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ALABAMA ARISE is a statewide 
nonprofit, nonpartisan coalition 
of congregations, organizations 
and individuals united in their 
belief that people in poverty are 
suffering because of state policy 
decisions. Through Arise, groups 
and individuals join together 
to promote policies to improve 
the lives of Alabamians with low 
incomes. Arise provides a 
structure in which Alabamians 
can engage in public debates to 
promote the common good.

To learn more about Arise, visit 
alarise.org.

Introduction
When the COVID-19 pandemic hit Alabama in March 2020, it didn’t just cause 
massive human suffering and economic disruption. It also revealed suffering 
and disruption that have long existed and that policymakers have long neglected 
—or even perpetuated.

COVID-19 has laid bare deep racial inequities in Alabama’s economy and social 
system that have left our state unprepared to meet the needs of its people 
in this disaster. As the workers predominantly on the front lines, women 
and people of color bore the brunt of the economic meltdown. They also 
simultaneously have suffered greater exposure to the virus that caused it.

Alabama has a weak safety net for struggling families and an approach to 
economic growth that all too often leaves workers underprotected and 
underpaid. This ongoing policy legacy has exacerbated the damage that the 
virus has wreaked on the state’s working people.

In The State of Working Alabama 2021, Alabama Arise explores COVID-19’s 
significant and negative impacts on the state’s workforce. We also look ahead 
to outline a state and federal policy agenda for repairing the damage—not by 
repeating the policy mistakes of the past, but by charting a new path toward a 
more equitable economy marked by broadly shared prosperity.

You can read the full report at alarise.org/stateofworkingalabama2021. 
Overviews of each section and some of the report’s key policy recommendations 
are inside.
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COVID-19 and Alabama’s policy legacy 
COVID-19 struck Alabama’s families and communities hard, and the toll has been especially high for Alabamians of 
color. The virus and the shutdown exacerbated massive underlying disparities in health care, economic security 
and access to essential resources that policymakers have long ignored. And they revealed how our neglect of the 
common good—through low wages for average working people, low taxes for rich people and racially discriminatory 
policies for our entire state—has left many Alabamians unable to weather a crisis and hindered the entire state’s 
ability to rebound.

	y The “essential workers” hailed as pandemic heroes often lack the basic protections of a living wage, health 
insurance, paid sick leave and family medical leave.

	y Alabama’s fundamental state policies have been unequal by design, including its explicitly racist 1901 constitution. 
Right-to-work laws, preemption and other measures have blocked efforts to protect and support working families.

	y Working Alabamians without health coverage are at even greater risk during the pandemic due to extension of 
broad liability protection to corporations and other entities for damages related to COVID-19.

Labor market 
The COVID-19 recession hit vulnerable Alabama workers hard and fast, disproportionately affecting women and 
workers of color.

Rural Black Belt counties slower to recover from 
peak unemployment

	y Alabamians working in already low-wage industries suffered immediate and severe job losses, which fell hardest 
on women and people of color. By December 2020—nine months into the pandemic—Alabama still had a net 

Source: Alabama Department of Labor UI claims, http://www2.labor.alabama.gov/LAUS/Initialclaimstab.aspx. Rural Black 
Belt counties comprise Barbour, Bullock, Butler, Choctaw, Crenshaw, Dallas, Greene, Hale, Lowndes, Macon, Marengo, 

Perry, Pickens, Pike, Russell, Sumter and Wilcox. 
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loss of 35,400 jobs, a 1.7% decline from pre-pandemic levels. The hardest hit industry was leisure and hospitality, 
including entertainment and food service establishments where workers were already struggling.

	y Unemployment insurance (UI), designed for just such a moment, was inadequate and insufficient to meet 
working people’s needs because of Alabama’s policy choices. In 2019, the state cut compensable weeks of UI and tied 
benefit extensions to longer-term statewide unemployment rates. This framework is wholly unsuited to 
catastrophe response.

	y COVID-19 has caused disproportionate unemployment for Black people and women. Economically disadvantaged 
counties in the Black Belt and other parts of Alabama also have lagged behind in unemployment recovery.

	y Alabama’s lack of investment in updated claim processing systems has caused harmful lags in paying out UI 
claims. The state’s failure to modernize claim processing damages the well-being of people who drive the economy. 
Modernization would be quick, efficient and helpful to Alabamians.

	y Alabama’s failure to invest in rural broadband made it even more difficult for people in large swaths of the state to 
work or attend school remotely. This “digital divide” is depriving many Alabamians of opportunities to learn and earn.

COVID-19 job losses hit Black workers nearly 
twice as hard as other Alabamians

Recommendations
	y Establish a state minimum wage significantly higher than the current federal minimum wage. The pandemic 

recession’s impacts have fallen hardest on people who were already struggling to make ends meet.

	y Roll back the harmful 2019 cuts to UI benefits. Those changes reflected a shortsighted approach to UI and 
demonstrated counterproductive hostility to working people who have lost their jobs.

	y Invest in support structures to allow communities that are at an economic disadvantage to participate fully in 
the workforce.

Black workers 
made up 

25%
of Alabama’s 
workforce in 
2020

Black workers made up 

47%
of Alabama’s 
unemployment 
insurance claimants
in 2020

Sources: The Century Foundation, Unemployment Insurance Data Dashboard (Oct. 20, 2020), 
https://tcf.org/content/report/unemployment-insurance-data-dashboard; Center for Economic and Policy Research, 

“A Basic Demographic Profile of Workers in Frontline Industries” (April 7, 2020), 
https://cepr.net/a-basic-demographic-profile-of-workers-in-frontline-industries.
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	y Create a reliable, modernized claims system capable of handling a crisis with claims significantly exceeding peak 
UI claims resulting from the pandemic.

	y Expand high-speed, affordable broadband technology, targeting rural and low-income communities and explicitly 
addressing racial equity in broadband access.

Front-line workers 
Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, Alabamians have come to recognize a new category of “heroes.” 
Front-line workers in grocery stores, hospitals, pharmacies and other settings perform necessary tasks to keep our 
communities functioning during the public health emergency.

	y Front-line workers, who face greater exposure to COVID-19 than the general population, are disproportionately 
women and people of color. Because of barriers to health care, Black and Hispanic/Latinx workers also are more 
likely to have underlying conditions that worsen COVID-19 outcomes. State and national policy failures on the 
pandemic response, especially inadequate supplies of personal protective equipment (PPE), are more likely to hit 
front-line workers the hardest.

	y Thousands of working Alabamians were left out of paid sick days protections. Between half and three-quarters of 
all Alabamians were left out of the paid sick days protections in the federal Families First Coronavirus Response 
Act. This omission places entire workplaces at risk of exposure to the virus.

Recommendations
	y Implement hazard pay for front-line workers during the pandemic.

	y Guarantee permanent paid sick leave for all working Alabamians, regardless of employer size, so that no one has 
to choose between earning a paycheck and going to work sick.

	y Expand Medicaid so front-line workers have affordable, timely access to treatment for health risks that worsen 
COVID-19 outcomes.

Health care
While the COVID-19 pandemic has slammed all segments of our economy and society in one way or another, health 
care is where most of these effects converge.

	y Alabama had the 11th highest COVID-19 death rate among states in mid-February 2021. That means a higher 
share of Alabamians have died from the virus than in most other parts of the country. By mid-February, Alabama’s 
COVID-19 deaths in less than a year had surpassed 9,200, far more than the number of Alabamians who died in 
World War II and all subsequent wars (8,215).

	y COVID-19 has exposed a shameful legacy of unequal access to health care. In the early days of the pandemic, Black 
Alabamians accounted for as many as 55.2% of Alabama’s daily COVID-19 deaths, more than double their 26.8% 
share of the population.

	y The pandemic widened racial/ethnic disparities in health coverage. Before the pandemic, 62.2% of Alabama’s 
white workers had health insurance through their jobs. The same was true for only 46.4% of Black workers and 
just 35.5% of Hispanic/Latinx workers. Early in the COVID-19 shutdown, Hispanic/Latinx Alabamians reported lack 
of insurance at nearly three times the rate of white residents.
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	y COVID-19’s disparate impact on communities of color has opened a new conversation about health equity. A smart 
recovery will take a broader approach to building a healthy workforce by adopting policies that address food 
security, adequate housing and other social determinants of health.

Latinx and Black Alabamians more likely to lack 
health coverage

Recommendations
	y Expand Medicaid to cover more than 300,000 Alabama adults with low incomes. This health coverage expansion 

would facilitate COVID-19 testing, treatment and vaccination; allow working people to stay healthier and more 
productive; and strengthen Alabama’s health care system, especially rural hospitals. The Legislature’s eagerness 
to provide businesses with immunity against COVID-19 liability claims only makes the need for worker protections 
like health coverage more urgent.

	y Make reducing health disparities a state priority. Alabama should adopt a rigorous program of data collection 
across state agencies to identify disparities in health outcomes related to race/ethnicity, income and geography. 
This effort should engage research universities and state health agencies in developing and implementing a 
strategic plan to reduce targeted health disparities and give all Alabamians a chance to thrive.

Hunger
Job and income losses during the pandemic have contributed to widespread hunger in Alabama. 

	y Too many people struggled to keep food on the table during the COVID-19 pandemic. During the spring/early 
summer stage of the pandemic (April through July 2020), 12% of all Alabama families and 13% of Alabama families 
with children either sometimes or often didn’t have enough food to eat.

	y Hunger was much more widespread in communities of color. Nearly 21% of Black residents and 19% of Hispanic/
Latinx residents said they didn’t have enough food. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau’s Household Pulse Survey, Phases 1 and 2. Weighted averages of multi-week surveys. Data for 
respondents ages 18 to 64. The spring/early summer stage of the pandemic was late April until late July 2020. The late 

summer/fall stage was mid-August until late October 2020.

Share of residents uninsured in  
spring/early summer stage of pandemic

Hispanic/Latinx

Black

White

 

32.8% 17.8% 11.7% 20.7% 13.5% 11.5%

Share of residents uninsured in
 late summer/fall stage of pandemic
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	y Proven safety net programs played a critical role in alleviating hunger. Food assistance through the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) was key to helping hundreds of thousands of Alabamians keep food on the 
table during this recession. And emergency food and child nutrition services eased hardship among Alabama’s 
children as schools closed or went virtual.

Recommendations
	y Alabama lawmakers should abandon efforts to slash the state’s safety net. Past proposals to restrict SNAP and 

other safety net programs would have made the recent hunger and hardship in Alabama even more dire.

	y Congress should move quickly to institutionalize recently increased UI, child nutrition and SNAP assistance. 
Hunger has grown during the pandemic, reaching crisis proportions. Boosts to UI, child nutrition and SNAP 
benefits have been essential tools to help struggling Alabamians meet their basic needs.

	y Congress should provide additional cash assistance, similar to the earlier relief payments, targeted specifically 
to families with low incomes. Targeted relief should include a fully refundable Child Tax Credit and an expanded 
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). Relief payments were a significant source of cash for food and other basic needs 
during early stages of the recession. And federal assistance will remain important as struggling Alabamians 
rebuild in the aftermath of the COVID-19 recession.

Housing
Thousands of Alabamians face potential eviction and homelessness because of inadequate response to the COVID-19 
pandemic and its associated recession.

	y Alabamians can’t afford adequate housing. Many Alabamians in the workforce face housing insecurity because 
low wages burden renters heavily. Even basic apartments are out of reach for low-wage workers everywhere in 
the state.

	y COVID-19 has caused increased housing insecurity. Alabamians face high risk of eviction during the COVID-19 
pandemic, largely because of insufficient state-level protections.

	y Housing insecurity is significantly racially disparate. Black and Hispanic/Latinx Alabamians face far higher risk of 
eviction for inability to pay rent. Long-standing inequities in the state’s economic structure have caused Black and 
Hispanic/Latinx communities to have fewer resources in reserve for weathering hard times.

Recommendations
	y Fund the Alabama Housing Trust Fund (AHTF). Lawmakers in 2012 created the AHTF as a vehicle to promote safe, 

affordable homes for people with extremely low incomes. A small increase in the recording fee for mortgages 
could boost the AHTF and significantly increase housing availability. This would facilitate more construction of 
affordable homes in the Black Belt and other rural areas.

	y Renew the state moratorium on evictions. Job losses amid the pandemic recession are causing evictions that 
otherwise would not have happened. The current limited federal moratorium fails to cover all Alabamians and 
requires administrative hurdles that leave holes in the system. By restricting evictions during the pandemic to 
reasons directly related to public safety, the governor could protect thousands of Alabamians from higher risk of 
COVID-19 transmission and from devastating long-term economic consequences.


