91.
Jacobs, D. E. (2011). Environmental health disparities in housing. 
American journal of public health, 101(S1), S115-S122.
Krivo, L. J., & Kaufman, R. L. (2004). Housing and wealth inequality: 
Racial-ethnic differences in home equity in the United States. 
Demography, 41, 585-605.

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, Health and 
Medicine Division, Board on Population Health and Public Health Practice, 
Policy and Global Affairs, Science and Technology for Sustainability 
Program, & Committee on an Evaluation of Permanent Supportive Housing 
Programs for Homeless Individuals. (2018). Appendix B: The history 
of homelessness in the United States. Permanent Supportive Housing: 
Evaluating the Evidence for Improving Health Outcomes Among People 
Experiencing Chronic Homelessness. National Academies Press (US).
Pager, D., & Shepherd, H. (2008). The sociology of discrimination: Racial 
discrimination in employment, housing, credit, and consumer markets. 
Annu. Rev. Sociol, 34, 181-209.
Rothstein, R. (2017). The color of law: A forgotten history of how our 
government segregated America. Liveright Publishing.
Wachter, S. M., & Megbolugbe, I. F. (1992). Impacts of housing 
and mortgage market discrimination racial and ethnic disparities in 
homeownership. Housing Policy Debate, 3(2), 332-370.

NATIONAL-LEVEL DATA SOURCES
US Census Bureau: American Housing Survey.
Urban Institute Data Tools (sort by housing).
Pew Research Center: Homeownership and Renting.
US Dept. of the Treasury: Racial Differences in Economic Security
St. Mungo’s Real Life Stories.

MAINE-SPECIFIC DATA SOURCES
Maine Point-in-Time Study.
Maine State Housing Authority Research & Reports.
US Census Bureau: Maine Housing Data.
Zillow Data for Maine.
UNH: Pine Tree State Poll.

QUICK FACTS
The average income needed to purchase a median-
priced home in Maine today is $106,225. The median 
income in Maine is $68,316.

Maine has the nation’s lowest rental vacancy rate 
(2.1%) as of 2023.

47% of the state’s unhoused population is Black, 
despite only making up 1.6% of Maine’s population.

Only 28% of Black Mainers own their home, 
compared with 76% of white Mainers.

Maine ranks 50th out of 50 states in terms of racial 
equity in homeownership.

“I was getting my first apartment 
and I sound white. I mean you 
couldn’t tell on the phone that 

I’m a Black person. So I’m 
talking to the landlord. I think 

I’ve got this place, I’m going to 
see it. Everything is great and 

awesome, right? This is my first 
wake up call. When I get there, 

allegedly, the place is ‘taken’…”

-Black Mainer

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X6Ds47advRw
https://www.huduser.gov/periodicals/cityscpe/vol4num3/feagin.pdf
https://www.huduser.gov/periodicals/cityscpe/vol4num3/feagin.pdf
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/pdf/10.2105/AJPH.2010.300058
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1353/dem.2004.0023
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1353/dem.2004.0023
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK519584/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK519584/
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/full/10.1146/annurev.soc.33.040406.131740?casa_token=_0bPTO9mI44AAAAA%3AB743gYZV2yH8c0r__EItjiz_cpaHom_DwMfmmGJnRkmjPYsQvR6jh-8QqKiSl5AkLWoG-PbXXe9O
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/full/10.1146/annurev.soc.33.040406.131740?casa_token=_0bPTO9mI44AAAAA%3AB743gYZV2yH8c0r__EItjiz_cpaHom_DwMfmmGJnRkmjPYsQvR6jh-8QqKiSl5AkLWoG-PbXXe9O
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/full/10.1146/annurev.soc.33.040406.131740?casa_token=_0bPTO9mI44AAAAA%3AB743gYZV2yH8c0r__EItjiz_cpaHom_DwMfmmGJnRkmjPYsQvR6jh-8QqKiSl5AkLWoG-PbXXe9O
https://www.zbw.eu/econis-archiv/bitstream/11159/375391/1/EBP075926598_0.pdf
https://www.zbw.eu/econis-archiv/bitstream/11159/375391/1/EBP075926598_0.pdf
https://www.zbw.eu/econis-archiv/bitstream/11159/375391/1/EBP075926598_0.pdf
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/ahs.html
https://www.urban.org/data-tools
https://www.pewresearch.org/topic/economy-work/income-wealth-poverty/homeownership-renting/
https://www.mungos.org/homelessness/real-life-stories/
https://www.mainepit.org/
https://www.mainehousing.org/data-research/research-reports
https://data.census.gov/all?q=Maine+Housing
https://www.zillow.com/home-values/28/me/
https://scholars.unh.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1755&context=survey_center_polls
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Wealth and Income
As Mainers, we know that our state thrives when all 
people have the opportunity to do meaningful work, 
find a safe place to call home, and build a better life 
for our children and families. For too many people 
living in Maine today, these foundational needs are 
out of reach as the cost of living skyrockets while 
wages stagnate. So many of us are feeling this 
crunch that nearly 70% of Mainers named wealth 
and income inequality as an area of concern.17 But for 
racially marginalized communities, these impacts are 
amplified by legacies of inequality that compound to 
limit opportunities, earnings, and the generational 
transfer of wealth. Addressing the systemic causes 
of wealth and income inequality — especially those 
related to access to land, housing, and stable and 
safe employment — is integral to making Maine a 
great place to live for all of us. 

The Historical Origins of the Racial 
Wealth Gap
Today, Black households across the US hold only 15% 
of the average wealth of white households (see Figure 
5).18 “Wealth” refers to the total value of assets held 
by an individual or a family, and while it is closely 
related to income, it accumulates over significantly 
longer time periods and is often passed from generation 
to generation.19 In other words, history matters for 
understanding the distribution of wealth within a 

society. America’s “racial wealth gap” can be traced 
back to early institutions of slavery, which served to 
consolidate wealth in the hands of a relatively small 
number of white landowners, whose assets grew both 
as a result of enslaved labor, and from the slave trade 
itself. Meanwhile, enslaved Africans during this period 
— as “articles of commerce” themselves — were never 
compensated for their labor, were denied access to land 
and political capital, and were barred from engaging 
in forms of market exchange that would have allowed 
them to accumulate assets and wealth. As formerly 
enslaved people gained independence following the 
passage of the 13th Amendment, the famous promise 
of “forty acres and a mule” never materialized, leaving 
many with few resources from which to build a stable 
life.20 More than that, the practice of enslavement 
did not end with the 13th amendment, but rather 
evolved — first through sharecropping, then tenant 
farming, and eventually through practices like convict 
leasing21 (see more in Criminal Legal System). As our 
nation industrialized during this time, Black Americans 
were intentionally excluded from participation in the 
growing economy.

Throughout the 19th century, the institutions forged 
in the antebellum and early colonial period were made 
more tangible through laws, policies, and practices that 
transferred vast stretches of land — a key asset for 
wealth generation — into the hands of white settlers.22 
Over the generations, the racial wealth gap deepend 
as policies and practices of segregation, sanctioned by 
federal, state, and local governments, pushed Black 
citizens off of the land, barred minorities from lucrative 
career fields, limited access to home and business 
loans, created barriers to accessing state-sponsored 
retirement and pension programs, and crafted separate 
and deeply unequal educational programs that limited 
the opportunities available to rising generations. Taken 
together, “a history of low wages, poor schooling, and 
segregation affected not one or two generations of 
Black [people] but practically all African Americans 
well into the middle of the 20th century” and beyond.23

White Black Latino
AVERAGE HOUSEHOLD NET WORTH

1989 ‘92 ‘95 ‘98 2001 ‘04 ‘07 ‘10 ‘13 ‘16 2019

Wealth Inequality by Race in the 
United States 1989 - 2019

Gini Wealth Index
WEALTH INEQUALITY 

$0

$800 K

$1 
Million

$600 K

$400 K

$200 K

.78

.86

.88

.84

.82

.80

Figure 5. Nationally, white households have far 
greater wealth than Black and Latino households. 
Adapted from Aladengady and Forde (2021).33 

History matters for 
understanding the racial 

wealth gap because wealth 
accumulates as it is passed 

down from generation to 
generation.19
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The Racial Wealth Gap in Maine
Today, these laws, policies, and practices have 
compounded to distribute wealth in society along 
racial lines. Disparities in years of homeownership, 
household income, unemployment, opportunities for 
college education, and pre-existing family wealth all 
factor into how and where assets accumulate 24 (see 
more in Housing and Public Education). While Maine 
has a lower measure of wealth inequality than other 
states in the US, it is not immune to these injustices. 
As of 2020, Black workers in Maine made on average 
$0.63 for every $1.00 earned by white workers,25 and 
these statistics are also divergent when considering 
gender, where Maine women make on average $0.77 
per $1.00 made by men.26 We see similar disparities 
at the household level. In 2023, the median household 
income of white families was over $70,000 while for 
Black families it was around $55,000.27 These disparities 
are perhaps most notable, however, in Maine’s poverty 
rates. In 2022, 10.2% of white Mainers lived below 
the poverty line, but that number increased to 13% for 
Latino Mainers, 17% for Indigenous Mainers, and 29% 
for Black Mainers that same year.28 

While wealth disparities between white and Black 
Americans can predominantly trace their roots back 
to slavery and segregation, they present slightly 
differently for tribal communities within and beyond 
Maine. While personal wealth is a poor proxy for 
wealth in many Indigenous cultures, it is also difficult 
to ignore that state-sponsored theft of land, systemic 
violence, genocidal destruction of Indigenous culture, 
and forced relocation onto reservation lands have all 
compounded to create significant barriers to prosperity 
for Indigenous peoples. Wabanaki Nations also face 
unique barriers to federal economic development 
resources that only apply in Maine  (see more in Wabanaki  
Self-Determination). These restrictions on sovereignty 
not only lead to economic disparities between Wabanaki 
people and white Mainers and even citizens of federally 
recognized tribes outside of Maine — they also stifle the 
economic growth that federal resources could create in 
neighboring rural communities.29

Recent reports have presented a more sunny picture of 
wealth distribution in the post-pandemic era. Between 
2019 and 2022, the wealth of average Americans 
increased by $51,800, due in large part to rising home 
values.30 For Black and other minority homeowners — 
many of whom are in the bottom 50% of wealth holders 
in the country — this has led to a rapid increase in net 

worth. However, rising home prices have also created 
significant challenges for renters in this same bracket, 
who now face fewer prospects of homeownership and 
increasing rental costs. In Maine today, only 28% of 
Black families own their home31 suggesting that recent 
jumps in wealth tied to the value of these assets may 
serve to deepen the racial wealth gap in our state, with 
far-reaching consequences for the future32 (see more 
in Housing).

BACKGROUND CONTEXT & THEORY
Baradaran, M. (2017). The color of money: Black banks and the racial 
wealth gap. Harvard University Press.

Boerma, J., & Karabarbounis, L. (2023). Reparations and persistent 
racial wealth gaps. NBER Macroeconomics. Annual, 37(1), 171-221.

Oliver, M., & Shapiro, T. (2013). Black wealth/white wealth: A new 
perspective on racial inequality. Routledge.

Perry, A.,Stephens, H. & Donoghoe, M. (2024). Black wealth is 
increasing, but so is the racial wealth gap. Brookings Institute.

NATIONAL-LEVEL DATA SOURCES
State Science & Technology Institute: Income inequality across the states.
US Census Bureau: Wealth by Race of Householder (2024).
Pew Research Center: Wealth Gaps across Racial and Ethnic Lines (2023).
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis Quarterly Wealth Inequality Updates.
Federal Reserve: Disparities in Wealth by Race and Ethnicity in the 2019 
Survey of Consumer Finances.

MAINE-SPECIFIC DATA SOURCES
Maine Development Foundation Measures of Growth Report (2023).
Kids Count Data: Children in Poverty in Maine.
Harvard Report: “Economic and Social Impacts of Restrictions on the 
Applicability of Federal Indian Policies to the Wabanaki Nations in Maine.”

QUICK FACTS
As of 2022, 29% of Black Mainers live below the 
poverty line, compared with 17% of Indigenous 
people in Maine, 13% of Latino Mainers, and 
10.2% of white Mainers.

The Median Household Income for a white family 
in Maine in 2022 was $70,228, compared with 
$54,996 for a Black family. 

From 1989 to 2020, federally recognized tribes 
outside of Maine grew their per capita income 
by 61%. Citizens of Wabanaki Nations during 
this same period saw only 9% growth, compared 
to the national average of 17%. 

https://www.nber.org/papers/w28468
https://www.nber.org/papers/w28468
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/black-wealth-is-increasing-but-so-is-the-racial-wealth-gap/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/black-wealth-is-increasing-but-so-is-the-racial-wealth-gap/
https://ssti.org/blog/useful-stats-income-inequality-across-states
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2024/04/wealth-by-race.html
https://www.pewresearch.org/2023/12/04/wealth-gaps-across-racial-and-ethnic-groups/
https://www.stlouisfed.org/institute-for-economic-equity/the-state-of-us-wealth-inequality
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/disparities-in-wealth-by-race-and-ethnicity-in-the-2019-survey-of-consumer-finances-20200928.html
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/disparities-in-wealth-by-race-and-ethnicity-in-the-2019-survey-of-consumer-finances-20200928.html
https://www.mdf.org/measures-of-growth/racial-ethnic-income-equity-2/
https://datacenter.aecf.org/data/tables/9738-children-in-poverty-by-race-and-ethnicity-detailed#detailed/2/any/false/1095,2048,574,1729,37,871,870,573,869/10,172,9,12,1,13,185/19003
https://ash.harvard.edu/resources/economic-and-social-impacts-of-restrictions-on-the-applicability-of-federal-indian-policies-to-the-wabanaki-nations-in-maine/
https://ash.harvard.edu/resources/economic-and-social-impacts-of-restrictions-on-the-applicability-of-federal-indian-policies-to-the-wabanaki-nations-in-maine/
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Employment & 
Workers
As Mainers, we know the value of hard work. Safe, 
secure, and meaningful employment allows us to 
meet the needs of our families, put food on the table, 
and ensure a good future for our children. Beyond 
the essentials, good jobs build wealth, contribute 
to society, and enable us to live longer34 healthier 
lives.35, 36 However, these opportunities are not 
available to everyone. In Maine, people of color are 
more likely to hold jobs with poor pay and difficult 
working conditions, fewer benefits, and unpredictable 
schedules. Even in good jobs, they are more likely 
to face discrimination37 (see Figure 6). These 
disparities emerge from centuries of exploitation 
of workers — especially workers of color, and are 
often compounded by disparities in wealth, housing, 
education, incarceration, child and elder care, and 
healthcare — all of which influence a person’s ability 
to find and keep a good job. This is a problem that 
concerns all of us. Maine faces a mounting workforce 
shortage that threatens the affordability of and 
access to the goods and services we rely on. If we 
want Maine to be “the way life should be,” we must 
address the conditions that exclude any Mainer from 
seeing the benefits of their labor. 

Historic Roots of Racial Disparities 
in Workers’ Rights
Today’s labor standards — minimum wage, the 40-hour 
workweek, paid overtime, and workplace protections 
— were won through the collective action of workers. 
However, their benefits have never extended to all people. 
Foundational labor policies enacted in the 1930s — like 
the minimum wage, unemployment insurance, and the 
right to organize labor unions — specifically excluded 
agricultural and domestic workers because the majority of 
these jobs were held by Black Americans.38 While slavery 
had been abolished, the southern economy relied on the 
exploitation of free and low-cost labor that had previously 
been supplied by enslaved Black people. Excluding 
agricultural and domestic workers from emerging labor 
standards provided a seemingly race-neutral means 
to meet the demands of southern lawmakers, who saw 
these protections as a dire threat to their economic and 
social order.39 The racial impacts of these laws continue 
to this day as states, including Maine, limit agricultural 
and domestic workers’ right to organize40, 41 and provide a 

livable wage, despite widespread support for these 
policies among Maine’s population. As of 2023, 75% of 
Mainers supported a minimum wage for farmworkers, 
and 81% supported policies that would extend collective 
bargaining rights.42 Agricultural and domestic workers are 
still predominantly people of color, and are recognized as 
among the most exploited and vulnerable workers in the 
country today.43, 44 

Maine’s Employment Landscape
Some jobs are more dangerous than others — as people 
who have worked in Maine’s heritage industries know well. 
In the United States, people of color are more likely to hold 
jobs with the highest injury risk.45 Forestry provides an 
example. In 2002, the industry’s worst non-fire related 
accident in US history occurred in Maine when fourteen 
forest workers from Guatemala and Honduras drowned 
in the Allagash River after the van transporting them 
flipped over a narrow bridge. In the same year of the 
Allagash drownings, Maine timber companies employed 
1,200 migrant workers, mostly from Central America.46 
In addition to forestry, agriculture consistently ranks 

19%

7%

Faced discrimination at work

44%

Worked unpaid overtime

29%

61%

Less than 12 weeks family & medical leave

45%

Mainers of Color

White Mainers

Maine Workplace Conditions by Race 

Figure 6. Mainers of color experience worse 
treatment and fewer benefits in the workplace than 
white Mainers. Adapted from the State of Working 
Maine (2019).37

Excluding agricultural and 
domestic workers from labor 

standards provided a seemingly 
race-neutral means to continue to 

exploit the labor of Black people.
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among the most dangerous occupations.47 Agriculture in 
Maine relies heavily on people of color, where 10,000-
12,000 migrant workers arrive every year to pick crops 
like broccoli, potatoes, and wild blueberries.48 These 
physically demanding jobs, often involving heavy 
machinery, exposure to pesticides, and long hours in harsh 
conditions, carry inherent risks. Even beyond agriculture 
and forestry, which are known as high-risk occupations, 
Mainers of color face a higher risk of workplace injuries, 
highlighting broader inequities in labor conditions and 
safety standards. Essential jobs are disproportionately held 
by Black and Latino people, which has been correlated to 
higher rates of COVID-19 exposure and death;49 in fact, 
Maine had the highest racial disparity in coronavirus 
cases in the US, with Black Mainers falling ill at a rate of 
more than 20 times their white neighbors50 (see more in 
Health & Healthcare).

The relative danger of working conditions are one of many 
contemporary measures of racial disparities in work. 
Persistently high unemployment rates among workers 
of color provides another example of how employment 
disparities manifest in Maine.* 51 While Maine saw its 
lowest rates of unemployment in over a decade in 2023,52 
Black and Latino workers were approximately 1.5 times 
more likely than white workers to be looking for work.53 
When searching for jobs, workers of color routinely face 
discrimination, where white job applicants are twice as 
likely to receive a callback or job offer than Black applicants 
with equivalent resumes54 — a finding that remains uniform 
across occupation, industry, and employer size.55 The 
ability to find and keep a good job is also influenced by the 
ubiquitous use of social networks to secure employment. 
While appearing race neutral, consistent disparities in the 
socioeconomic status of marginalized communities limit 
the utility of social networks when searching for jobs.56 

In addition to the challenges described above, New Mainers 
face unique employment barriers. Federal law requires a 
six month waiting period after immigration paperwork is 
filed to begin working, and that waiting period is known 
to take longer due to inefficient processing of paperwork. 

* Readers should note that in unemployment statistics, “unemployed” specifically refers to people actively searching for work, as opposed to 
populations not participating in the labor force (ex. retirees, students, stay-at-home parents, etc.)

Highly experienced and educated New Mainers often 
work in low-skill jobs because their foreign credentials 
are not recognized in Maine. Additional factors such as 
language barriers compound the challenges New Mainers 
face in finding and keeping jobs, which has downstream 
impacts on healthcare and housing stability.57

BACKGROUND CONTEXT & THEORY
Browne, I., & Misra, J. (2003). The intersection of gender and race in the 
labor market. Annual Review of Sociology, 29(1), 487-513.

Perea, J. F. (2011). The echoes of slavery: Recognizing the racist origins of 
the agricultural and domestic worker exclusion from the National Labor 
Relations Act. Ohio St. LJ, 72, 95.

Rodman, S. O., Barry, C. L., Clayton, M. L., Frattardi, S. Neff, R. A., 
& Rutkow, L. (2016). Agricultural exceptionalism at the state level: 
Characterization of wage and hour laws for US farmworks. Journal of 
Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development, 6(2),89-110.

Sykes, B. L., & Maroto, M. (2016). A wealth of inequalities: Mass 
incarceration, employment, and racial disparities in US household wealth, 
1996 to 2011. RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social 
Sciences, 2(6), 129-152.

NATIONAL-LEVEL DATA SOURCES
Bureau of Labor Statistics 2022 Annual Report on Labor Force by Race 
and Ethnicity.
Economic Policy Institute Quarterly State Unemployment by Race and Ethnicity.
US Department of Agriculture 2021 Demographic Characteristics of Hired 
Farmworkers.
Findings from the National Agricultural Workers Survey 2021–2022.

MAINE SPECIFIC DATA SOURCES
Maine Center for Economic Policy 2023 Annual Report on the State of 
Working Maine.
Maine Center for Workforce Research and Information.
Maine Department of Agriculture, Conservation, and Forestry: Maine 
Farm Data & Reports.

QUICK FACTS
75% of Mainers support a minimum wage for 
farmworkers, while 81% support farm workers right 
to collective bargaining.

19% of workers of color in Maine surveyed reported 
experiencing discrimination in the workplace.71

Maine farms employ 10,000-12,000 migrant 
workers annually to pick crops like broccoli, 
potatoes, and wild blueberries. 

Black and Latino Mainers are 1.5x more likely to be 
looking for work than white Mainers.

“My first job here, I got told 
‘Don’t be the  angry Black guy or 
you won’t get this promotion’ to 

my face, word-for-word.” 

– Black Mainer

https://www.bls.gov/opub/reports/race-and-ethnicity/2022/home.htm
https://www.bls.gov/opub/reports/race-and-ethnicity/2022/home.htm
https://www.epi.org/indicators/state-unemployment-race-ethnicity/
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ETA/naws/pdfs/NAWS%20Research%20Report%2017.pdf
https://www.mecep.org/maines-economy/state-of-working-maine-2023/
https://www.mecep.org/maines-economy/state-of-working-maine-2023/
https://www.maine.gov/labor/cwri/
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Transportation

* It should be noted that DOT has received significant state and federal funding since 2020, which has alleviated the Department’s immediate budget 
crisis. However, DOT is clear that this funding is not a cure-all and additional revenue is required to meet future budgets.

† Here, “low-income” includes households in the two lowest income quintile ranges: $0-25,806 and $25,807-50,091.

Whether we are going to work, school, the grocery 
store, or a doctor’s appointment, Mainers know 
that independence requires reliable, accessible 
transportation. Transportation means access to 
healthcare, our families and friends, and the great 
outdoors — and its not just a question of benefits 
to each of us individually. Places with strong public 
transportation networks see associated economic 
and health benefits from job growth and household 
savings,58 to lower rates of illness like cancer 
and cardiovascular disease, and increased social 
cohesion.59 Maintaining a robust transportation 
system in Maine is a substantial task – between 
hundreds of miles of roads, coastal ferry systems, 
rail, and airports, Maine has more transportation 
infrastructure per resident than most states.60 In 2020, 
following decades of under-resourcing, the state’s 
Department of Transportation (DOT) acknowledged 
“the fiscal reality is that we are now competently 
managing a slow decline of our transportation 
system”* 61 - all while the state’s population continues 
to grow. Roads and bridges across Maine are in ill-
repair, the cost of used and new vehicles are at all 
time highs,62, 63 and public transportation options 
are few and far between. The quality of our state’s 
transportation infrastructure impacts all Mainers, 
but for those most marginalized – including Wabanki 
people, New Mainers, and Mainers of color — these 
impacts compound other disparities to make meeting 
basic needs particularly challenging.64 

Disparities in Transportation
The costs of transportation in the US have been 
disproportionately borne by communities of color who 
have seen few benefits from their development. Jim 
Crow era laws forced Black Americans to give up their 
seats to white riders. The development of the interstate 
highway system cut through neighborhoods of color and 
physically segregated cities and towns along racial lines. 
This process destroyed homes, churches, schools, and 
businesses, and supported the entrenchment of urban 
poverty and segregation that persists to this day.65 Maine 
was not immune from these practices. Beginning in 1955, 
Portland’s “Slum Clearance and Redevelopment Authority” 
initiated a series of demolition projects in immigrant 
neighborhoods. An Authority report regarding the first 
neighborhood demolished noted its “necessity” to some 
residents because “members of minority groups, especially 
non-white, were accepted there.” 66, 67 By 1970, Franklin

Arterial and nearby parks had been constructed in place 
of the destroyed homes and businesses of hundreds of 
Italian, Jewish, and Armenian residents68 (see Figure 7).

Nationally, the construction of highways and major roads 
created public health crises that disproportionately harmed 
communities of color.69, 70, 71 Elevated concentrations 
of vehicle emissions associated with major roads have 
supported a pervasive legacy of childhood asthma in Black 
communities,72, 73, 74 as well as increased rates of conditions 
such as cardiovascular disease, cancer, and even premature 
death.75, 76 Car-centric city designs are not only bad for 
health and the environment, they create significant barriers 
to access for people of color. These disparities have grown 
more pronounced in recent years as the cost of all vehcicles, 
but used cars in particular, have skyrocketed from an 
average of around $20,000 in 2019 to an average of around 
$30,000 in 2023.77 For low-income† households — who are 
disproportionately people of color, the cost of owning a car 
can amount to 20-50% of a household’s annual income78  

(see more in Wealth and Income). Disparities in the cost of 
car ownership compound this issue, where people of color 
pay between 30-70% more for car insurance than white 
people, even when controlling for factors like accident 
rates79 (see Figure 8). Similar trends exist in the auto loan 
market, where Black and Latino Americans are more likely to 
be denied loans than white Americans despite comparable 
credit scores; and, if they are approved, these populations 
are offered interest rates that are 0.7% higher than white 
people on average.80 

Figure 7. The Franklin Arterial cut through 
predominant immigrant communities in Portland.
Image Source: McCue, J. (Jan 29, 2020). Portland 
Press Herald. 
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Public Transportation
Public transportation can provide significant benefits 
to those who may not otherwise have access to transit 
options. Elders, people with disabilities, and commuters 
who are women, low-income, young, or people of color 
are among the most likely to use public transportation 
nationally. When available, public transportation enhances 
community mobility and lessens racial disparities as rates 
of car accidents and air pollution decrease, and access 
to healthcare, healthy food, employment, and social 
connection are improved.81 These societal benefits are 
among the reasons that public transportation supports 
our economies,82 where every dollar invested in public 
transportation results in five dollars of economic growth.83 

However, public transportation infrastructure is limited in 
Maine, in part due to the state’s expansive geography. 
Buses account for less than 1% of the state’s annual 
vehicle travel,84 and train services are limited to the 
southern portion of the state.85 Many older and low-
income Mainers rely on public transit, yet nearly 75% of 
older Mainers live in communities without regular public 

transportation service.86 When compared to states with 
similar climates and populations, Maine receives relatively 
little federal aid for its rural transportation infrastructure 
and relies substantially more on municipal funding, 
which leads to uneven infrastructure across the state.87 
The Maine Department of Transportation has identified 
Mainers of color, Indigenous peoples, and New Mainers 
as populations that are chronically underserved by our 
current infrastructure.88 

BACKGROUND CONTEXT & THEORY
Archer, D. N. (2020). Transportation policy and the underdevelopment of 
Black communities. Iowa L. Rev., 106, 2125.

Bullard, Robert Doyle, Glenn Steve Johnson, and Angel O. Torres, eds. 
Highway robbery: Transportation racism & new routes to equity. South 
End Press, 2004.

Garrett, M., & Taylor, B. (1999). Reconsidering social equity in public 
transit. Berkeley Planning Journal, 13(1).

NATIONAL-LEVEL DATA SOURCES
US Department of Transportation: Bureau of Transportation Statistics 
Equity Hub.
TransitCenter Equity Dashboard.
Public Transportation In The US: A Driver Of Health And Equity.

MAINE-SPECIFIC DATA SOURCES
The State of Alternative Transportation in Maine.
Maine DOT: Working to Move Maine.
Greater Portland Council of Governments: Gorham-Westbrook-Portland 
Rapid Transit Study.

Auto Insurance Premiums by 
Black Community Predominance
0 - 24% $622
25 - 49% $769
50 - 74% $834
75 - 100% $1060
National Average $640
Figure 8. Nationally, costs for mandatory auto 
insurance are higher in communities of color. 
Adapted from Feltner and Heller (2015).89 

QUICK FACTS
People of color pay on average 30-70% more for 
car insurance than white people.

Buses account for less than 1% of Maine’s annual 
vehicle travel.

Every dollar invested in public transportation results 
in five dollars of economic growth.

75% of older Mainers live in communities without 
access to public transportation.

https://equity-data.dot.gov/pages/explore-the-data
https://equity-data.dot.gov/pages/explore-the-data
https://dashboard.transitcenter.org/
https://www.healthaffairs.org/content/briefs/public-transportation-us-driver-health-and-equity
https://web.colby.edu/stateofmaine2014/the-state-of-alternative-transport/
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/27763afe326645c285cb1d726ee68cae
https://www.gpcog.org/557/Gorham-Westbrook-Portland-Rapid-Transit-
https://www.gpcog.org/557/Gorham-Westbrook-Portland-Rapid-Transit-
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Health & Healthcare
Healthcare doesn’t just happen in a hospital, but starts 
with having our basic needs met: a safe place to live, 
nutritious foods to eat, and a community that supports 
our well-being. As was evidenced during the COVID-19 
pandemic, however, these opportunities are not 
available to all of us, and as a result, we see significant 
disparities in health outcomes. Maine had one of the 
highest racial disparities in coronavirus infections in 
the US, with Black Mainers falling ill at a rate of more 
than 20 times their white neighbors.90 Many factors 
contributed to this outcome, including disparities in 
healthcare access in Maine, where racial and ethnic 
minorities are twice as likely as white Mainers to lack 
a regular health care provider;91 where nearly half 
of homeless Mainers are Black and therefore unable 
to shelter in place; and where Mainers of color made 
up a disproportionate percent of Maine’s frontline 
workers, making them more susceptible to disease 
spread  (see more in Housing, and  Employment & 
Workers). These disproportionate burdens did not 
begin with COVID. Black Americans are at significantly 
greater risk than white Americans for heart disease, 
diabetes, asthma, maternal mortality and a host of 
other illnesses and disorders stemming from inequities 
in society. Disparities like these are a major reason why 
organizations such as the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention recognize racism as a serious threat to 
public health and a driving force behind poor health 
outcomes among communities of color.92 

Access to Care
Preventative medicine is a cornerstone of good health, 
but today, 61% of Mainers and a disproportionate 
number of Wabanaki community members living in 
rural areas lack easy access to healthcare.93 Across the 
state, approximately one-in-three Mainers must travel 
more than 30 miles to access primary care94 (see more 
in  Transportation).Today, 256 Maine towns experience 
health professional shortages, the vast majority of which 
(254) are in rural areas95 (see Figure 9). The impact of 
provider shortages is compounded by rural Maine’s lack 
of broadband internet access, which limits the viability 
of telehealth in some parts of the state.96 This, coupled 
with long wait times for preventative care, drives more 
rural Mainers to emergency rooms, at significant economic 
and overall health cost.97 The widespread shortage of 
resources in rural regions has become entrenched over time, 
where trends in rural economic downturn and practitioner 
shortages across the United States have contributed to 
loss of services and expansion of health care deserts.98

Lack of physical 
access to care, 
o f  c o u r s e ,  i s 
only one half of 
the equat ion. 
Affordable, 
accessible health 
insurance is also 
a fundamental 
tool for ensuring 
persona l  and 
public health. 
Mainers of color 
are more likely to 
hold jobs without 
benefits, and as 
such, are more 
than  3  t imes 
more likely to be 
on MaineCare 
than the state’s 
white residents99 
( s e e  m o r e  i n 
Employment  & 
Workers). These 
patients are more 
likely to be denied 
care by practitioners, both in primary and specialty care 
settings, which can lead patients to seek care from critical 
access or safety net hospitals, which typically provide 
lower-quality care at a higher cost.100 And that is just 
for individuals who have care. Indigenous and Black 
Mainers are 1.5 and 2 times, respectively, more likely to 
be uninsured than white Mainers.101 Even with insurance 
coverage, many Mainers are struggling to afford the care 
they need. Between 2011 and 2017, one-in-ten Mainers 
experienced cost barriers to care, with Mainers of color 
being approximately twice as likely to experience cost 
barriers than white Mainers.102 The cost burden of accessing 
care increased dramatically in 2021, when over half of 
Maine adults (55%) reported cost barriers to accessing 
healthcare. Among those facing cost barriers, 34% of 
Maine adults delayed care and 27% declined care.103 This 
lack of access to high-quality affordable care is not just 
bad news for those individuals, but factors into a broader 
public health crisis that impacts each and every one of us.

Quality of Care
While lack of access to care is a significant driver of 
disparities in health outcomes, Maine’s racial, Indigenous, 
and tribal communities also encounter other systemic 
barriers to good health, most notably in the quality of care 
they receive. Language barriers present one significant 
barrier to care, especially in rural communities where 
fewer resources may be available to support translation. 

Figure 9. Maine lacks the workers 
it needs to staff hospitals and 
care facilities. Adapted from 
US Health Resources & Services 
Administration (2024).95
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In other cases, these disparities in quality of care can 
be attributed to discrimination and bias in the way 
that medical practices have evolved. This is further 
exacerbated by the fact that there is a lack of doctors 
of color in the US, as the scarcity of medical schools, 
high costs, demanding internship requirements, and 
hostile educational environments experienced by many 
physicians of color result in their disproportionately low 
representation. As few as 5.7% of doctors in the US are 
Black,104 and overall, people of color account for only 
33.1% of US physicians, compared to white physicians at 
56.5%. The divide in Maine is even greater, with 80.4% 
of Maine’s 4,581 physicians being white and only 11.7% 
being people of color.105

Today, approximately one-in-three Black adults, and one-
in-five Indigenous and Latino adults say they experienced 
racial discrimination when seeking care from doctors or 
health clinics.106, 107 Some studies suggest bias is lower 
among providers of color, while others have found bias 
persists irrespective of the physician’s race or ethnicity, 
suggesting that it may be more closely related to medical 
training than interpersonal bias. Addressing these systemic 
issues - in both practicing medicine and medical training, 
are vital as low-quality care reduces trust in the healthcare 
system and leads to delays and avoidance of accessing 
care, disruptions of the continuity of care, nonadherence 
to medical advice, and ultimately, reduced overall health 
status108 and greater public health risks.

Reproductive Care 
These issues in access to high quality care also impact 
specific areas of healthcare, including reproductive 
health. Today, maternal mortality rates provide a stark 
indicator of ongoing racial disparities in reproductive 
care. Nationally, there are 16.7 pregnancy-related 
deaths per 100,000 births, but for Black and Indigenous 
women, that figure grows to 40.8 and 29.7, respectively. 
Medical research shows more than half of these deaths 
are preventable.109 While Maine’s maternal mortality 
rate cannot be calculated due to the small sample size,* 110 
closely related measures on access to prenatal care are 
available. White Mainers are the most likely to receive 
prenatal care (87.6%), compared to Indigenous people 
(79.7%) and Black (70.0%), Hawiian/Pacific Islander 
(63.6%), and Latino (80.6%) Mainers. White Mainers are 
also more likely to receive prenatal care as early as they 
want it (91.1%), compared to 60.3% of Black Mainers.111 

Many factors contribute to these disparities. National 
reviews of individual cases show inadequate and uneven 
clinical management of conditions such as hypertension 
and cardiovascular disease during pregnancy, which 
disproportionately affect Black people.112 Maternal health 
and well-being. as well as reproductive rights, are also 
impacted today by long and violent histories of bodily 
control that began during enslavement and heightened 
during the eugenics movement, where the use of forced 
sterilization grew across the US. Maine is no exception. 
In 1912, Maine forcibly evicted the mixed-race community 
* Thirty-one pregnancy-related deaths occurred in Maine between July 1, 2021 - June 20, 2022. Twenty-eight of those who died were white and three 

were Black. 

on Malaga Island, and eight Malaga residents were 
institutionalized at the Maine School for the Feeble Minded 
where sterilization was a common procedure.113

Racial disparities in reproductive care are also present 
in access to contraceptives. National contraceptive use 
among Black females aged 15-49 is 59.9% compared 
to 67.0% of white females, leaving women of color 
with fewer options for family planning than their white 
counterparts. Removing cost barriers to contraceptive 
access has been shown to increase use among all women 
regardless of race,114 as does increasing health insurance 
coverage. Thirty-two states (including Maine115) and the 
District of Columbia have expanded Medicaid access to 
include contraceptive coverage, which early evidence 
suggests can be crucial in reducing racial disparities in 
contraceptive use and access.116

QUICK FACTS:
Indigenous and Black Mainers are 1.5 and 2 times, 
respectively, more likely to be uninsured than white 
Mainers.

In 2021, 55% of Maine adults reported cost as a 
barrier to accessing healthcare.

80.4% of Maine’s physicians are white while only 
11.7% are people of color.

The national maternal mortality rate is 16.7 deaths 
per 100,000 births, but for Indigenous women is 
29.7 and for Black women 40.8.

BACKGROUND CONTEXT & THEORY
Dickman, S. L., Gaffney, A., McGregor, A., Himmelstein, D. U., 
McCormick, D., Bor, D. H., & Woolhandler, S. (2022). Trends in health 
care use among Black and white persons in the US, 1963-2019. JAMA 
network open, 5(6), e2217383-e2217383.
Harawa, N. T., & Ford, C. L. (2009). The foundation of modern racial 
categories and implications for research on Black/white disparities in 
health. Ethnicity & disease, 19(2), 209-217.
Paradies Y, B. et al. (2015). Racism as a determinant of health: A 
systematic review and meta-analysis. PLoS One ; 10(9).

US Department of Health and Human Services Healthy People 2030 - Discrimination.

NATIONAL-LEVEL DATA SOURCES
National Institute of Health Ending Structural Racism Data Dashboard.
US Dept. of Health and Human Services: Social Determinants of Health
Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality: 2022 National Healthcare 
Quality and Disparities Report.

MAINE-SPECIFIC DATA SOURCES
Maine CDC: Public Health Data Reports - Health Disparities.
Maine Shared Community Health Needs Assessment.
Maine Interactive Health Data.

https://health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/social-determinants-health/literature-summaries/discrimination
https://www.nih.gov/ending-structural-racism/data-dashboard
https://health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/social-determinants-health
https://www.ahrq.gov/research/findings/nhqrdr/nhqdr22/index.html
https://www.ahrq.gov/research/findings/nhqrdr/nhqdr22/index.html
https://www.maine.gov/dhhs/mecdc/phdata/health-disparities/index.htm
https://www.maine.gov/dhhs/mecdc/phdata/MaineCHNA/
https://www.maine.gov/dhhs/mecdc/phdata/MaineCHNA/maine-interactive-health-data.shtml
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Child And Elder Care
As a state of working families, Mainers know the 
importance of high quality, accessible, and affordable 
care for those we love. Care for our children and 
aging family members enables us to work and provide 
the support our families need. Maine currently faces 
a crisis in the care economy, however, where high 
costs and lack of services limit access to high quality 
care across the state. These challenges are further 
heightened along racial and gender lines, where 
cultural norms (e.g., around gender) and structural 
practices (e.g., around parental leave) dictate 
that women and people of color bear the brunt of 
caregiving.117 At the same time, those working in 
caregiving fields – also often women and people of 
color – continue to be undervalued and underpaid.118 
Improving access to equitable child and elder care in 
Maine is essential for families and caregivers.

Access to Care
Maine currently has 1,843 licensed childcare facilities 
that can serve as many as 55,843 children. Where these 
facilities are, however, matters as much as their capacity. 
Today, 3,251 Maine children go without care because local 
providers are full or there is no provider where they live.119 
Today, every county in Maine contains areas where there 
are more children in need of care than available services 
can provide (see Figure 10).120 

Even in places where child care facilities exist, staffing 
remains a frequent barrier to operating at full capacity. 
A recent survey of licensed childcare programs in Maine 
reported 40% are understaffed, and studies suggest that 
more than 1,000 childcare workers need to be hired to 
address Maine’s childcare staffing shortage.121 Growing 
the childcare workforce is difficult, however, due to issues 
around affordable housing and low compensation that 
make it a challenge to attract and retain workers (see more 
in Housing). Even as Maine has supported the industry 
in recent years with supplemental stipends for childcare 
workers,122 an average childcare worker in Maine earns 
a salary of $34,150 per year.123 This low compensation 
is partially caused by a lack of funding for a key federal 
program, the Child Care Development Block Grant, 
which supports states with federal dollars to meet the 
childcare needs of working families with eligible incomes. 
In Maine, 35% of children come from eligible families, yet 
only one in ten eligible children receive subsidized care 
due to chronic underfunding of the program.124 The issue 
of staff shortages is further complicated by the lack of 
childcare professionals in Maine who can provide culturally 
appropriate and responsive childcare for Indigenous, 
immigrant, and refugee families.125 

These challenges are mirrored in the elder care sector 
as well. In 2021, there were an estimated 24,350 direct 
care workers in Maine126 making on average $13.50 an 
hour.127 From 2019 to 2022, Maine saw a significant 
decline of over 4,000 direct care workers, largely due to 
pay insufficient to match Maine’s growing cost of living. 
This issue of available workers is even more complicated 
for those who seek culturally relevant care. A 2020 
needs assessment by the University of Southern Maine 
showed that tribal elders in Maine who need care services 
preferred to receive care from another Indigenous person. 
However, due to the lack of staff and general workforce 
shortages, there were not enough Indigenous caregivers 
in the workforce to meet these needs.128

Low pay for direct care work has ripple effects across 
Maine’s communities. Today, 39% of direct care workers 
live in low-income households and nearly one-in-four 
(24%) lack affordable housing.129 The COVID-19 pandemic 
also placed direct care workers into situations which 
negatively impacted their careers and health, further 
complicating the struggles associated with this work. A 
lack of adequate protective gear and the necessary face-
to-face care required in their jobs caused many direct 
care workers to contract COVID. By the end of 2020, for 
example, over 350,000 nursing home staff across the 
country had contracted COVID and nearly 1,300 died.130 
As a result of these challenges and concerns, between 
March and May 2020, the number of direct care workers 
nationally dropped by 280,000 people.131 Maine saw 
similar declines in the direct care workforce.132

Scarce Adequate

Figure 10. Childcare needs are unmet across 
most of the state. Adapted from Center for 
American Progress (2020).120
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Affordability of Care
In places that do have available care, affordability remains a 
barrier for many families. For the 70% of Maine households 
with children under 6 years old where both parents are in 
the labor force, childcare is almost always a necessity.133 
These services, however, come with significant costs. While 
federal standards dictate “affordable childcare costs” should 
be below 7% of a family’s income,134 that benchmark is well 
out of reach for most Maine families, where childcare costs 
on average around 20% of a family’s annual income. The 
average cost of care per child in Maine is $12,500, and can 
reach as high as $19,000.135 This burden falls particularly 
hard on Maine families of color, whose median income is 
significantly lower than that of white families in the state,* 
and whose irregular work schedules often create even greater 
challenges in accessing high quality care.136, 137 These same 
challenges are mirrored in Maine’s elder care landscape. 
Today, the state ranks 49th out of 50 in terms of affordability 
and access to at-home external elder care services, and 
45th out of 50 for nursing home cost, with annual costs 
representing 292% of Mainers’ median household income 
(see Figure 11). Home care, while presenting some cost 
savings, does not erase the cost associated with elder 
care. Nationally, out-of-pocket expenses to care for elderly 
family members averages around $7,242 per year.138 This 
financial strain differs significantly along racial lines, where 
for example, Latino caregivers report spending nearly half 
(47%) of their annual income compared to 18% among 
white caregivers.139 

Broader Economic Impacts
The high costs and challenges related to accessing child 
and elder care in Maine hurt working families. In Maine in 
2023, lack of childcare was the primary reason 22,000 
Mainers were not working.140, 141 Nationally, people of color 
are more likely to experience challenges like these, where 

*  Based on Partnerships for Health analysis of data from the US Census Bureau, 2022 American Community Survey (Table S1903). 

28% of Latina women and 28% of Black women report 
taking unpaid leave to provide childcare, compared to 
12% of white women.142, 143 This can impact short-term 
and long-term economic stability and job prospects, 
and by extension, deepens racial disparities related to 
wealth and income (see more in Wealth and Income). 
Additionally, Mainers of color are more likely to work in 
jobs with poor pay, unpredictable hours, and limited time 
off, compounding the difficulties of finding affordable care 
that accommodates irregular schedules 144, 145 (see more in 
Employment & Workers). Recent studies have shown that 
declines in the workforce associated with care provision 
also come at great cost to the state, which loses over $1.4 
billion annually in economic activity.146, 147

QUICK FACTS
3,251 Maine children are without childcare due to 
lack of providers.

39% of direct care workers live in low-income 
households

In Maine, childcare on average costs of 20% of a 
family’s annual income.

Maine is 49th out of 50 states  in terms of 
affordability and access to at-home external elder 
care service.
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Duffy, M. (2011). Making care count: A century of gender, race, and paid 
care work. Rutgers University Press.

Moorman, J. D. (2021). The privilege of childcare: an intersectional 
analysis of the COVID-19 US childcare crisis and its implications for CAM 
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NATIONAL-LEVEL DATA SOURCES
Annual KIDS COUNT Data Book Report (2023).
National Center for Assisted Living Facts and Figures.
CDC/National Center for Health Statistics Nursing Home Care Data
Center for the Study of Child Care Employment (University of 
California, Berkeley).

MAINE-SPECIFIC DATA SOURCES
Maine Council on Aging Biennial Report (2022).
Maine Office of Child and Family Services Early Childhood Education 
Data Dashboard.
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Figure 11. Elder care costs in Maine are significantly 
higher than the national average. Adapted from 
Reinhard et al, (2023).148 

https://www.aecf.org/resources/2023-kids-count-data-book
https://www.ahcancal.org/Assisted-Living/Facts-and-Figures/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/fastats/nursing-home-care.htm
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/
https://mainecouncilonaging.org/aging-resources/
https://www.maine.gov/dhhs/ocfs/data-reports-initiatives/early-childhood-education
https://www.maine.gov/dhhs/ocfs/data-reports-initiatives/early-childhood-education
https://www1.maine.gov/dhhs/sites/maine.gov.dhhs/files/inline-files/2020-2024_Maine_State_Plan_on_Aging_Needs_Assessment_Report.pdf
https://www.maine.gov/dhhs/sites/maine.gov.dhhs/files/inline-files/Maine-Child-Care-Gaps-January2023.pdf
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Public Education

*  Graduation rates have been computed using the formula (# of Graduates) ÷ (# Adjusted Freshmen Cohort). The rate relies on the identification and 
tracking of a four-year graduation cohort. New England Secondary School Consortium. (2023). Common Data Project Annual Report.

Mainers know that a quality education is the backbone 
of a flourishing community. Not only is education 
a human right,149 but a strong education can help 
people succeed in their careers, and improves 
emotional intelligence and the quality of our civic 
life.150 Completing high school is shown to increase 
an individual’s financial stability and socio-emotional 
well-being, improve health outcomes, and increase 
public service and community engagement.151 These 
are among the reasons that public education has 
been called the “great equalizer” of society.152 What 
students learn matters, however, and in Maine, 
we still have a lot of work to do to ensure that our 
students are learning the full history of our state, and 
that opportunities to learn are available to everyone. 
Research has consistently shown that addressing racial 
disparities in education and embracing diversity in 
schools leads to positive outcomes for all students.153 

Experience of Racism in Maine Schools
‘Racism is my high school experience’ – the words of then-
Bangor High student Amara Ifeji – appeared among the 
headlines of the Bangor Daily News in June of 2020. The 
paper’s investigation into pervasive racism at Bangor 
Schools brought to light the racial slurs, taunts, and 
discrimination that five students of color faced, and how 
administrators and teachers failed to act. Less than a 
year later, an independent investigation commissioned by 
the Bangor School Department confirmed these students’ 
experiences. But Bangor schools are far from alone in 
confronting racism. Schools throughout the state have 
received similar allegations and documentation. In May of 
2022, more than 200 students at Portland Middle Schools 
held a protest claiming their school culture tolerates racism. 
One month later, Portland Public Schools announced survey 
findings that the district’s Black students were suspended 
at 1.5 times their enrollment rate, with the most pronounced 
disparities found in Portland Middle Schools, where Black 
students made up 28% of the student population but 
received 47% of suspensions. Parents of immigrant students 
attending Skowhegan area schools reported their 9- and 
14-year-old children were called the n-word by other 
students, and similar allegations were raised in Waterville 
and Fairfield-area schools. English language learning 
students across the state described unique challenges, 
including a profound sense of isolation at school due to 
their placement in separate classrooms and buildings.154 

These forms of interpersonal discrimination and structural 
inequalities are known to harm academic performance, 
and are significant factors in explaining Maine’s racial 
disparities in educational achievement.155

Educational Achievement in Maine Schools
Maine’s public school system educates around 170,000 
students from kindergarten to grade 12 every year. From 2013 
to 2023, these schools became significantly more diverse, 
serving around 16% students of color compared with only 10% 
a decade ago.156 As these numbers grow, racial disparities 
in education become clear. Generally, Maine students of 
color have below-average enrollment rates in Advanced 
Placement (AP) courses and Gifted and Talented programs.157 
In high school, students of color and English language 
learning students are less likely to graduate.158, 159 Maine is 
one of only three states in the nation where the academic 
achievement gap (measured by standardized test scores) 
between Black and white students grew between 2000 and 
2013.160 Lack of diversity among staff and educators may be 
partially responsible for these shortcomings. Research shows 
that students of color do better when they have teachers 
that look like them161, 162 and while the number of students 
of color grows, it is unclear if similar trends are occurring 
among educators. The Maine Department of Education 
(DOE) does not collect racial data on school staff, but other 
sources suggest that Maine’s current teacher pool remains 
well over 90% white.163, 164

Factors Driving Disparate Outcomes
There are many factors driving racial disparities in Maine’s 
educational achievement. These include implicit and 
sometimes explicit bias among educators and students, 
systemic challenges for supporting English language 
learning students,165, 166 and compounding factors related to 
hunger, housing, and wealth inequality that can lead to high 
rates of truancy and low performance among students167, 
168 (see more in Food Security, Housing, and  Wealth and 
Income). These impacts are particularly noticeable among 
Indigenous students, where in 2022, for example, the 
DOE reported that as many as 50% of Maine students 
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Figure 12. Indigenous, Latino, and Black students are less 
likely to graduate from Maine high schools.* Data Source: 
New England Secondary School Consortium. (2023).166
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identifying as Indigenous were chronically absent, nearly 
twice the rate of white, Black, and Asian students.169 In turn, 
this group had the highest high school drop-out rate at 
nearly 20% compared to only 9% for students identifying as 
Black or white (see Figure 12).170 Racial disparities in school 
discipline also factor into educational achievement. From 
2013 to 2018, Black students in Maine were suspended at 
approximately twice their enrollment rate. During the same 
period, Indigenous and Latino students were suspended at or 
above their enrollment rate while white and Asian students 
were suspended at or below their enrollment rates† 171 (see 
Figure 13). Nearly 50 years of research nationally has found 
a student’s race is the most predictive attribute in explaining 
disciplinary disparities, even when controlling for student 
behavior.172, 173 Frequent suspensions are associated with 
lower graduation rates, poorer job prospects, and increased 
rates of introduction to the justice system through a “school 
to prison pipeline”174, 175 (see more in Criminal Legal System).

Teaching Honest History
In 2001, the Maine legislature passed a law establishing 
a requirement for Maine K–12 schools to teach students 
about the history, sovereignty, and contemporary culture 
of Wabanaki communities, following suit in 2021 with a 
similar law to teach African American history. But nearly 23 
years later, a lack of resources and statewide enforcement 
to implement these programs means that curriculum is 
uneven across the state.176 This contributes to incorrect 
assumptions about Maine’s participation in the global slave 
trade and historical demographic make-up, and allows for 
widespread ignorance about Wabanaki people and culture, 
their rights as sovereign nations, and the false and harmful 
impression that Wabakai people no longer exist in Maine177 
For Wabanaki and African American students in Maine 
schools today, these omissions amount to the erasure of 
their culture and ancestors’ history in the land they call 
home. For Maine’s broader student body, these omissions 
allow students to graduate without critical knowledge and 
perspectives that can help them to engage meaningfully 
in relationships with their neighbors, classmates, and 
broader communities. 

† The most recent data are from the 2020-2021 school year, when 88% of schools in the US had switched to a hybrid of virtual and in-person instruction. 
These data show that the overall number of suspensions in Maine dropped, and that suspension rates for Black and Latino students fell below their 
enrollment rates, while Indigenous students were suspended at more than twice their enrollment rate. Interpretation of these data and comparison to 
past trends should consider the impacts of the pandemic on education.

‡ College enrollment and graduation rates should be interpreted with caution due to small population sizes. 

Disparities Beyond High School
For students who do complete high school, many choose 
to go on to attend higher education. While the racial gap 
in higher education has been closing in recent years,178 
we do see disparities emerge as a result of other systemic 
factors. Students from economically disadvantaged 
backgrounds, for example, enroll and graduate from 
college at significantly lower rates, and Mainers of color 
are disproportionately low-income‡ 179 (see more in Wealth 
and Income). Student debt compounds this issue. Today, 
Maine ranks 10th in the nation for highest average student 
debt ($32,764), and 8th for the number of students with 
debt (63%).180 Maine has in recent years proven to be a 
leader in addressing the root causes of these disparities 
by providing the Free College Scholarship, which covers 
community college tuition and mandatory fees for recent 
high school graduates.181 Programs like these have been 
proven to help all students, but in doing so, offer significant 
benefits to Black and Latino students who face systemic 
financial barriers to college access.182

QUICK FACTS:
Maine’s current teacher pool is more than 90% white.
Maine is one of only three states where academic 
achievement gap between Black and white 
students grew between 2000 and 2013.
From 2013-2018, Black students in Maine were 
suspended at approximately twice their enrollment 
rate.
Indigenous students in Maine dropout of high school 
at nearly twice the rate of both white and Black 
students.
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Morris, E. W., & Perry, B. L. (2016). The punishment gap: School suspension 
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United States Government Accountability Office. (June, 2022). Student 
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along racial, ethnic, and economic lines. Report for the Chairman, 
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Stanford Center for Education Policy Analysis: Racial and Ethnic 
Achievement Gaps.

MAINE-SPECIFIC DATA SOURCES
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Figure 13. Black and Indigenous students are more 
likely to be suspended than other students. Adapted 
from Leung-Gagné, et al (2022).183
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https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest-dashboard/state/maine
https://www.maine.gov/doe/data-warehouse/reporting/enrollment


17

Criminal Legal System
Whether we’re Black, white, brown, Indigenous or 
New Mainers, we all want to live in safe, healthy, and 
flourishing communities. When something happens 
to threaten that safety, we deserve systems that 
address the harm and allow our communities to heal 
and become whole again. Across the US, however, we 
rely on a punitive system of criminal justice founded on 
laws, policies, and practices that disproportionately 
target communities of color, offer little to those who 
are impacted by crime, and threaten the cohesion of 
communities and families. Perhaps most importantly, 
this system simply doesn’t work. Today, lack of faith 
in our criminal legal system has resulted in nearly half 
of violent crimes in the US184 and around two-thirds 
of violent crimes in Maine185 going unreported for fear 
of long-term community impacts, retribution, or even 
violence at the hand of those sworn to protect and 
serve. Addressing the deep and systemic roots of 
racism in our criminal legal system will help to rectify 
past harms and create space for imagining new forms 
of justice that support rehabilitation, resilience, and 
community healing over perpetual punishment.

America’s Criminal Legal System
Today the US is home to only 4% of the world’s population 
but houses 16% of the world’s incarcerated people.186 Of 
currently incarcerated people, more than half are Black, 
Indigenous, or Latino.187 This is not an accident of history, 
but instead, the outcome of structural biases within our 
criminal legal system. 

The roots of today’s criminal legal system in the US can 
be traced back to slavery. Some of the first policing 
forces in America were created to suppress uprisings of 
enslaved people and to capture and return those who 
had escaped.188 Even after slavery was abolished in 
northern states in 1827, the New York City Kidnapping 
Club, comprised of judges, lawyers, police officers, and 
bankers, exploited loopholes in anti-slavery laws to kidnap 
free Black Americans and sell them into bondage.189

After the Emancipation Proclamation ended slavery in 
1863, Southern states passed laws called “Black Codes.” 
These laws limited the freedom of formerly enslaved people 
by making it illegal to be homeless or unemployed. These 
states then set up institutions to support the practice of 
“convict leasing,” which allowed plantations and other 
corporations that had historically relied on slavery to 
“lease” those convicted of crimes to provide free labor. 

The legal practice of convict leasing was abolished in 
1941, but today, incarcerated people continue to provide 
substantial forms of labor with little compensation 

(today averaging between 13 and 52 cents an hour) 
and few protections against exploitation and abuse.190 
In some cases, these forms of labor also feed concerns 
around environmental justice, as incarcerated people 
are increasingly asked to take on high-risk work on the 
frontlines of the climate crisis, like fighting wildfires 
and other forms of disaster response191 (see more in 
Environmental Justice).

While historic policies driving incarceration were often 
explicitly racist, today, the factors leading to racial 
disparities in our criminal legal system are more complex. 
Zero tolerance policies and increased use of school resource 
officers in public schools push children — especially children 
of color — out of schools and into the legal system at a 
young age, sometimes referred to as the school-to-prison 
pipeline192 (see more in Public Education). National policies 
like the “War on Drugs” penalized different forms of the 
same drugs more or less harshly depending on their use, 
resulting in racial disparities in drug-related arrests and 
convictions.193 Policies like stop and frisk and proactive 
policing create space for personal and institutional bias 
to enter into law enforcement, and today, conviction 
rates for the same crimes result in dramatically different 
sentencing depending on the defendant’s race, class, 
and ethnicity.194 And the results of these disparities go 
beyond disparate rates of incarceration. Police use of 
force remains among the leading causes of death for 
men of color between the ages of 20 and 35 years old.195

Incarceration in Maine:  
Racial Disparities
Maine experienced a 163% increase in incarceration 
between 1983 and 2015.196 And today, the average 
annual cost for housing someone in a Maine state prison 
is around $78,000.197 The state currently ranks 44th 
out of 50 for racial disparity in state prisons, with Black 

Maine Prison Rates per 100,000 residents (2021)

Maine Jail Rates per 100,000 residents (2019)

Maine Incarceration Rates 
by Race and Ethnicity
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Figure 14. Black Mainers are incarcerated at over 
nine times the rate of white Mainers. Adapted from 
the Prison Policy Institute (2023).198
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Mainers incarcerated at over nine times, and Indigenous 
people incarcerated at over six times the rate of white 
Mainers (see Figure 14).198 In Portland, the state’s largest 
city, Black people account for 17% of all arrests, despite 
making up only 4% of the population, and are significantly 
more likely to be arrested if the incident was initiated by 
an officer than by a 911 call.199 

Racial disparities are also evident in the proportion 
of drug-related arrests of people of color in Maine.200 
Research shows that Black people use illicit and illegal 
drugs at a similar rate to white people, but they are three 
and a half times more likely nationally to be arrested for 
drug possession charges.201 In Maine, this has historically 
been exemplified in charges for marijuana possession, 
where the arrest rate was 2.1 times higher for Black 
Mainers than white Mainers in 2012, and up to four 
times higher in 2018. 202 The issue of racial disparities in 
incarceration is also deeply tied to Maine’s housing crisis, 
which disproportionately impacts people of color. From 
2018 to 2020, more than one third of arrests made in 
the city of Portland were people who were unhoused (see 
more in Housing).203

Collateral 
Consequences
Rac ia l  d i spar i t i es 
e m b e d d e d  i n  t h e 
criminal legal system 
b o t h  s t e m  f r o m 
and factor into the 
broader structures 
o f  d i s p a r i t y  a n d 
inequality in society. 
Just as people who are 
already marginalized 
are more l ike ly to 
face incarceration, 
those who have been 
incarcerated are more likely to face challenges in finding 
stable housing, securing loans, completing their education, 
and finding stable work. A study conducted by the Bureau 
of Justice Statistics, for example, followed more than 
50,000 people after their release from federal prison in 
2010, and found that “33% found no employment at all 
over four years post-release, and at any given time, no 
more than 40% of the cohort was employed. People who 
did find jobs struggled, too: Formerly incarcerated people 
in the sample had an average of 3.4 jobs throughout the 

four-year study period, suggesting that they were landing 
jobs that didn’t offer security or upward mobility.”204, 

205 These issues are indeed present in Maine, where the 
2022 Reintegration Report Card offered by the Collateral 
Consequence Resource Center ranked Maine 44 out of 50 
states for laws restoring rights and opportunities after 
arrest and conviction. Maine had slipped back 5 places 
since the 2020 report.206
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33%
of formerly

incarcerated people 
couldn’t find work 

 four years 
after release.205

QUICK FACTS 
Maine ranks 44th for Black-White disparity in 
state prisons.

Maine incarcerates Black people at a rate 9.2 times 
higher than white people.

Maine experienced a 163% increase in incarceration 
between 1983 and 2015.

The average annual cost for housing an inmate in 
Maine is $78,000.

https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/18613/the-growth-of-incarceration-in-the-united-states-exploring-causes
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/18613/the-growth-of-incarceration-in-the-united-states-exploring-causes
https://belonging.berkeley.edu/racial-disparities
https://americaninequality.substack.com/p/violent-crime-and-inequality
https://www.sentencingproject.org/research/us-criminal-justice-data/
https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/prisoners-2021-statistical-tables
https://nicic.gov/resources/nic-library/state-statistics/2021
https://www.maine.gov/corrections/data/reports_statistics
https://nicic.gov/resources/nic-library/state-statistics/2020/maine-2020
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Figure 15. Black and Latino households face 
far higher rates of food insecurity than white 
households. Adapted from Rabbitt, et al, (2023).212

Food Security
Access to healthy, nutritious, and culturally 
appropriate foods is at the center of all human well-
being. Food provides physical sustenance, cultural 
connection and identity, and opportunities for us as 
families and communities to come together. Food 
connects us to the land, water, and animals around 
us and is vital not only on an individual level, but to 
our state’s economy and cultural identity as well. 
As Mainers, we know that all people regardless 
of age, race, or national origin deserve to have 
access to the food that sustains them, which 
is why in 2021, Mainers resoundingly passed 
an amendment to our state constitution noting 
our “natural, inherent and unalienable right” 
to “grow, raise, harvest, produce and consume 
food of [our] own choosing.”207 However, we also 
know that inequalities in our food system persist 
despite these shared values. Today, more than 
one in eight Mainers face insufficient food access, 
with Black, Latino, and Indigenous people the 
most significantly impacted. Understanding the 
drivers of these disparities and creating structural 
changes to address them is vital to improving the 
health and well-being of all people in our state.

Disparities in Food Access
Food insecurity is a prevalent issue across the U.S, 
with 12.8% of households reporting inability to meet 
their food needs at some point during 2022.208 When 
disaggregated by race, however, those numbers show 
that disparities in food access are significant, with racial 
minorities experiencing twice the rate of food insecurity 
compared with white households.209 Lack of access to 
healthy and nutritious food has serious chronic health 
impacts, including obesity, diabetes, heart disease, 
and mental health disorders  (see more in Health & 
Healthcare). In children, food insecurity also hampers 
language and motor skills development and hurts school 
performance, leading to challenges with concentration 
and behavioral issues associated with hunger.210, 211 Rates 
of childhood food insecurity are similarly high across 
the United States, and showcase similar levels of racial 
disparity212 (see Figure 15). 

The source of racial disparities in food security are 
complex and linked to other areas of systemic inequality. 
At its deepest level, access to food is tied deeply to access 
to land. Since the beginning of the 20th century, the 
number of Black farmers in the US has declined by 98%,213 

driven in large part by exclusionary USDA policies that 
prevented Black farmers from accessing critical loans 
and social programs that would have allowed them to 
stay on their land.214 These policies had an impact in 
Maine as well; today, 95% of white farmers own the 
land that they farm, compared with only 11% of Black 
farmers.215 While new federal and state programs have 
emerged to extend support to Black and other minority 
farmers, distrust of government programs continues to 
shape who voluntarily accesses these opportunities.

Farmland, however, is not the only factor driving 
disparities in food access today. Through a process 
of what food activist Karen Washington describes as 
“food apartheid,” historic government policies and 
programs like red-lining and exclusionary zoning have 
created segregated access to food in the US.216 Today, 
communities of color in low-income census tracts 
have up to 50% fewer supermarkets than in wealthier 
communities,217 and even fewer have access to culturally-
appropriate foods that support community flourishing. 

Limited public transit options and higher costs to car 
ownership for people of color, make it even more difficult 
for marginalized communities to access affordable, 
healthy food (see more in Transportation). And for 
individuals working multiple jobs or long hours to support 
their families — which disproportionately includes people 
of color — time cost can be significant as well (see more 
in Employment & Workers). In addition, social programs 
like SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) 
and WIC (Women, Infants, and Children Program) exist 
to help very low-income households with food costs, 
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but research suggests that as many as one-third of 
food-insecure households218 do not qualify based on the 
income, resource, work, and citizenship requirements.219 
Rising food costs across the country have created 
significant barriers in access to healthy foods for all 
people, but the consistent rate of disparity in access 
illustrates that this issue has structural causes as well.220

Food Insecurity in Maine
In Maine, which had the highest average rate of food 
insecurity in New England in recent years,221 one in 
eight people and one in five children faced hunger 
in 2022.222 Similarly to national trends, rates of food 
insecurity are disproportionately high in racial and 
ethnic minority populations. The rate of food insecurity 
in households of color in Maine is 28%, and in Black 
households is 40%,223 both multiple times the rate of 
food insecurity in white households (13%).224 These 
rates of food insecurity are particularly high among 
Maine’s migrant farmworker populations, where national 
studies suggest food insecurity ranges from 37% to 
64%.225, 226, 227 Exclusion from minimum wage laws, 
inability to negotiate for better working conditions, 
rural geography, and temporary work authorizations 
that limit access to federal programs all contribute to 
the lack of food security in these communities228, 229 (see 
more in Employment & Workers).

Wabanaki people face additional, unique barriers to food 
security. Centuries of colonial land theft and exploitation 
displaced Wabanaki people from the land, decimated 
Maine’s rivers, forests, and natural environment, and 
destroyed traditional Indigenous practices, contributing 
to contemporary food insecurity.230 Damming along 
Maine’s rivers decimated native fish populations, and 
PFAS and other chemical contamination in Maine’s 
rivers and farmlands continues to limit Wabanaki food 
access231 (see more in Environmental Justice). The 
state government’s continued refusal to acknowledge 
tribal sovereignty also limits Indigenous access to 
traditional food and is a primary driver of poverty in 
Wabanaki communities232 (see more in Wabanaki Self-
Determination).While community supported programs 
and state food subsidies are vital to protecting those 
most vulnerable, tackling the root causes of the food 
crisis is imperative to helping Maine communities thrive. 

BACKGROUND CONTEXT & THEORY
Clapp, J. & Moseley, W.G. (2020). This food crisis is different: 
COVID-19 and the fragility of the neoliberal food security order. The 
Journal of Peasant Studies, DOI: 10.1080/03066150.2020.1823838

Morales, D.X., Morales, S.A. & Beltran, T.F. (2021). Racial/Ethnic 
disparities in household food insecurity during the COVID-19 pandemic: 
A nationally representative study. Journal of Racial and Ethnic Health 
Disparities 8, 1300–1314. 

Reynolds, B.J. (2002). Black farmers in America, 1865-2000: The 
pursuit of independent farming and the role of cooperatives. Rural 
Business–Cooperative Service.

Walker, R.J., Garacci, E., Dawson, A.Z., Williams, J.S., Ozieh, M., 
& Egede, L.E. (2021). Trends in food insecurity in the United States 
from 2011-2017: Disparities by age, sex, race/ethnicity, and income. 
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NATIONAL-LEVEL DATA SOURCES
USDA Report: Household Food Security in the United States in 2022
Feeding America: Map the Meal Gap 2024.
Food Insecurity Increased in 2022, with Severe Impact on Households 
with Children and Ongoing Racial Inequities.
National Institutes of Health: Food Accessibility, Insecurity and 
Health Outcomes.

MAINE-SPECIFIC DATA SOURCES
Feeding America: Maine Facts.
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities: Maine State SNAP Fact Sheet.
Maines’ Roadmap to End Hunger.
USDA Maine Fact Sheet.

QUICK FACTS: 
12.8% of households in the US and about 12.5% of 
households in Maine faced hunger in 2022. 

Communities of color in low-income areas have 50% 
fewer grocery stores than wealthy neighborhoods.

Up to one third of households do not qualify for 
federal assistance with food costs.

In Maine, the rate of hunger in Black households is 
40% compared to 13% in white households.

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jennifer-Clapp/publication/344692364_This_food_crisis_is_different_COVID_19_and_the_fragility_of_the_neoliberal_food_security_order
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jennifer-Clapp/publication/344692364_This_food_crisis_is_different_COVID_19_and_the_fragility_of_the_neoliberal_food_security_order
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s40615-020-00892-7.pdf
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s40615-020-00892-7.pdf
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s40615-020-00892-7.pdf
https://www.rd.usda.gov/files/RR194.pdf
https://www.rd.usda.gov/files/RR194.pdf
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/pdf/10.1089/pop.2020.0123?casa_token=AU-Bkk8JlSEAAAAA%3Ad-ahCcDFqcilmIgtvLzdopGVTTr903mzzK2dmOOes-HWDWzJv0mTHNgEqim18lHMndyPJQtReBQL_lU
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/pdf/10.1089/pop.2020.0123?casa_token=AU-Bkk8JlSEAAAAA%3Ad-ahCcDFqcilmIgtvLzdopGVTTr903mzzK2dmOOes-HWDWzJv0mTHNgEqim18lHMndyPJQtReBQL_lU
https://www.nimhd.nih.gov/resources/understanding-health-disparities/food-accessibility-insecurity-and-health-outcomes.html
https://www.nimhd.nih.gov/resources/understanding-health-disparities/food-accessibility-insecurity-and-health-outcomes.html
https://www.feedingamerica.org/hunger-in-america/maine
https://www.maine.gov/future/sites/maine.gov.future/files/2023-06/maines-roadmap-to-end-hunger.pdf
https://data.ers.usda.gov/reports.aspx?StateFIPS=23&StateName=Maine&ID=17854
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Wabanaki  
Self-Determination

* “Relative” economic growth is worth emphasizing. Kalt discusses that while the economic growth in Indian Country during this period is 
substantial, the severe economic hardship experienced by ribes due to centuries of oppression will only be overcome with many more decades of 
exceptional growth. 

People in Maine know that our communities thrive 
when we have the ability to choose our own paths. 
The Wabanaki, who have called this land home 
for thousands of years, know this too. However, 
unlike all other federally-recognized tribes across 
the country, Wabanaki Nations’ sovereign right to 
self-determination is not recognized by the state 
of Maine, impacting Wabanaki peoples’ access to 
critical resources and opportunities for prosperity.233 
The federal 1980 Maine Indian Claims Settlement 
Act and state Implementing Law have created 
persistent barriers to Wabanaki people’s ability 
to access federal resources, social programs, and 
economic opportunities, and decide for themselves 
how best to govern their communities. As a result of 
the failure of the state to recognize tribal sovereignty 
and in the shadow of a history of displacement and 
cultural genocide, trust has eroded between the 
state of Maine and Wabanaki people.234 Elsewhere 
across the nation, Indigenous self-governance has 
led to significant improvements in the well-being of 
tribal communities. And when these communities 
flourish, the benefits extend beyond tribal borders 
to surrounding communities. Recognizing the 
inherent right to self-determinatination would bring 
new economic and social opportunities to all of 
Maine’s communities. 

What is Tribal Sovereignty?
Sovereignty refers to the authority of a people or state 
to self-govern.235 Tribal sovereignty refers to the inherent 
right of Indigenous nations to make their own decisions 
on behalf of their people, a right that is affirmed by 
treaties, the US constitution,236 the Supreme Court,237 and 
the United Nations.238 The federal government currently 
recognizes 574 tribes as sovereign nations distinct 
from the United States,239 including five Wabanaki 
communities: the Penobscot Nation, Passamaquoddy 
Tribe at Motahkomikuk - Indian Township, and Sipayik 
- Pleasant Point, Mi’kmaq Nation, and Houlton Band 
of Maliseet Indians. Despite this federal recognition, 
however, a set of laws unique to Maine have allowed the 
state to block access to the benefits of self-determination 
for Wabanaki Nations.

The state of Maine’s treatment of the Wabanaki 
Nations today is founded on two policies — the federal 
Maine Indian Claims Settlement Act of 1980 and the 
corresponding state Implementing Law (collectively 
referred to as the Settlement Acts). These two laws 
were intended to resolve a dispute between the 
federal and state governments over Maine’s illegal 
acquisition, distribution, and sale of over 12 million 
acres of Wabanaki land to corporations and private 
citizens, including for the development of Routes 1 and 
190. In total, this land was equivalent to approximately 
two-thirds of Maine’s total landmass.240, 241, 242 The 
Settlement Acts sought to redress the Wabanaki 
Nations’ land claims by having the tribes surrender 
the rights to these lands in exchange for a federally-
funded pathway to purchase a small percentage of 
that land back. The Settlement Acts also established 
the state’s ability to block the applicability of federal 
Indian Law in Maine, and in effect, severely inhibit 
Wabanaki self-governance.243, 244 Wabanaki Nations 
have never regained access to the lands promised 
to them under these bills.245 Maine’s unique ability 
to restrict tribal sovereignty, however, has proven 
a powerful political instrument, with profoundly 
negative consequences for Wabanaki Nations and 
their neighboring communities.246 

The decline in the rights of Wabanaki Nations 
coincided directly with the growth in federal 
recognition of tribal sovereignty outside of Maine 
in the early 1980s. A period of relatively significant 
economic growth* in tribal nations followed247 — 
where per-capita income increased by an average 
of 68% between 1989 and 2018 (see Figure 16). 
This growth is observed regardless of population 
size and geography, and is attributed to tribes 
exercising self-determination in the form of economic 
diversification. Expansion of the gaming industry as 
well as new opportunities for healthcare, agriculture, 
food processing, tourism, and construction contracts 
bolstered economic opportunity alongside the 
renewed management and sale of natural resources 
such as coal, oil, gas, timber, and hydropower. 
With these new economic opportunities came 
improvements in housing, employment, child poverty, 
and community health across underserved rural 
areas. Today, around 70-90% of jobs supported by 
tribal economies are held by non-tribal citizens — 
benefiting nearby rural communities.248 
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Other Federally 
Recognized Tribal 
Nations

1989 1999 2008 2013 2018

Wabanaki Nations

Other States 
Total Population

Maine 
Total Population

61%

25%

17%

9%

Per Capita Income Growth 
By State and Tribal Nation

Figure 16. Tribal Nations outside of Maine 
experienced high rates of economic growth 
following federal recognition of tribal sovereignty. 
Adapted from Kalt, et al (2022).248

As a result of the Settlement Acts, however, economic 
growth during this same period was significantly 
lower for Wabanaki Nations. The 151 laws passed 
by the federal government to benefit tribes since 
1980 have largely bypassed Wabanaki peoples,249 
limiting access to federal resources and funding for 
disaster relief, environmental regulation, and other 
programs that could improve life for tribal citizens 
and their neighbors in some of the most rural parts 
of Maine.250

However, the theft of Wabanaki land and the failure 
to recognize their sovereign rights to management 
and steward the forest, waters, and wildlife in their 
communities is not simply of economic concern. 
The restrictions on Wabanaki Nations’ ability to 
purchase land associated with the Settlement Acts, 
as well as the state’s lack of recognition of tribal 
sovereignty, has also severely limited access to 
traditional sustenance practices — especially around 
access to fish and wildlife. Experience outside of 
Maine suggests that tribal governments are able 
to meet social, economic, and environmental goals 
of sustainable land and waterway management 
when their rights to manage land and resources are 
recognized and supported.251, 252 

Task Force Recommendations on 
Changes to the Maine Indian Claims 
Settlement Implementation Act
A recent poll shows that  89% of Mainers support policies 
that recognize Wabanaki self-determination by the state 
of Maine, spanning all political affiliations and state 
geographies.253 The 129th Legislature acknowledged the 
impact of failure to recognize tribal sovereignty on disparities 
between Wabanaki Nations and neighboring communities.254 
Furthermore, multiple decades of reports, task forces, and 
commissions brought together by the state of Maine have 
recognized the strain on tribal-state relations, due to centuries 
of injustice that continue through the Settlement Acts, and 
proposed paths forward for remedying this issue.255 The 
most recent, and perhaps most prominent of these, the 
bipartisan 2019 Task Force on Changes to the Maine Indian 
Claims Settlement Implementing Act, created a series of 22 
consensus recommendations that address specific provisions 
in the Settlement Acts that have caused conflict and legal 
battles between Wabanaki Nations and the state over the 
last 43 years.256 The recommendations include provisions 
to recognize the Wabanaki Nations’ authority to regulate 
natural resources, land use, and hunting and fishing on tribal 
lands; to recognize the authority and jurisdiction of tribal 
courts in Maine as described in federal law; to recognize 
federal tax law, which exempts the tribes from state and 
local taxes and confirms their right to tax on tribal lands; 
to clarify that federal laws that benefit the tribes should 
apply in Maine; and, to recognize that the tribes can acquire 
lands in accordance with federal law.257 In short, the 22 
consensus recommendations would effectively recognize the 
sovereignty of Wabanaki Nations, a status that is afforded 
to all other federally-recognized tribes in the country. Despite 
many opportunities to implement these and other similar 
recommendations, Maine has made only marginal changes 
to improve conditions for Wabanki communities. Much work 
remains to be done. 

BACKGROUND CONTEXT & THEORY
Friederichs, N. (2017). The drafting and enactment of the Maine Indian 
Claims Settlement Act. Maine Indian Tribal-State Commission. 

Hinton, M.C.F., Giles, E.J. (2022). Eli-Tpitahatomek Tpaskuwakonol 
Waponahkik (How we, Native People, reflect on the law in the 
Dawnland). Maine Law Review.
Kalt, J., Medford, A., & Taylor, J. (2022). American Indian self-
determination through self-governance: The only policy that 
ever worked. The Harvard Project on American Indian Economic 
Development. 

https://www.mitsc.org/library/the-drafting-and-enactment-of-the-maine-indian-claims-settlement-act-report-on-research-findings
https://www.mitsc.org/library/the-drafting-and-enactment-of-the-maine-indian-claims-settlement-act-report-on-research-findings
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Wabanaki Communities More 
Vulnerable to Climate Hazards

Most VulnerableLeast Vulnerable

Figure 17. Wabanaki communities and others in 
rural Maine are particularly vulnerable to climate 
impacts because of the lack of infrastructure in 
these areas. Adapted from Eastern Research Group 
(2020). 281  

Environmental Justice
Maine is a state well-known for its natural beauty 
and abundance. We are home to 17 million acres 
of forested land, nearly 3,500 miles of coastline, 
and more than 2,500 fresh-water lakes and 
estuaries. Our thriving ecology sustains Maine’s 
human population by bolstering our economy 
and supporting public health and wellness. As 
Mainers, we know that our well-being is intimately 
tied to the land, but today, the benefits of healthy 
air, water, and wildlife are not evenly distributed 
across our state. Environmental Justice  refers to 
the idea that all people deserve equal access to the 
benefits associated with their environments, and 
equal protection from environmental harms and 
hazards.258 Achieving this goal requires addressing 
deep-rooted inequalities in power, wealth, and 
access to spaces of decision-making.259 While 
Maine has rarely been at the epicenter of national 
discussions around environmental justice, it has not 
been immune to these challenges either. 

Climate Impacts and Adaptations
With miles of coast lines, flood prone rivers, and an 
economy built on agriculture, fisheries, and forest 
management, Maine is a state particularly susceptible 
to the impacts from climate change. Extensive research 
shows that climate impacts fall disproportionately to 
people of color — both globally and within the US260 
The reasons for this disproportionality in impacts, 
however, are not ecological but social. At the collective 
level, more affluent communities have the capital to 
invest in adaptive infrastructure like seawalls, building 
renovations, and transportation infrastructure, resulting 
in lower rates of social vulnerability.261 In Maine, as 
in other communities across the US, these affluent 
communities are predominantly white, while Black, 
Latino, and Indigenous communities tend to have lower 
socio-economic standing and higher rates of vulnerability 
to climate impacts. Climate change also has direct 
impacts on individuals, where for example, extreme 
weather events like heat waves, hurricanes, and wildfires 
leave those already vulnerable — especially unhoused 
populations, those without economic means, and those 
with existing health complications — more at risk 262 
(see more in Housing, Wealth and Income, and Health 
& Healthcare). In Maine, these vulnerabilities compound 
for people of color, who often live in flood prone areas 
in aging subprime housing and lack transportation 
infrastructure to evacuate during storm events. Lack 
of social capital and community connection for Maine’s 
minority populations also reduces capacity among 

these populations for responding to environmental 
crises. As seen in Figure 17, Wabanaki tribes score 
particularly high on the social vulnerability index, a 
measure of a communities ability to bounce back after 
a disaster event.263 In this case, the tribes ability to 
respond to extreme weather events is limited both by 
socio-economic factors and rural infrastructure, and by 
their inability to access federal benefits as a result of 
Maine’s failure to recognize Wabanaki Nations’ inherent 
right to self-determination (see more in Wabanaki  
Self-Determination). 

Sea Run Fisheries and Wabanaki 
Food Systems
Dams have been part of Maine’s industrial infrastructure 
since the early days of colonial settlement. Today, 
over 1,000 dams exist in Maine rivers, providing 
hydroelectricity, flood control, and irrigation.264 These 
dams have become integral to Maine’s economy, 
recreation, and identity, but have also proven detrimental 
to sea-run fish like alewives, shad, and salmon, which 
have been pushed to the brink of extinction due to 
obstructions that block their access to critical spawning 
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habitat.265 These are also species of great importance 
to the culture, economy, and livelihood of Wabanaki 
people - particularly the Penobscot and Passamaquoddy. 
While the Passamaquoddy Tribe and Penobscot Nation 
maintain some fishing rights under the Settlement 
Acts,266 their ability to realize these rights has been 
limited by the scarcity of fish, leading to ongoing disputes 
and distrust. 

In response to these concerns, Indigenous activists 
have led the charge for dam removal to restore sea run 
fisheries across Maine. While some efforts have been 
met with great success — the removal of the Edwards 
Dam in 1999 and Fort Halifax Dam in 2008 led to an 
over 1,000% increase in river herring in the Kennebec 
River267 — others have faced sharp opposition. Four 
dams along the Kennebec River — owned by a Canadian 
hydroelectric company called Brookfield Renewable 
Partners — today stand at the center of a state-wide 
debate about the future of Maine’s rivers. The dams 
collectively provide just 3% of the state’s renewable 
electricity, but have also become part of the physical 
and economic infrastructures of these communities.268,269 
Wabanaki and non-Indigenous  conservationists have 
advocated for the removal of dams, while Brookfield 
has strongly opposed these efforts and worked closely 
alongside state and federal actors to ensure they stay 
standing. As this debate unfolds, ensuring fair and equal 
access to the decision-making process, particularly for 
Wabanaki people who depend upon these species for 
sustenance, will be paramount.

Juniper Ridge Landfill
The Juniper Ridge Landfill is situated between two 
tributaries of the Penobscot River just north of Penobscot 
Nation territory. With a footprint of 122 acres,270Juniper 
Ridge receives more than 50 percent of all waste 
disposed of in Maine every year.271 The landfill may soon 
become even larger, as the state’s contracted landfill 
operator is seeking to expand its footprint by 61 acres, 
approximately a 150 percent increase.272 Juniper Ridge 
represents a confluence of environmental justice issues. 
When it was created in 1988, the landfill was intended 
to manage waste streams from a single papermill in Old 
Town. Since then its use has grown to become what some 
call “the dumping ground of New England.”273 While 
Maine law explicitly reserves the use of state-owned 
landfills for the disposal of waste generated within the 
state of Maine,274 the landfill’s contracted operator has 
long deposited substantial quantities of out-of–state 
waste at Juniper Ridge – past estimates suggest that 
a third of waste delivered to the landfill comes from 
out of state275. The Maine Legislature sought to close 
this loophole in 2022, only to re-approve disposal of 

out-of-state waste in 2023 due to landfill stabilization 
concerns.276 Local residents have opposed the continued 
expansion of the landfill and the disposal of out-of-
state waste for decades, but to date, little little has 
changed, with attempts to make progress have been 
met with setbacks.277

Most recently, the site has been found to be a significant 
source of pollution runoff, including PCB, Dioxin, DDT, 
and PFAS278 — a category of pollution also known as 
“forever chemicals” because of their inability to break 
down in the environment. PFAS became a known major 
environmental issue in Maine early in the 2020s, when 
it was discovered that fresh water and agricultural 
lands throughout the state were contaminated with the 
toxin.279 PFAS, when ingested, is known to cause liver 
and kidney function issues, pregnancy complications, 
and increased risks of cancer among other issues.280  It 
is also known to bioaccumulate, meaning that the toxin 
is amplified through the food chain. In 2021, Maine’s 
Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife issued its 
first “do not eat” advisory for fish and game in central 
Maine, with many of those advisories still in place across 
the state today. As the state undertakes emergency 
measures to address the PFAS crisis, the disproportionate 
risk that falls to populations reliant upon game and fish 
for sustenance and cultural practice - including citizens 
of Penobscot Nation living downstream from Juniper 
Ridge - are  frequently overlooked. 
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