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Introduction
With resources and burdens disproportionately allocated across municipalities, some
neighborhoods have vulnerabilities impacting the entire life-course of residents.1,2 In the cities
of the South, the uneven neighborhood landscape is the deliberate result of laws, zoning, and
other restrictive practices meant to uphold racial discrimination and segregation in the early
twentieth century, practices that will be referred to in the rest of this paper as racialized
planning.3 While Guyatt (2016) argues that segregation well pre-dates the Jim Crow era and “lies
at the heart of American history,”4 we see that in the early twentieth century, newly emerging
Southern cities were specifically developed around principals of planned separation and the
mining of labor, wealth, and human capital of Black communities for the benefit of white
residents. The detrimental effects of this racialized planning and resulting loss of capital in the
Black community have been widely studied and have been shown to relate to a lack of access to
good jobs, poor educational opportunities, and few amenities and services in these communities
today. Moreover, neighborhoods once designated as Black-only by city planners are now
correlated with poor health outcomes, social vulnerabilities, and limited opportunities for

1 Roux,

Ana V. Diez 2001. “Investigating Neighborhood and Area Effects on Health.” American Journal of Public
Health 91(11). DOI: 10.2105/AJPH.91.11.1783
2 Browning C.R., Cagney K.A., Boettner B. (2016) “Neighborhood, Place, and the Life Course.” In: Shanahan M.,
Mortimer J., Kirkpatrick Johnson M. (eds) Handbooks of Sociology and Social Research. Springer, Cham
3 Thompson-Miller, Ruth, Feagin, Joe, and Picca, Leslie. (2015). Jim Crow's Legacy: The Lasting Impact of
Segregation. Rowman & Littlefield: New York, NY
4 Guyatt, Nicholas. (2016). Bind Us Apart: How Enlightened Americans Invented Racial Segregation. New York: Basic
Books.

2

upward social mobility. Inequities have become enduringly associated with specific geographies
as a result of continued structural impediments and institutionalized racism.5,6,7
Residential racial segregation as codified policy emerged in America between 1900 and 1940 8,9
and the impact of these policies have persisted despite half a century of efforts to address
it.10,11,12, 13 After the turn of the twentieth century, as new cities in the South began to grow,
municipal ordinances were used to separate Black and white neighborhoods by means of racial
zoning, 14 “neighborhood improvement associations,” 15 restrictive covenants, 16 and physical
barriers such as highways.17 Federal housing policy has also been criticized for contributing to the
concentration of poverty, race, and social problems in urban communities. 18 In the 1930s, the
Home Owners’ Loan Corporation introduced the practice of redlining, further restricting Black
mobility and leading to the loss of homeownership and any subsequent wealth in many
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communities.
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The Supreme Court found these ordinances unconstitutional and declared

restrictive covenants unenforceable, but it wasn’t until the Fair Housing Act of 1968 that there
was a reversal of the isolation of communities of color.
Segregation peaked in 1970s, and then more integrated neighborhoods began to be realized over
the next two decades. However, in the last two decades there has been a return to isolation and
sorting on the basis of income and race. 20 Suburbanization and increasing sprawl has led to
enclaves of wealthy, white, suburbanites and urban Black neighborhoods. 21 In the last few
decades, geospatial analysis of Southern cities has shown a resurgence of race and ethnic
isolation, resegregation of schools,

22 , 23 , 24

and a “concentration effect” of poverty and

marginalization. 25 Racial segregation (current and past) and all of its negative impacts have
resulted from deliberately racist housing policies, urban planning practices, and codified in legal
decisions that impact us today though they have been challenged continuously since the late
1800s. There have been many missed opportunities throughout the last century that could have
disentangled race and class.

Establishment of Segregation as an Institution
In the early 1800s the typical residential settlement patterns of the South included close geospatial proximity between races, though with clear social and legal separations. Ninety percent
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of Black people lived on farms and plantations in rural counties in Southern states.26 In cities and
towns in the South, Massey (2001) notes that Black residents were likely to know and interact
socially with whites. Older Southern cities with a long legacy of slavery were especially likely to
have spatial proximity between Black and white households.27 According to Grigoryeva and Ruef
(2015) “street-front segregation” was common wherein white families lived on main streets and
Black households who worked for them were likely to reside on side streets or back alleys nearby.
Groves and Muller (1975) document this as well indicting that “most Blacks resided in mixed
neighborhoods as a result of specific occupational linkages.”

Emergence of Black Enclaves & Neighborhoods
Black enclaves and neighborhoods began to emerge separately from white neighborhoods during
the mid-1800s and especially after the Civil War. 28,29 Grigoryeva and Ruef (2015) explain,
"in the emerging cities of the New South, Black urban clusters tended to be small
and scattered in the late nineteenth century. Cities such as Lexington, Kentucky,
Durham, North Carolina, and Atlanta, Georgia, did not exhibit the backyard
pattern of segregation. Nevertheless, Black districts formed in narrow zones
characterized by undesirable living conditions or depressed land prices. In lieu of
tertiary streets, these zones were defined by other features of local topography or
land use, such as railroad tracks, cemeteries, city dumps, factories, and land with
steep slopes or poor drainage."30

Residential proximity and access to shared public resources increased during the period after
1865, in which Black citizens were able to use some public resources and transportation but faced
increasing legal and social pressures. Throughout the South, “Black Codes” were passed to limit
this new social and residential mobility, occupational choices, and other freedoms that came with
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the Fourteenth Amendment.31 Sandoval-Strausz (2005) discusses how this Amendment was used
as a legal basis for securing equal access to public accommodations: 32
“Black communities in cities like Louisville and Savannah staged nonviolent
demonstrations in an effort to integrate public transportation, and black
legislators in Southern states introduced bills requiring equal rights in public
houses and on conveyances. While such efforts initially met with defeat, the rising
influence of black elected officials in the South translated into increasing success
for civil rights statutes after 1870….Community pressure and state legislation did
result in a few high-profile legal judgments and did in some cases improve Black
access to public places, particularly in the urban South. More common, however,
was massive nonenforcement by local officials and frequent refusals by state
courts to find in favor of Black plaintiffs, who were left without further legal
recourse.”33

Finally, the Civil Rights Act of 1875 was passed after five years of efforts. This act barred racial
discrimination in public accommodations and attempted to address the inequalities in access to
public goods and resources by providing Federal support for claims of discrimination. 34
Nonetheless, in 1883 the Supreme Court struck down the act and segregation increased again
with separate accommodations for white and Black populations in transportation, schools, and
other facilities.

Separate, but Equal: Plessy v Ferguson
Political resistance to Black demands for equal treatment and the failure of the Civil Rights Act in
1883 led to further local prohibitions and segregation of resources. In Louisiana the Separate Car
Act of 189035 was passed requiring separate railway coaches for Black and white passengers. This
act was challenged by a group of Afro-Creole residents of New Orleans, known as the Comité des
Citoyens, who placed Homer A. Plessy in a "whites only" car of a train. Plessy was one-eighths
Black but appeared white. He was arrested when he would not vacate the car. Plessy's rights
31
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under the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments of the U.S. Constitution, argued his lawyer
backed by the Afro-Creoles residents, were violated by the Separate Car Act.36
Eventually, the case found its way to the U.S. Supreme Court where the Court decided that
separate but equal accommodations for white and Black persons imposed by Louisiana did not
violate the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. Unfortunately, as Hoffer
(2014) recounts, Plessy’s lawyers missed an opportunity in representing their client and the
Comité des Citoyens. The plaintiffs were not seeking equal treatment by race, but rather “equal
treatment as individuals. Their pronounced defiance of racial categories was not just a political
stance, but a reflection of their own unique identity. In short, they were seeking the abolition of
race in America.” The 1896 Plessy ruling is thus significant as a missed opportunity. Powell (2021)
expounds, “Far from inaugurating a new regime of Jim Crow, Plessy is better viewed as the
impetus for backsliding on the commitments embodied in the Reconstruction amendments to
the Constitution.”37
In the decades that followed the Plessy decision, white and Black communities became more and
more divided; where race instead of class became the criteria upon which political, legal,
educational, social, economic, and residential spaces were further separated and segregated. It
was a century in which racist public policies became more hardened and durable, leading to many
of the disparities that have continued in the twenty-first century. The post-reconstruction era
first brought a mass demographic shift from rural agricultural areas to industrializing cities and
eventually a diaspora of Black residents across the country.38 As a result of the Great Migration
urban segregation rose drastically in both Northern and Southern cities. Over the course of about
50 years, Black residents became concentrated in city centers while white residents moved to
the outer neighborhoods and suburbs.39
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Von Hoffman (2008), explains that this demographic shift put pressure on housing markets in the
South and was met with political resistance and violence that lasted well into the Civil Rights Era:
“… the movement of African Americans – of any income level – into new areas of
settlement instigated virulent reactions among whites, who used local institutions
and political leaders or even violence to resist the influx of blacks into their
neighborhoods. Until the civil rights movement of the 1960s tore off the veil of
silence, most white urban leaders rarely spoke of racial conflict in public,
preferring instead to pursue policies of racial containment by keeping African
Americans in historically African‐American neighborhoods, conserving or
redeveloping blighted city neighborhoods for whites, and promoting suburban
development for whites (Hirsch 1983, Bauman 1987, Sugrue 1996,
Freund 2007).”40

An example of this can be found in the race riots and massacres that occurred in North Carolina
around the turn of the twentieth century. White and Black citizens attempted to unite politically
in the populist “fusionist” movement in the 1890s to counter white supremacist political power.41
Racial and class tensions resulted in a political and social backlash including a race massacre and
political coup in Wilmington, North Carolina in 1898 and a white supremacy political campaign
statewide.42,43,44 Intentional racially-motivated political division thus pitted working class white
and Black residents against each other in an attempt to break up the populist power of a united
working class.
Within Southern cities, a racial sorting began to occur with white and Black neighborhoods
progressively becoming more separated. As Hanchett (2020) explains, racial politics and
racialized planning influenced the spatial evolution of cities like Charlotte, North Carolina.
Hanchett notes that wealthy white supremacist political efforts divided working class white
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residents from Blacks and “demonized African Americans, blaming them for all of society's ills.
North Carolina wrote a new state constitution that sharply limited voting rights, not just for Black
people, but also for low-wealth whites. More broadly, the political messages of white supremacy
filtered into every aspect of southern life.”45
Similar racialization of urban space was happening in other cities of the South as result of racial
and political unrest. In Greensboro, North Carolina, “racial segregation caused whites to gravitate
west and north of the city, and Blacks to relocate to the east and south.” 46 In Atlanta, Georgia
following a 1906 race riot there was a “relocation of Black residents to neighborhoods in the
West and South of Atlanta.” 47 Likewise in Montgomery, Alabama segregated neighborhoods
evolved around the turn of the twentieth century as a reaction to community violence targeting
Black residents: “Clusters of segregated communities around the city formalized and solidified
behind the idea of a unified and insular system that would operate outside of white society. It
was during the waning years of the nineteenth century that Montgomery’s African American
neighborhoods developed their own identities and enabled their residents to survive the violence
and racism now central to the city’s identity.” 48 In all of these cities of the post-Reconstruction
South, racial sorting resulted enduring communities of color with separate commercial,
educational, religious, and recreational spaces.

Racially Exclusive Zoning Ordinances & Racial Covenants
Zoning became another key policy tool for social and racial control of these Southern cities. The
impact of early racial zoning has endured in many places.49 In the early 1900s zoning restrictions
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were utilized as a legal means of control for where Black residents could live or do business. Silver
(1991) notes widespread use as “racial zoning practices transcended the South in the early
1900s… Atlanta, Georgia; Greenville, South Carolina; Ashville and Winston-Salem, North Carolina;
Birmingham, Alabama; and Madisonville and Louisville, Kentucky also embraced the idea of racial
zoning. Others, such as Charlotte, North Carolina; Charleston, South Carolina; and New Orleans
and Meridian, Mississippi, discussed but did not immediately enact racial zoning ordinances prior
to 1914.”50 Between 1900 and 1917, 27 cities51 had passed zoning restrictions based on race and
designated many neighborhoods as white only.52
While using race as a factor in zoning was struck down by the Supreme Court in 1917 in Buchanan
v. Warley, exclusionary zoning is still used today with the effect of creating areas of racial
exclusion. 53 There is plenty of evidence as to how zoning continued to be used indirectly to
exclude Black residents or devalue areas in which they lived even after the 1917 ruling. For
example, Rouse et al. (2021) document cases where zoning commissions “would change an area’s
zoning designation from residential to industrial if too many Black families moved in.”54
While Buchanan v. Warley marked a shift from overt to covert segregationist practices at the
municipal level, individual homeowners and neighborhood associations continued to use
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“restrictive covenants” as a means of excluding Black residents from white-only neighborhoods.55
These covenants were a form of private contract, attached to the deed at the time of conveyance,
and legally enforceable in court. While these covenants had been used since 1904, the support
of the National Association of Real Estate Boards greatly increased their use across the county in
the 1920s.56 The U.S. Supreme Court upheld restrictive covenants in Corrigan v. Buckley (1926),
legitimizing their use as a way to maintain segregated communities. Ware (2002) notes that their
use accelerated rapidly thereafter as a result of the Corrigan decision. 57 In spite of this, the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) began a campaign in the
1930s to challenge racial covenants. This challenge finally resulted in the Supreme Court Shelley
v. Kraemer (1948) ruling in which the Court deemed racial covenants unenforceable as it would
constitute state action in violation of the Fourteenth Amendment. 58
With zoning by race and racial covenants legally struck down, there could have been a shift
towards more inclusive neighborhoods. However, white planners and elected officials found
other ways to restrict and exclude Black residents. Single-family zoning and restrictive building
code requirements kept historically white neighborhoods out of economic reach. 59,60,61 Rigsby
2016, explains that ‘class-based discrimination tends to have a disparate impact on [racial
minorities], paralleling the racial discrimination of the past. In other words, the class-based
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discrimination embodied in today’s exclusionary zoning is, in its outcome, de facto racial
discrimination.”62

Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC)
Racial segregation in the early-to-mid-century was further exacerbated by federal policies that
promoted racial preferences in housing markets. According to historian Louis Wood (2018). “at
least 12 federal agencies implemented housing policies that either unapologetically endorsed
residential segregation or acquiesced to local cultural norms of segregation.” 63 These agencies
attempted to bar Black residents from particular neighborhoods by limiting access to capital,
steering home seekers to particular neighborhoods, and constraining housing choice.
In an attempt to address banking and housing market instability of the Great Depression, the
Federal Home Loan Bank Act of 1932 created the Federal Home Loan Bank Board (FHLBB) to
“standardize banking activities” and utilize savings deposits to fund mortgages on single-family
homes. 64 As part of this new banking program, the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC) was
created and made over a million home loans between 1933 and 1936. 65 The HOLC also was
instrumental in the development of a national housing plan and the National Housing Act of 1934
which created the Federal Housing Administration (FHA). 66 Yet, the HOLC has become
synonymous with segregation and government efforts to use ‘scientific’ risk and appraisal
methods to deny mortgages and home owner insurance to Black residents and other people of
color.
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Sewell (2010) explains that "the evaluation of racially-mixed and predominately-Black
communities as unsafe investments for banks” was part of the process of the HOLC. 67 In
particular the HOLC engaged in an endeavor to document real estate conditions across the
country, known as the City Survey Program, eventually producing maps for 239 cities which
indicated the desirability of neighborhoods and risk for lending in these agencies.68 The maps
explicitly used race as a factor for scoring and reinforced neighborhood racial segregation. 69
Between 1935 and 1940 more than 5 million appraisals were conducted by the HOLC. The maps
and the appraisal process were intended to help stabilize property values and graded
neighborhoods on a scale of A to D. These rankings were also color-coded with Grade A
neighborhoods appearing as green, Grade B as blue, Grade C as yellow, and Grade D as red hence the designation as ‘redlined’ neighborhoods. According to the Appraisal Manual, as cited
by Aaronson et al. (2020), 70 the description of the gradation was as follows:
•
•
•
•

Grade A = “homogeneous,” in demand during “good times or bad.”
Grade B = “like a 1935 automobile-still good, but not what the people are buying today
who can afford a new one”
Grade C = becoming obsolete, “expiring restrictions or lack of them” and “infiltration of a
lower grade population.”
Grade D = “those neighborhoods in which the things that are now taking place in the C
neighborhoods, have already happened.”

The effects of these maps have been debated. Aaronson et al. (2020) explain that some who
study HOLC maps have found that they “simply reflected and codified pre-existing differences in
neighborhoods.”71 In fact, the City Survey Program elicited assistance from “5,000 private real
estate agents and bankers were involved in developing the maps.” 72 Others have studied the
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mortgages from HOLC and concluded that there was “little evidence of racial bias in the
distribution of its own mortgages and that the HOLC’s likely impact on the lending industry and
on other federal regulatory agencies was necessarily limited.”73 There is new evidence as well
that the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) engaged in creating redlining maps well before
those of the HOLC and “from its inception in the 1930s, did not insure mortgages in low income
urban neighborhoods where the vast majority of urban Black Americans lived. The agency
evaluated neighborhoods using block-level information collected by New Deal relief programs
and the Census in many cities.”74
Whether the FHA or the HOLC originated redlining, the impact of restricting capital to
communities of color has been documented. Aaronson et al. (2020) painstakingly study the
trajectory of redlined neighborhoods in 149 of the HOLC maps and “find strong evidence, both in
our border design experiments and city discontinuity design, that the HOLC maps affected the
rise and eventual decline of urban racial segregation during the post-WWII period.”75 Areas that
that were designated in the 1930s as Grade D, had the lowest homeownership rates, low house
values, and highest vacancy rates subsequently. The researchers note this indicates “significant
and persistent housing disinvestment in the wake of restricted credit access. These maps also
affected the degree of racial segregation, as measured by the fraction of African American
residents on each side of a neighborhood boundary. Areas graded “D” (most risky) became more
heavily African American than nearby C-graded areas over the 20th century. This gap rises
steadily from 1930 until about 1970 or 1980 before declining thereafter.” 76 Krimmel (2019)
likewise finds that “90 percent of African Americans in 1940 lived in a census tract marked for
credit redlining.” His analysis of 6,794 census tracts from 51 redlined cities showed that HOLC
redlining impacted the amount of housing supply, new housing development, racial composition
of neighborhoods, and the population density of Grade D neighborhoods.
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Similarly, in their report on the lasting impacts of HOLC, Mitchell and Franco (2018) found that
areas identified as "high risk" in the 1930s continue to suffer persistent economic inequality,
persistent residential segregation, and that "cities in the South showed the least change in the
HOLC-evaluated “hazardous” neighborhoods that today have lower incomes and higher
populations of majority-minority residents."77 The impact is seen broadly in the literature from
Atlanta to Austin. For example, Tretter (2012) notes, "the HOLC map may have driven out
financial opportunities for non-white peoples in these areas, encouraged spatial segregation, and
even undermined the capacity of East Austin to maintain the quality of its housing stock." 78

Veterans Administration Mortgage Exclusion
The Home Owners’ Loan Corporation maps and resulting policies of banks to avoid investment in
Black neighborhoods was not the only way in which Black residents were cut out of borrowing
capital for housing. The Veteran’s Administration also adopted mortgage policies based on those
same Federal Housing Administration requirement (FHA) which included underwriting policies
that “defined the presence of African Americans as an undesirable occurrence.” 79
Passed in 1944, the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act (aka the GI Bill of Rights) provided programs
for servicemen recently returned from World War II including: “job placements matching military
skills with civilian labor markets; one year of unemployment compensation; guaranteed home,
farm, or business loans; and up to four years of paid tuition for a veteran’s higher educational or
vocational training.” 80 According to U.S. Department of Defense, eight million World War II
veterans received higher education or training and 4.3 million home loans worth $33 billion were
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originated under this program.

81

The long-term impact was a massive shift in wealth

accumulation and the increase in the proportion of households in the middle class.
This windfall was not equitably distributed. Only one-fifth of Black veterans eligible to attend
college under the GI Bill were able to do so. 82 Wilson (2008) explains that Historically Black
Universities and Colleges (HBUCs) were under resourced and unable to absorb all of the Black
veterans who wanted to attend and due to “impossible admission standards at predominately
White institutions, many Blacks were forced into vocational training programs or trade
schools.”83
White veterans, on the other hand, were quickly taking advantage of the GI Bill’s guaranteed lowinterest mortgages and other loans, while white-run financial institutions refused mortgages and
loans to Black applicants. The GI Bill did not exclude Black soldiers seeking benefits by law,
nonetheless 1.2 million Black veterans were effectively shut out of mortgage benefits as less than
30,000 Black veterans (about 2.5 percent) received Federally insured VA mortgage loans.
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Woods (2013) documents that the VA followed policy established by the FHA to make sure “the
loans [were] made to people with steady jobs or income and [were] on soundly built homes in
good neighborhoods.”85 The definition of ‘good neighborhoods’ in this case clearly meant white
communities. Habitat for Humanity (2020) documents the lasting impact in a policy brief on racial
disparities in housing noting, “in the decades that followed, Black families gained none of the
equity appreciation that white homeowners would gain through access to new communities and
these on-ramps to affordable homeownership.”86 This issue caught the attention of the NAACP
almost immediately and they established a “Veterans Affairs Department” fighting the exclusion
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from benefits. 87 Yet, it was many decades before the legal battle resulted in changes to the
discriminatory Federal policies.
It is estimated that if Black veterans had not been excluded, there would have been nearly
500,000 additional Black homeowners in the post WWII period. As Woods (2012) notes, “this
exponential increase in African American homeownership rates would have allowed for
intergenerational wealth acquisition in the form of the homeowners’ tax benefits, while
generating home equity that could be passed on to the next generation or used to pay for their
children’s college education.”88

Concentrating Poverty: Public Housing
On the heels of the establishment of the HOLC and the FHA, which were meant to stabilize the
housing market and increase single family home ownership, was the Wagner-Steagall Housing
Act of 1937 which would attempt to provide public or social housing by creating the United States
Housing Authority (USHA) and providing “$500 million in loans for low-cost housing projects
across the country.”89 Local Housing Authorities (LHAs) were established to choose locations,
finance 10 percent of the costs of construction, oversee construction, and manage housing
created through rents.90
Initially, public housing was intended for the white working class who had been displaced by the
Great Depression. 91 Richard Rothstein, author of the 2017 book The Color of Law: A Forgotten
History of How Our Government Segregated America, explains in an appearance on NPR’s Fresh
Air:
“Public housing began in this country for civilians during the New Deal and it was
an attempt to address a housing shortage; it wasn't a welfare program for poor
people. During the Depression, no housing construction was going on. Middle-
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class families, working-class families were losing their homes during the
Depression when they became unemployed and so there were many unemployed
middle-class, working-class white families and this was the constituency that the
federal government was most interested in. And so the federal government began
a program of building public housing for whites only in cities across the country.
The liberal instinct of some Roosevelt administration officials led them to build
some projects for African-Americans as well, but they were always separate
projects; they were not integrated....” 92

These early programs often required that tenants earned income, paid rent, and there were strict
limits on household composition. A little over a decade later, the Housing Act of 1949 brought
135,0000 additional subsidized housing programs for low-income people 93,94 and located public
housing projects in predominantly poor communities, increasing the concentration of poverty
particularly in Black neighborhoods.95 White families moved out of public housing and into home
ownership through access to Federal Housing Administration (FHA) and Veterans Administration
(VA) loans. Rothstein (2012) explains in an earlier paper, “as whites fled cities, public housing
units were filled with lower-income African Americans.”96 Hunt, notes that cities in the South
welcomed public housing:
“In the American South, small cities and even towns embraced public housing as
long as racial integration could be avoided. Local housing authorities (LHAs)
sprang up across the South, and by 1958 Georgia (118 LHAs), Texas (111) and
Alabama (84) led the nation in participation. As with other New Deal programs
like the Tennessee Valley Authority, southern states eagerly sought federal
dollars, and many cities feared slums more than socialized housing. Southern
communities often constructed separate but nearly equal projects, one for whites
and one for blacks, building Plessy v Ferguson onto the landscape.” 97

The segregated nature of public housing and their location in primarily poor and Black
communities reinforced other government efforts to undercut the value of housing Black
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neighborhoods and served to further make them undesirable.98Massey and Kanaiaupuni (1993)
delve into the issues of concentrated poverty in majority-black neighborhoods and theorize that:
“Since low-income housing projects use poverty as a criterion for entry (Hays,
1985), they build concentrated poverty structurally into any neighborhood that
contains them; since historical studies indicate that subsidized housing projects
were systematically targeted to black neighborhoods by local authorities (Hirsch,
1983; Goldstein and Yancey, 1986; Bauman, 1987), blacks suffered more than any
other group from this federally subsidized, publicly promoted form of poverty
concentration.”99

The concentration effect of poverty and race was noted by the U.S. Department of Housing and
Economic Development and efforts were made to disperse low-income communities throughout
municipalities. In 1974, Congress authorized the “Section 8” Housing Choice Voucher Program to
utilize public funding to offset rents in higher opportunity areas.100 However, the fair market rent
cut-off point and the limited numbers of landlords who accept vouchers have resulted most
Section 8 units being concentrated in poor neighborhoods of color with little opportunity of
actual geographic mobility or access to high opportunity areas.101,102 The number of vouchers has
been relatively flat as well causing limited availability for new applicants and long waitlists in
most cities. The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities recently release a report noting,
“significantly expanding the federally funded voucher program, which helps households with low
incomes rent a modest unit of their choice in the private market, would help more people access
rental assistance when they first need it instead of facing years of hardship.”103 Important, the
report authors note that in addition to expanding the number of vouchers, significant funding is
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needed to entice landlords in high opportunity areas to rent to low-income minority voucher
holders.

Urban Renewal & the Loss of Black Housing
Concurrent with the expansion of homeownership resources for white residents, denial of capital
to Black communities, and the concentration of race and poverty in Black neighborhoods, was
the intentional wholesale destruction of Black homes. Projects designed to remove aging and
substandard housing, authorized under the Housing Acts of 1949 (aka urban redevelopment) and
1954 (aka urban renewal), were intended to clear slums, improve neighborhoods, and provide
cheap land to private developers. 104 Von Hoffman (2008) explains, “the policy of slum clearance,
along with authorizations for public housing intended to replace the demolished homes, was
established in the landmark Housing Act of 1949 as “urban redevelopment.” Five years later the
Housing Act of 1954 instituted the policy of “urban renewal,”… urban renewal stressed not
clearance but enforcement of building codes and rehabilitation of substandard buildings.” 105 Too
few units of public housing were built to replace those that were destroyed.106Talen (2014) notes,
the “demolition of Black neighborhoods and replacement with high–density housing in other
Black neighborhoods was one strategy of racial containment… Whites used urban renewal to
further extend what W.E.B. Du Bois had labeled “the color line,” a long–standing and deeply
destructive phenomenon of American society.”107 Ware (2021) further explains that it was not a
color-blind process of urban improvement but that there was intentionality in the collusion
between government, banks, municipal institutions, and private developers to perpetuate
segregation and intentionally demolish Black neighborhoods:
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“Downtown elites, business owners, universities, elected officials, and other
groups wanted large areas to be redeveloped for high-end commercial and
residential uses surrounded by parks, efficient transportation systems, and
attractive amenities. Proposals were made that included enacting state laws
empowering municipalities to redevelop declining and dilapidated areas adjacent
to central business districts. The transition could be accomplished by demolition
of the existing structures followed by large-scale rebuilding. Sizable tracts of land
had to be assembled within a reasonable time at an affordable price. The
redevelopment proposals included public-private coordination of urban land use,
long-term federal loans to cities at low interest rates, generous tax subsidies, and
write-offs for local redevelopers. This approach became the core of urban
revitalization programs throughout the nation. It tended to enhance residential
segregation.” 108

Urban renewal included the demolishing of Black owned business, churches, and residential
neighborhoods in order to develop new parks and green spaces, expand hospitals and
universities, and extend the nation’s growing highway system. For example, Kahler and Harison
(2020) examined the historical record of the University of South Carolina and its role in urban
renewal and the eventual destruction of the historically black Wheeler Hill neighborhood in
Columbia, South Carolina. They discovered that the university “facilitated a slow process of
neighborhood destabilization that unraveled the threads holding the historically African
American neighborhood together before reimagining and reconstructing Wheeler Hill as a space
of whiteness suitable for incorporation into the university community.” 109 Similar processes
played out across the country with local institutions displacing Black neighborhoods in order to
expand. Urban Renewal was also linked to poor physical and mental health outcomes during that
time:
“…Urban renewal caused a great deal of stress, which has been implicated, at
least anecdotally, in deaths among the elderly and aggravation of some kinds of
existing illness. The process was also traumatic for some, leading to traumarelated mental disorders, such as prolonged grief, which are the best-documented
of the negative health outcomes.14 Second, urban renewal can be an indirect
cause of illness. Many people displaced by urban renewal were forced to live in
substandard housing or in concentrated areas of poverty. Therefore, they were
108
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exposed to conditions associated with higher rates of illness. Third, urban renewal
also acts as a “fundamental cause” of disease in the sense proposed in 1994 by
Link and Phelan. Fundamental causes of disease are those factors in the
environment that influence the distribution of and access to resources. Urban
renewal forced a small number of people to expend economic, social, and political
capital on resettlement, thus placing them at a disadvantage relative to the rest
of society. Put another way, the resources that were “spent” on resettlement
could not be spent to buy advantages, such as the creation of new enterprises or
the acquisition of education, choices that those who had not been displaced were
free to make. 110

In Greensboro, North Carolina, like many other cities in the South, the process of urban renewal
and the expansion of the highways destroyed “productive commercial and institutional property
of deep historical significance.”111 According to Ware (2020), the “Federal-Aid Highway Act of
1956 authorized the construction of a forty-one-thousand-mile network of interstate highways
and allocated $26 billion to pay for them.” Local planners used the highway systems to separate
and isolate white and Black neighborhoods.

112 “Many

routes cut through the hearts of low-

income and minority communities, often in conjunction with urban renewal programs that
purported to remove urban blight.” 113 The result was a loss of thousands of Black owned
businesses, churches, and other institutions which further drained social and economic capital
from these neighborhoods.
Urban renewal lasted well into the 1960s with more than 2,100 urban renewal projects and the
loss of more than 425,000 housing units.114 The majority of those displaced (80 percent) were
Black.115 The impact was on individuals, institutions, and the social fabric of Black communities
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was significant. In researching the history of urban renewal in Roanoke, Virginia, Fullilove (2001)
found:
“…there were enormous financial costs for the displaced people. Those who were
homeowners got very little for their property, rarely enough to pay for the more
expensive homes that were the only housing available for them to buy. People
who had paid off their homes and had made substantial investments in
renovations incurred new debt as a result of the displacement, often requiring
many years of additional payments. People who were renters moved into public
housing, which was a social situation inferior to the one they had left. Whereas in
the old community poor people had access to the well-to-do, who lived in the same
neighborhoods, only the poor moved to the projects. Thus, a substantial source of
financial, social, and moral support was removed. Businesses had great difficulty
relocating, and many closed. Churches also fared badly in the transition…. Urban
renewal also left lingering hostility and suspicion toward the white
establishment.”116

The promise of urban renewal to municipalities was the removal of blight, reduction in crime,
improvement in transit, increased quality of housing, more greenspaces and recreation, and an
increase in the tax base. The results for the Black community were further concentration of
poverty and social exclusion, gentrification and displacement of long-term residents, loss of
wealth and homeownership, and loss of long-standing religious and economic institutions in the
Black community. 117 , 118 , 119 Urban renewal could have brought redevelopment without
displacement and accomplished most of the goals of renewal if it hadn’t been infused with racism
from the beginning and had included the Black residents in the planning process. 120
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The Fair Housing Act of 1968
Residential segregation, housing, and the impact of racist policies to disenfranchise Black
residents was at the heart of the Civil Rights movement. In 1967, President Johnson set up the
National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, with Governor Kerner of Illinois at its head, to
address urban rioting that had been occurring across the country in the midst of the Civil Rights
movement. The Kerner Commission, as it was known, made its investigation and returned with
the following conclusion: “Our nation is moving toward two societies, one black, one white separate and unequal”

121

The report identified the chief underlying cause as residential

segregation. It also recommended a remedy: comprehensive, enforceable fair housing. Johnson
had been pushing for such legislation since 1966, but Republicans in the Senate had been
chronically resistant. It was not until Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr was assassinated that Johnson was
able to wrangle a behind-the-scenes compromise with moderate Republicans that allowed the
Fair Housing Act to pass, albeit significantly watered down. 122,123 The new law banned racial
discrimination in the housing market, whether rental or sales, but its enforcement mechanisms
were idiosyncratic and lacking in force. 124,125,126,127
There had been previous legal efforts to fight racial residential segregation and discrimination,
resulting in some limited government action addressing various facets of housing discrimination.
The aforementioned Supreme Court rulings banned municipal racial zoning in 1917 and rendered
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homeowners’ restrictive covenants unenforceable in 1948. 128 , 129 , 130 , 131 In 1962, President
Kennedy issued an executive order banning discrimination in new federally-funded housing.132
Despite these efforts, in 1968 it was still standard practice for realtors, landlords, and rental
agents to discriminate with impunity against non-whites in a wide variety of ways. Real estate
professionals regularly advertised properties according to race, directed people to a particular
area because of race, misrepresented availability of units to minority clients, screened applicants
differently according to race, charged minorities higher rents and fees, and often flat-out refused
to do business with anyone but whites.133 ,134 The Fair Housing provisions of the Civil Rights Act
of 1968 put an end to the legality of such practices, but because the law was the result of so much
contention and compromise in Congress, it lacked adequate enforcement provisions and had the
effect of simply making ongoing discrimination harder to detect.135,136,137,138 The Fair Housing
Amendments of 1988 corrected the 1968 legislation’s major flaws by strengthening enforcement
mechanisms and broadening the scope of the original law.139,140
The Federal Fair Housing Act was passed just days after the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr. in 1968. Today this act, and its amendments, are supposed to protect renters and home
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buyers from unequal treatment on the basis of race, color, religion, sex, national origin, familial
status, and handicap. With very few exceptions, all housing units are covered under Federal law.
There are some exemptions for owner-occupied units where the owner is renting out one unit
only. There are also some exemptions for boarding house-style units where the kitchen and
bathrooms are shared. The law applies to all transactions and dealings with housing providers,
mortgage brokers, homeowner’s insurance agents, and anyone else engaged in the sale or rental
of housing. Discrimination is illegal in all housing-related activities, whether it occurs during the
searching stages, when the tenant is currently in the unit, or when the tenant is leaving or has
left the unit. Under Federal Law, there were four protected categories: Race/Color; Religion;
National Origin; and Sex.141
Title VIII of the Civil Rights Act of 1968 and its subsequent amendments, which added disability
and familial status, were designed to protect renters and home buyers from unequal treatment,
yet testing has revealed continuing patterns of housing discrimination against protected groups.
142,143

When these groups find their residential mobility blocked, it creates a barrier to spatial

assimilation – a key component to socioeconomic and occupational mobility. The Fair Housing
Act declares, “It is the policy of the United States to provide, within Constitutional limitations, for
fair housing throughout the United States.” 144 In addition the law directs all executive
departments and to administer their programs and activities related to housing and urban
development in a manner that affirmatively furthers the purposes of the Act.145
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The Legacy of Segregation
In a report for the Economic Policy Institute, Rothstein (2013) succinctly summarizes:
"neighborhoods in major metropolitan areas are segregated because of a century-long pattern
of racially motivated and racially explicit federal, state, and local policies of banking regulation,
mortgage guarantees, public housing, law enforcement, planning and zoning, highway and school
construction, and urban renewal."146 The legacy of racist housing policies and intentional efforts
to undermine Black communities has had an enduring impact on cities in the South. The
exclusionary practices of the twentieth century directly resulted in the continued concentration
of poverty and race, the disinvestment in amenities and resources for historically Black
neighborhoods, the limitation of educational and occupational opportunities, restricted access
to banking and credit, prohibited homeownership and intergenerational wealth accumulation,
and created social vulnerabilities that result in increased risk for chronic and communicable
diseases and lowered life expectancy. Researchers at the Brookings Institution (2020) conclude
the same, noting the role of each of the aforementioned methods of creating and maintaining
segregation. They state, “discriminatory policies throughout the 20th century including the Jim
Crow Era’s “Black Codes” strictly limiting opportunity in many southern states, the GI bill, the
New Deal’s Fair Labor Standards Act’s exemption of domestic agricultural and service
occupations, and redlining. Wealth was taken from these communities before it had the
opportunity to grow.” 147 The “mechanisms of marginalization” also work to limit housing
opportunities today maintaining segregated communities and devaluing Black neighborhoods;
“There are specific displacement factors (foreclosure, gentrification, eviction, and justice-served
reentry to the general population) and exclusion factors (limited access to credit, lack of
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affordability, and zero-tolerance policies) that reduce housing choice for home seekers who are
low income or are persons of color, resulting in further concentrated poverty.”148

Homeownership & Wealth Gap Today
Shapiro (2006) exclaims that “closing the racial wealth gap must be at the forefront of the civil
rights agenda in the twenty-first century.”149 According to the Federal Reserve (2020), in 2019,
white families had a median wealth of $188,200, compared to $24,100 for Black families. 150
Family wealth is an important tool for providing an economic safety net and for assisting the next
generation in getting started. Wealth accumulation was systematically denied and, in many
cases, capital was even taken from Black communities and commuted to white institutions,
resulting in the huge disparity seen today. The legacy of exclusionary practices in the twentieth
century is the 800% difference in the median wealth of white versus Black families. According to
the Brookings Institution:
“Wealth is a safety net that keeps a life from being derailed by temporary setbacks
and the loss of income. This safety net allows people to take career risks knowing
that they have a buffer when success is not immediately achieved. Family wealth
allows people (especially young adults who have recently entered the labor force)
to access housing in safe neighborhoods with good schools, thereby enhancing
the prospects of their own children.”151

The wage gap between white and Black workers is an important contributor to disparities in
access to homeownership as well as just good quality housing, medical care, food access, and
educational opportunities.152 This wage differential narrowed between 1880, when “Blacks in the
148
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United States earned only about 34 percent of the income of whites,”153 to 51% by the 1950s. 154
The gap narrowed further with improving labor rights for workers in the 1960s:
“The black-white wage gap shrunk substantially from 1950 to 1980, and especially
during the 1960s. Civil-rights laws and a decline in legally sanctioned racism most
likely played some role. But the main reasons, Mr. Charles said, appear to have
been trends that benefited all blue-collar workers, like strong unions and a rising
minimum wage. Because black workers were disproportionately in blue-collar
jobs, the general rise of incomes for the poor and middle class shrank the racial
wage gap.”155

Little has changed in the last 40 years. There remains a 38.8% gap in earnings today. According
to the U.S. Census, the median income in 2020 was $45,870 for black households and $74,912
U.S. dollars for white, non-Hispanic families.156,157 Across the South, these wage differentials are
even more pronounced. For example, in Montgomery, Baton Rouge, Charlotte, and Memphis,
Black households earn half the median income of white households. In some Southern cities the
differential is even greater. For instance, in Atlanta, Georgia the Black median household income
is $31,900 compared to the non-Hispanic white income of $96,065. 158 As noted in national and
state-level analysis by PayScale, Inc, “equal pay for equal work is not a reality for many people of
color. When controlling for education, years of experience, occupation and other compensable
factors, most men and women of color still earn less than white men…. these differences in
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annual earnings can amount to hundreds of thousands or even millions of dollars less for people
of color over the course of their careers.”159
The relationship between income, housing, and wealth accumulation is therefore
interconnected. As Choi et al. (2019) note, “there is a well-documented persistence of income
inequality by race, a key factor contributing to the homeownership gap. Household income is a
key input for mortgage underwriting determinations, and income is used in various calculations
required for mortgage approval, such as the debt-to-income ratio.” 160 While the median income
differences between white and Black households plays a major role in explaining the current
differences in homeownership, 161 research finds that “even among Black and white households
in the same income cohort, there is a noticeable homeownership gap.” 162 Evidence therefore
points to the intergenerational impact of homeownership, and not income alone, as the
accumulated inheritances and parental support that accompany home ownership, are “crucial in
helping low-income households attain homeownership.” 163
As a result of wealth and income disparities, rather than narrowing, the gap in homeownership
rates by race has grown steadily over the last century. In 1900, the gap between white and Black
homeownership was 27.6%,164 that gap has not improved in the last 121 years with U.S. Census
Bureau data from April 2021 showing a 29.6% difference between white and Black homeowners.
165,166
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and the passing of resources through inheritance. Shapiro (2006) explains that homeownership
acts as a vehicle for savings and for growing capital over the life course: “Homeownership and
housing appreciation are the foundation of institutional accumulation. Indeed, for most
Americans, home equity represents the largest reservoir of wealth: home wealth accounts for
60% of the total wealth among America’s middle class.”167
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Black homeownership peaked in 2004 at 49.7%, but fell as a result of the foreclosure crisis in
which “black families were hit particularly hard, housing data show, forcing many out of their
homes and pushing black homeownership rates to record lows.” 168 In all, over 240,000 Black
families or eight percent of Black homeowners lost their homes in the 2005-2008 period.169 The
167
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impact of the housing recession of was largely the result of predatory lending which, while
increasing the number of minority homeowners, did so at higher interest and with worse lending
terms for borrowers. Dey and Brown (2020) note, “at the center of the Great Recession was a
subprime mortgage crisis that disproportionately affected Black and Hispanic homeowners. New
mortgage originations declined whereas foreclosures and other reversals in homeownership
increased, wiping out gains in minority homeownership rates.”170 Following the recession, Black
households did not see the rebound in homeownership that white households experienced.171 In
fact, between January of 2000 and January of 2019, Black homeownership fell 6.3% overall.172
More importantly, “half of the wealth owned by Black households in the United States was
destroyed.”173

Lack of Access to Credit
As with the denial of access to FHA and VA insured loans in the mid twentieth century, today
Black home seekers many are unable to access mortgage loans. Disparate access to credit may
be a contributing cause of continuing segregation today as it presents a barrier to home seekers
wishing to move to other neighborhoods. The seemingly transparent process of applying for a
loan should produce equitable outcomes in the distribution of loan approvals, yet discrimination
occurs at different stages in the process of buying a home.
The Home Mortgage Disclosure Act (HMDA) of 1975 was established as a mechanism by which
data could be collected to ensure that lending institutions were practicing fair lending. 174 Data
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produced from the HMDA may be used to monitor lending conditions for discriminatory practices
both at an institutional level as well as within specific geographic areas. The publicly available
data includes information on demographics of the borrower, types of loans, community
characteristics, and information on the lending institution. The latest revisions to HMDA
regulations have added additional information with respect to rate spread as a way of monitoring
the subprime market.
A simple and straightforward measure of the disparate impact of lending practices is to look at
the loan approval rates by race/ethnicity. For example, Goodman, et al. (2018) found that the
observed denial rate (ODR) nationally for Black applicants was twice the level of White
applicants.175 Similarly, Bar and Khonglahy (2020) found that the “denial rate for Black applicants
in the entire U.S. is 29.8 percent, compared to 14.6 percent for White applicants, without
controlling for any economic variables affecting the risk of the loan.” 176 Using a more
sophisticated regression analysis which controlled for economic factors, Jerath (2020) conducted
a study using 2012-2017 HMDA data showing that in Metro Atlanta “being Black increases the
odds for denial by 44 percent.” 177
Using logistic regression to compare white and non-white loan seekers, we have found that Black
mortgage applicants were less likely to be approved for a loan when controlling for all other
factors throughout North Carolina 178,179,180,181 a nd most recently in a study of Baton Rouge,

175

Goodman, Laurie, Bai, Bing, & Li, Wei (2019). “Real Denial Rates: A New Tool to Look at Who Is Receiving
Mortgage Credit.” Housing Policy Debate, 29:5, 795-819, DOI: 10.1080/10511482.2018.1524441
176 Bar, Michael & Khonglah, Nishanlang. (2020). "Racial Differences in Access to Mortgage Lending: Comparison
Across Major Institutions." San Francisco State University, DOI 10.13140/RG.2.2.18818.30403
177 Jerath, Shikha. (2020). “Racial Discrimination in the Atlanta Mortgage Market, 2012 - 2017.” Georgia Tech
School of City and Regional Planning Applied Research and Option Papers
https://smartech.gatech.edu/bitstream/handle/1853/62590/Jerath,%20Shikha.pdf
178 Sills, S. and Blake, E.A. 2008. "Factors Influencing Denial: A Study of Home Mortgage Disclosure Act Data for The
Greensboro - High Point Metropolitan Statistical Area 2006" report prepared for the City of Greensboro
Department of Housing and Community Development and the Human Relations Department.
179 Sills, S. and Sills, M. 2013. “Regional Fair Housing Equity Assessment of the Piedmont of North Carolina” report
prepared for the the Piedmont Triad Sustainable Communities Regional Planning Project.
180 Sills, S. and Sheldon, P. 2019. “Analysis of Impediments & Assessment of Fair Housing Choice Surry County
Housing Consortium.” report prepared for the Piedmont Triad Regional Council.
181 Sills, S., Gruber, K., and Su, H. 2021. “Analysis of Impediments to Fair Housing Choice – Goldsboro, NC.” report
prepared for the City of Goldsboro.

33

Louisiana. 182 Negative credit history was the greatest factor in loan denial, disproportionately
impacting Black loan seekers. Credit history has been found by others to be key:
“racial/ethnic differences in credit attributes contribute the most in explaining the
racial/ethnic gap in transition rates. Blacks and Hispanics are more likely than
Whites to have low credit scores, missing scores, delinquencies, bankruptcies, and
high debt liabilities, making them less likely to transition to acquiring new
mortgages. They are also less likely to make mortgage inquiries, indicating a lower
demand for mortgages. Hence, after accounting for credit-risk measures likely
used by lenders to originate mortgages, our research goes beyond the studies that
conclude that most of the homeownership gap between White and minority
households is due to differences in endowments, such as income and wealth, and
household characteristics, such as age, marital status, number of children (see
Acolin et al. , 2019; Wachter and Megbolugbe, 1992; Gabriel and Rosenthal, 2008;
Seah, Fesselmeyer, and Le, 2017; and Newman, Holupka, and Ross, 2018).
Furthermore, if lenders’ lower appetite for rep and warrants risk is encouraging
overlays, it will impose additional constraints on underrepresented minority
borrowers who are struggling to meet the credit standards for obtaining
mortgages.”183

In our recent analysis of mortgages in East Baton Rouge Parish, we found disparities between
White applicants (72.8% approved for loans) and minority applicants (54.8% approved) is clear.
The difference was statistically significant (Pearson Chi-Square = 654.633, df = 2, p < .001). Income
was an important mediating factor as there was a clear increase in approval rates with increased
income. However, as the loan amounts increased, income became less a factor of approval. In
the regression models the ratio between income and loan amount was found to be a better
predictor of approval (β = -.046, p < .001) than income and amount of loan. Findings from logistic
regression models for East Baton Rouge Parish consistently show that when controlling for other
factors including income, minority status was a statistically significant predictors of the
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probability of loan approval. The probability that mortgage applications from minority primary
applicants would be approved was 36.3% lower than that of White applicants. 184

Continued Devaluation of Black Neighborhoods
The practices of devaluing and disinvesting in Black neighborhoods have continued in large part
into the twenty-first century. The historical practices that created segregated communities have
continued in the form of single-family zoning practices, 185 building codes and ordinances, 186
Homeowners Associations,

187

school catchment areas,

188

location of parks and green

spaces,189,190 lack of sidewalks and walkability,191 retail redlining resulting in too few shopping
choices, 192 food deserts and food apartheid, 193,194 and limited access to employment. 195 As a
result, homes in Black neighborhoods are worth less than those of equal quality in white
neighborhood. Perry et al. (2018) analyzed home values in 119 cities finding, “In the average U.S.
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metropolitan area, homes in neighborhoods where the share of the population is 50 percent
Black are valued at roughly half the price as homes in neighborhoods with no Black residents.
There is a strong and powerful statistical relationship between the share of the population that
is Black and the market value of owner-occupied homes.” 196 This continues to impact the 40
percent of Black families who do own homes as intergenerational wealth accumulation is
reduced.
School segregation is another important factor maintaining segregated housing markets. 197
Racial segregation in schools in the South improved somewhat in the years after the Civil Rights
movement but have returned to what they were 50 years ago. 198 “The correlation between
Black–white neighborhood and school segregation within metropolitan areas was extremely high
(over 0.85) and increased from 2000 to 2010” 199 Housing costs are directly related to school
demographics.200 Rothstein (2013) notes that middle and upper income Black households have
left historically Black neighborhoods causing there to be increasing concentrations of lowerincome students in schools serving these neighborhoods, thus “low-income African Americans
are more likely to attend heavily black and heavily low-income schools than before."201 Fahle et
al. (2020) explain:
“Exposure measures indicate that racial segregation has increased since 1990
(e.g., Orfeld and Lee 2007). Reardon and Owens (2014) find that Black-white
measures of exposure have declined substantially over the last 25 years— Black
students are in schools with fewer white students and more minority students, on
average, than in prior years. Similarly, Logan et al. (2017) find that, nationally,
Black students’ exposure to white students declined from 38.2% in 1990 to 24.2%
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in 2010 (equivalently, their exposure to minority students increased during this
time).”202

It is important to note that simply moving people to better quality housing with more diverse
schools is not a solution in itself. From 1994 to 1998, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development conducted the Moving to Opportunity (MTO) experiment, randomly relocating
mostly Black families from high-poverty public housing neighborhoods into higher-resource
communities. 203,204 The experiment assumed that such families would have better schooling
opportunities and academic achievement compared to their control group cohorts who did not
get relocated in the experiment. However, researchers found that academic improvement only
existed in a small number of children with most others no better than the children in the control
group. The researchers further explored some factors behind the unexpected results. They were
surprised to find out that most families in the experimental group did not want to move. Many
families lost supportive social networks as a result of the move. Moreover, as the researchers
point out the project “did not provide employment support, transportation help, or educational
assistance; it was a housing-only program,”205 Later studies revealed that low-income families
did not want to stay in low-opportunity neighborhoods. Yet, the barriers to moving to highopportunity areas were far more than just the money to move and included providing social
supports and resources for capacity building .

Disparities in Health Outcomes
In addition to educational outcomes, where one lives matters to health and life expectancy.
Disparate health outcomes by race are directly linked to housing and neighborhood
characteristics. Research has found that “racial residential segregation is the cornerstone on
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which Black–white disparities in health status have been built because it shapes socioeconomic
opportunity structures, determines access to health promoting resources and services, and
constrains individual choices that affect health risks.” 206 For instance, Krieger et al. (2005)
demonstrated that geocoded health data, when linked to census tract information, proved useful
in demonstrating the interrelationship between race/ethnicity, socioeconomics, and location. 207
Mental health concerns may be especially acute among children as unhealthy, unsafe housing
and impoverished community conditions lead to multiple stressors on the child as found in a
cumulative ecological risks.208 From case studies to statistical analysis of large datasets the causal
relationship between substandard housing and health has been clearly established.

209

Substandard housing is clearly related to increased likelihood of health concerns and mental
health issues. These conditions are particularly concentrated in low-income areas where housing
is often renter-occupied, aging, and landlords are disincentivized from keep properties in the best
condition. Specific health hazards of substandard housing including frequent changes of
residence (community instability), mold from excessive moisture, exposure to lead, exposure to
allergens that may cause or worsen asthma, rodent and insect pests, pesticide residues, and
indoor air pollution. Asthma is another environmentally linked illness disproportionately
affecting low-income children. The poor quality of health resulting from unhealthy housing
perpetuates poverty and presents a barrier to self-sufficiency and economic mobility.

COVID-19 Further Exacerbating Housing Disparities
January 21, 2020 marked the first diagnosed case of COVID-19 in the United States. COVID-19 is
a highly infectious disease and respiratory illness caused by the coronavirus type 2 (SARS-CoV-2).
As of September 28, 2021, there are more than 42.8 million confirmed cases, and over 686,000
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deaths in the United States. 210 Within a month of the first US case, global travel was severely
restricted, and the World Health Organization declared a Global Health Emergency. The
shutdown of commerce across the U.S. resulted in a spike in unemployment to a rate of 14.8%,
the highest rate recorded since data has been collected by the Federal Government. The COVID19 pandemic has not impacted the inequalities from segregation so as much as it has exposed
the underlying conditions resulting from a century of segregation. COVID-19 has severely
impacted the unemployment rates disproportionately in Black communities. According to
Stamps (2020), “Black populations across the United States, have been hit the hardest among
their racial counterparts by the pandemic. These realities are intertwined with previous
inequities related to racism, classism, and discrimination.” 211
In the last year, homeownership rates have swung wildly first as low interest rates pulled more
Black home seekers into the market but then, as a result of layoffs, unemployment, and health
impacts others have been displaced and foreclosed upon. Weller et al. (2021) explain, “This
greater housing instability for African Americans follows in part from less stable jobs, more debt
relative to the value of houses, and fewer emergency savings outside of the house to pay for an
emergency.” 212 The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is still being explored, but early data
suggests that the wealth gap has grown as racial inequalities in employment, education, and
housing have worsened conditions in Black neighborhoods.
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Affirmatively Furthering New Opportunities
The history of residential racial segregation is one of so many missed opportunities to address
the underlying and fundamental causes of inequality. There were moments where it could have
gone a different route. The “fusionist” in the 1890s brought white and Blacks farmers together
in a short-lived populist movement wherein voting rights were liberalized and black leaders were
appointed to government positions in North Carolina.213 This opportunity for working classes to
work toward common goals was crushed almost immediately. Then, perhaps things could have
been different with the outcome of the 1896 Plessy ruling. The litigants were seeking to eliminate
the categories of race in the American legal system. Nonetheless, lawyers arguing the case missed
the opportunity to address the underlying issue of race as a social construct. Geospatial
segregation resulting from exclusive zoning and racial covenants could have also been fixed in
the various Supreme Court rulings of the 1920s-40s, but racism in planning and zoning of local
jurisdictions found other ways to keep Black residents from settling in white neighborhoods.
Moreover, during this period, the federal governments used racial restrictions as an excuse for
not approving as many as half-a-million loans to Black service members who qualified under the
GI Bill and other Black loan seekers looking for mortgages. Black homeowners in neighborhoods
excluded from capital markets by FHA policy and HOLC risk maps could have passed considerably
more wealth to their children through homeownership, property appreciation, and equity if their
communities had not been devalued and reduced to rental markets for white landlords. 214
Finally, urban renewal, if it had been tackled with inclusionary planning and zoning,215 could have
preserved historic Black neighborhoods and provided mixed-income, mixed-use, thriving
communities by spending the federal capital that was used to tear down Black owned housing
on improving conditions for residents instead.
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We are at an interesting intersection of history and policy. The cost of repairing the negligence
and harm caused by a century-and-a-half of structural racism in housing policy will be significant.
The cost is being felt by health systems, schools, employers, public housing, and policing agencies
of every municipality in the South. To do nothing and allow the status quo to continue is no longer
an option. It will take both the intentional application of municipal, state, and federal policies as
well as significant deliberate investment to undo the enduring and durable impacts of the racist
policies of the past.
Strategic investment in safe, healthy, fair, and affordable housing, when guided by good data and
proven best practices, has been shown to stabilize property values, improve tax revenue, reduce
transportation and health costs, improve life chances, and improve quality of life. Affordable
housing has been shown to: improve educational outcomes for children; free income for
residents for healthcare, food, and other costs; create new employment and generate revenues
in the form of property and income taxes; reduce social service costs; reduce commuting and
increase use of mass transit; and improve the relative competitiveness of an area.
On July 16, 2015, HUD published the Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing (AFFH) rule.216 While
put on hold during the Trump presidency, President Biden has resurrected the policy and may be
putting more resources toward enforcement and funding. This rule establishes a new process
that HUD program participants must use to plan for fair housing outcomes that will assist them
in meeting their obligation to reduce the deleterious impact of the history of segregation. The
rule has promise in that is intended to address the failings of the Fair Housing Act in proactively
addressing racial disparities and in increasing access to opportunity. 217,218,219 However, without
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the support of local officials and the expenditure political capital in county commissions and city
councils throughout the South, the rule may not succeed. It will take a concerted anti-racist effort
by local planners and policy makers to make good on the promise of this policy and deliver truly
inclusive opportunities for all residents.

