
ever greater numbers of workers who are essentially “modern-day
indentured servants.”5

Table 4: Percentage of Indebted Families Whose Debt Service
Payments Are Sixty Days or More Past Due on Any Debt
Service Payment

Income Percentile 1995 1998 2001 2004

Less than 20 10.2 12.9 13.4 15.9

20–39.9 10.1 12.3 11.7 13.8

40–59.9 8.7 10.0 7.9 10.4

60–79.9 6.6 5.9 4.0 7.1

80–89.9 2.8 3.9 2.6 2.3

90–100 1.0 1.6 1.3 .3

Source: See note to table 2.

Table 4 shows the percentage of indebted families in each income
category that are sixty days or more past due on any debt service pay-
ment. For families below the 80th percentile in income the percentage
of indebted families falling into this category has grown sharply since
1995. In contrast families in the 80th percentile and above have seen a
drop in the percentage of indebted families that are overdue on a debt
payment. Again, we see that the growth of financial distress in the
United States today is centered on working-class households.

The biggest portion of debt is secured by primary residence, the
main asset of the vast majority of families. Debt secured by homes has
continued to soar. Between 1998 and 2001 the median amount of home-
secured debt rose 3.8 percent; while from 2001–04 it rose a phenomenal
27.3 percent! Around 45 percent of homeowners with a first-lien mort-
gage refinanced their homes in 2001–04 (as compared with 21 percent
in the previous three years), with more than a third of these borrowing
money beyond the amount refinanced. The median amount of the addi-
tional equity extracted by such borrowers was $20,000.6 Despite sky-
rocketing house prices in recent years the ratio of homeowner’s
equity/value of household real estate has continued to decrease from 68
percent in 1980–89, to 59 percent in 1990–99, to 57 percent in 2000–05.7

As house prices have soared more risky forms of mortgage lending
have emerged. Left Business Observer editor Doug Henwood noted in
The Nation (March 27, 2006), 

Time was, you had to come up with a hefty down payment to buy a
house. No longer: In 2005 the median first-time buyer put down only 2
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