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Report: Basic cost of living soars in Bay Area 
Carolyn Said, Chronicle Staff Writer 

Raju and Simmi Kumar 
were busy Tuesday 
afternoon arranging 
multihued shawls, 
skirts, handbags and 
tablecloths imported 
from their native India 
in their new Mission District 
store, Simmi Boutique. 

"We want to help the poor people 
back in India who work for us to 
make these beautiful things," 
Raju Kumar said.  

Here in the United States, their family of five - they 
have three children, ages 13, 14 and 19 - struggles to 
make ends meet also.  

"It's very tight, let me tell you," he said. "We never, 
ever go out, we always cook all three meals at home. 
But expenses are going all the way up." 

A report released Tuesday underscored how the 
Kumar family reflects the realities of the working poor. 
According to a formula called the Self-Sufficiency 
Standard, a family of four (with two adults, one 
preschooler and one school-age child) in the nine-
county Bay Area now needs $74,341 a year to get by, 

compared with $62,517 three years ago.  

At the state level, the cost of basic needs for a family of four rose 15.9 percent, to $63,579 
from $54,853, between 2008 and 2011. 

The report analyzed the cost of basic needs in the Bay Area - rent, food, health care, child 
care, transportation and taxes, which soared 18.9 percent in three years. The study, 
conducted by the Insight Center for Community Economic Development in Oakland, 
found that unemployment rose and wages were stagnant over the period.  

Money gap grows 

"The income and expense gap families experience is becoming even more exacerbated 
and pushing more families into a place of economic insecurity," said Jenny Chung Mejia, 
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Raju Kumar folds tablecloths in preparation for his family's new Simmi 
Boutique's grand opening in the Mission District, which received a 
boost from a San Francisco agency that aids low-income 
entrepreneurs. 
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a program manager and attorney at the Insight Center. "Families need to bring in an 
extra $10,000 to $15,000 each year just to cover a basic basket of goods." 

The most dramatic increases were for health care, child care and taxes. In the region, 
health care costs rose 35 percent in three years; child care rose 21 percent. 

The study's thresholds are more than double the federal poverty level, a yardstick used to 
determine eligibility for many forms of public assistance. That formula, developed 
almost half a century ago, takes into account only the cost of food and annual inflation.  

The federal poverty level for a family of four is $22,350. That same amount applies 
everywhere in the country, whether it's high-cost San Francisco or Jackson, Miss.  

"Families fall in a gap where they have too much income to qualify for benefits but 
clearly don't have enough income to cover all their basic needs on their own," said Chung 
Mejia.  

The Self-Sufficiency Standard was developed in 1996 by University of Washington social 
scientist Diana Pearce to calculate the actual cost of people's needs in different areas. 
Many advocacy groups and academics are pushing for it to supplant the federal poverty 
level as a way to measure and understand poverty. 

"This is a more realistic measure of economic need," Chung Mejia said. "If we recognize 
what it truly costs to make ends meet, we can do a better job in planning for the needs of 
low-income individuals."  

Increasing income 

At Mission Economic Development Agency/Plaza Adelante in San Francisco, special 
projects coordinator Eric Brewer Cuentes said the Self-Sufficiency Standard is key to 
judging the effectiveness of programs to help low-income clients increase their income 
through entrepreneurship. The agency is one of several United Way-backed Bay Area 
SparkPoint Centers for financial education and asset building. 

"We help people to start their own businesses so eventually they can achieve the level of 
income identified through the Self-Sufficiency Standard," he said. "We want to make 
sure we can measure the impact our services have on our clients' lives." 

MEDA is helping the Kumars with their store, which is located in a 159-square-foot 
storefront in the agency's building at Mission and 19th streets. Raju's salary as a church 
janitor and Simmi's as a part-time nanny have not kept pace with rising costs. Now 
they're pinning hopes on their new shop, but they will continue to work at their existing 
jobs, too.  

In a tacit recognition of the current federal yardstick's shortcomings, this month the 
Census Department will release a new index, the Supplemental Poverty Measure, which 
factors in expenses like taxes, transportation and health care and allows for geographic 
variations. Balancing those extra expenses, it also will consider noncash sources of 
support such as food and housing subsidies in calculating income. 

E-mail Carolyn Said at csaid@sfchronicle.com. 

This article appeared on page A - 1 of the San Francisco Chronicle 

PRINT E-MAIL  27 216

We Recommend From Around the Web 

Slaying near Occupy camp 
While nothing links Oakland victim to camp, cops 
say killing shows enclave is drawing violence. 
Photos 

 Comments & Replies (346) 

Playing field to battlefield 
A Veterans Day look at athletes who served in 
the armed forces. 

Pics: SF's Veterans Day parade  

Courtyard comfort 
Spacious Montclair home has multiple decks, bay 
views and a secluded courtyard. Walk-Through  

 Comments & Replies (28) 

EIM 
SR. IT EIM TERADATA DB 

      More Jobs »

REAL ESTATE 

Traditional Oakland Crocker 
Highlands home 

SHARE

Gee, Thanks CNN! Now Everyone Thinks I'm A 
Racist 

Wow - These Were Steve Jobs' Final Words 

RUMOR: Next Xbox Will Be Smaller, Cheaper, 
And Based On… 

How Much Has The Taxpayer Recouped From 
TARP? 

Whatever you do, Stay Away from These Stocks 
(Street Authority) 

Unthinkable Poised to Happen on Wall Street. 
See Disturbing Charts. (Moneynews) 

The Playboy Club’s Amber Heard: “If I have to 
drag curves… (MadeMan) 

What to Pack: Montana (Departures.com) 

[Wh t' thi ?]

Page 2 of 4Report: Basic cost of living soars in Bay Area

11/11/2011http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/2011/10/05/MNB11LD969.DTL



  

Subscribe to the San Francisco Chronicle and receive access 
to the Chronicle for iPad App and a gift: 

 

Sunday + a $15 gift card

Fri-Sun + a $15 gift card

Mon-Sun + a $25 gift card

Select an offer

Most Popular Comments 

BigSquash 4:05 AM on October 5, 2011

I wish the Kumars and others who are starting businesses much success. 
 
However the City of San Francisco makes it very difficult with all its regulations, permits, and 
taxes. From the fictitious name statement to the payroll taxes to the inventory taxes to the 
burglar alarm tax and on and on, it's not easy, and the penalties for filing even a day late can 
be enormous.  
 
And if their store is tagged with graffiti, there is a penalty for not cleaning it up fast enough as 
well as the cost of cleaning it up.  
 
If they sell enough to cover their costs of the merchandise, any loans, permits, their rent, etc., 
then there are still more taxes on the profit. Plus the cost of replenishing the inventory with 
new stock.  
 
Don't forget insurance on the store windows and liability insurance for the shoppers. 
 
And the cost of stealing by shop lifters , the owners have to pay for that merchandise, too. 
 
It's not just arranging the shawls, skirts, and handbags.
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EZnSF 6:08 AM on October 5, 2011

Radical idea. How about the city ease up on the taxes and regulations and fines imposed, and 
bend over backwards to clear the way for small business, rather than see them as cash 
spigots.
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Truth-be-Told 6:28 AM on October 5, 2011

Time to cut back on the SFUSD so more kids and their families will suffer. Lets give more 
money to the homeless (DRUG ADDICTS) and the poverty pimps!
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