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Fig. 15. Housing Wage and Race in U.S., 2009 

*Note: Two-bedroom housing wage represents the hourly wage that a household must earn (working 40 hours a week, 52 weeks a year) in order to afford the 
Fair Market Rent for a two-bedroom unit at 30% of income.
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William Perry, 36, a Black man who wears his hair in cornrows, works at the Wal-Mart 
Super Center adjacent to the mixed-income housing development River Garden in New 
Orleans. Despite the goal of building neighborhoods of economic opportunity, the Wal-Mart 
is still the only retailer and employer in the area. 

Perry has been working at Wal-Mart for two years, since he came back to New Orleans after 
living in Baton Rouge for a year after Hurricane Katrina. He walks with a pronounced 
limp and has suffered from muscular dystrophy since he was seven years old. Perry relies 
on Medicaid for healthcare, and because Wal-Mart doesn’t allow him sick days, he said he 
struggles to make it to work every day. “Some days, I don’t know how I’m going to get out of 
bed,” he acknowledged, but said he had to work to help support his five children. 

Perry was born in the St. Thomas housing projects that were demolished to make way for 
River Garden. As a former resident of St. Thomas, he is eligible for a subsidized apartment 
in the mixed-income development, but his application is still making its way through the 
process. Perry currently rents a $1,000 two-bedroom apartment with his girlfriend further 
down the river−a lot to pay on the average Wal-Mart annual earnings of around $17,000. 
Before the storm, the apartment would have cost closer to $500. Perry would prefer to live 
in River Garden to save on gas and walk to work.

2.7 percent in real terms from 2001 to 2006, while the median renter income 
fell by 8.4 percent (from over $31,600 to $29,000). As a result, nearly half of all 
renters paid more than 30 percent of their incomes for housing in 2006, and 
about a quarter—nearly nine million households—spent more than 50 percent 
(see Figure 16).127
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In post-Katrina New Orleans, lack of affordable housing remains one of the 
main challenges in rebuilding and a significant barrier to the return of its low-
income residents, the majority of whom are Black, like Perry. The city suffered 
damage to more than 76,000 rental units–over half of its rental housing−after 
hurricanes Katrina and Rita in 2005. As of late 2008, there was only enough 
recovery funding allocated to replace 27 percent of these units, according to a 
study by PolicyLink.128 

Only half of the city’s original population has been able to return. There are 
still over 4,600 displaced families living in FEMA trailers and another 17,000 
families depending on vouchers from the Disaster Housing Assistance Program, 
according to March 2009 data from the Louisiana Housing Finance Agency.

Across the country, people face a distinct lack of public and affordable 
housing. In New York City in November 2008, the number of families entering 
homeless shelters was 40 percent higher than in November 2007.129 According to 
a report released by CHHAYA Community Development Corporation, a housing 
advocacy organization, there are at least 100,000 people who live in illegally 
converted housing units in New York City−a necessity because of the distinct 
lack of public housing units.130 New York City often evicts people from these units 
but does not prioritize creating affordable housing. 

Joseph Aranha’s eviction left him with few options. “When they evicted me, they showed, 
up, handed me $30 and told me to go find another place to live. They told me they could 
put me in a homeless shelter, but for someone in my condition that’s not an option. Aranha 
has been on waiting lists for New York City public housing for 11 years but has been turned 
away again and again. “They just tell me that they can’t do anything for me until my name 
comes up on the computer.” Often one city agency will send him to another agency, which 
will send him back where he started.

With few available 
options you are forced 
to pay more than half 
of your income on 
rent and go deeper 
into debt as you try to 
support your kids and 
pay for the basics.
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As an organizer with the Moratorium Now! Coalition in Detroit, a community group 
fighting for a statewide moratorium on foreclosures, Sandra Hines said her activism is 
rooted in her understanding that this crisis is historical and structural−that for people of 
color, this is not new. “This is like redlining, where they would mark off certain areas in 
the city where Black people couldn’t live,” she said. “It’s on a different level now. They are 
literally throwing us out of our homes.”

Hines is fighting back. “I don’t want to see what had happened to me and my family 
happen to other people,” she said. “We mobilized and organized people who are affected by 
foreclosure into an organizing force to demand a moratorium on foreclosures in the state 
of Michigan.” Across the country, people are organizing against foreclosure so that families 
may stay in their homes. 

Conclusion

Now Aranha, a South Asian journalist who came to the United States 20 years ago, pays 
$600 a month for a small room in a house in Queens, far from where he gets medical care 
and the community he lived in for most of his time here. He gets food stamps and is eligible 
for Medicaid. After rent, he is left with $161 from his Social Security check each month. 
“With $161 I have to pay for transportation, all the basics of life, a haircut,” he said. That’s 
about $5.29 a day. He cuts back on how often he leaves his apartment, consolidating all 
his errands into one day to save on subway fare. Subway fare is pegged to go up from $2 to 
$2.25 to make up for transportation budget shortfalls.

According to the Urban Institute: “Because the availability of housing 
assistance falls so far short of needs [across the country], waiting lists for public 
housing, privately owned subsidized projects, and vouchers are all long.”131 In 
Austin, Texas, one family of four at a job search agency told us that they were 
facing homelessness if they did not find jobs soon, but when they went to the 
housing authority office, they were told that waiting lists for housing assistance 
were up to five years. People of color are more likely to need low-income housing 
assistance and are struck disproportionately hard by its lack. Especially as more 
families face foreclosure, the lack of affordable and subsidized housing options 
across the country threatens to push more and more people into homelessness. 
According to the National Alliance to End Homelessness, 1.5 million people are 
at risk of becoming homeless over the next two years without intervention.132

It is now clear that predatory lending, which flooded the market with toxic 
assets, pushed the economy over the edge and into recession. Indeed, the 
country might be in a very different position today if it had not been for the 
targeting of communities of color with risky, predatory loans. George Goehl, 
executive director of the National Training and Information Center noted: “If 
there were ever a story that proves that we’re all in this together, the foreclosure 
crisis is the epitome of that.” Without addressing the structural factors that 
make communities of color vulnerable to predatory lending, foreclosure and 
homelessness, and without new regulations on financial services and lending 
that simultaneously deal with racial discrimination in the housing market, 
everyone will remain vulnerable both to financial predators and the kind of 
economic crisis we are currently experiencing.

You fight back, 
organize in your 
community and 
demand equity.
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Ch  a p t e r 4Conclusion: Moving Forward

As the country moves toward recovery, creates jobs, re-regulates 
the economy and builds opportunity, there is a strong impulse to implement 
policy that posits that the broadest policies would “lift all boats.” But we cannot 
achieve opportunity for all without constructing policy and practice to 
address directly the cumulative and compounding causes of racial inequity in 
the United States.

Persistent and recurring racial inequity and barriers to opportunity for people 
of color were central culprits in the decline of the economy, and the country 
ignores these structural flaws at its own peril. Tackling structural racism must be 
at the core of the national effort to build a healthy economy. 

Key Recommendations:
I. Overarching Policy-making Framework 
Expand the use of Racial Equity Impact Assessments for public planning 
and policy so that racial inequities can be anticipated and prevented prior to 
the adoption of new policies and practices. This will provide a mechanism to 
systematically address racial inequities during the policymaking process. Using 
Racial Equity Impact Assessments will lead to new economic decisions based 
on the needs of communities most vulnerable to economic fluctuations. The past 
several decades have been marked by a distinct displacement of these concerns, 
and the current economic crisis provides an opportunity to return to policy 
centered on the common good. As many historical examples make clear, unless 
policy explicitly acknowledges racial impacts, racial inequity will be left intact or 
further entrenched.

II. Policies Needed this Year
Over the next several months, the federal government should begin to address 
major regulatory and structural flaws in the economy. Communities should be 
protected from Wall Street’s “reverse Robin Hoods” who have been stealing from 
the poor in order to increase their own wealth, and racial equity must be made a 
core component of financial policymaking. As the government moves to re-regulate 
and restructure the economy, the needs of ordinary workers−especially workers of 
color who have disproportionately been relegated to low-wage jobs and who lack 
opportunity for advancement−should be at the core of policymaking.

A. �Employee Free Choice Act (EFCA) [H.R. 1409, S. 560]−Ensure that all 
workers have the right to organize and engage in collective bargaining.
The Employee Free Choice Act would allow workers to decide whether 
they want union representation without fear of employer retaliation and 
intimidation. The decline of jobs, wages and standards over the past several 
decades has corresponded with the decline in union density in the United 
States. Passage of EFCA will ensure that workers can freely organize and 
pursue opportunity.

B. �Community Reinvestment Act Modernization
     �Congress should expand and modernize the Community Reinvestment 

Act so that it applies broadly across the financial services industry and 
includes all financial institutions−independent mortgage lenders, mortgage 
companies affiliated with banks, credit unions, insurance companies and 
other loan-makers. 
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Further, CRA should address racial disparities in lending explicitly by requiring 
race-based evaluation. The practice will help to ensure equitable distribution of 
fair financial services across racial lines. CRA should be rigorously implemented. 

C. Raise the Minimum Wage and Attach a COLA
     �In 1938, President Roosevelt called the federal minimum wage “an essential 

part of economic recovery.” The minimum wage will increase to $7.25 
an hour in July 2009, but this remains far from a living wage, too little for 
families to afford basics like housing. Further, the coming increase does not 
include a mandatory cost-of-living adjustment and will become outdated 
shortly. State and the federal governments should increase the wage to 
match the cost of living next year. An annual COLA should be attached. 
Congress should also restore the minimum wage for tipped workers—
currently set at $2.13 an hour−back to 60% of the full minimum wage. 

D. Immigrant Legalization
    �Ensure fair treatment and full rights for immigrants by supporting 

legalization. The lack of protection for undocumented immigrants impedes 
a healthy economy. The perpetual presence of an exploitable category 
of workers who are often paid sub-minimum wages and denied labor 
protections is catastrophic for both immigrants and all workers. A broad 
and equitable legalization law could also provide quick economic stimuli. 
According to a report by the William C. Velásquez Institute at UCLA, 
legalization would generate $4.5-5.4 billion in net tax revenue.133 

E. Green Jobs-Good Jobs
    �Expand educational access and job training for people who are unemployed 

and underemployed, with supports and services for finding good jobs. 
States and cities should prioritize and create incentives for “green jobs” 
that advance environmental protection, energy conservation and efficiency, 
community improvement and an equitable and sustainable economy. These 
jobs should be initially targeted toward people of color, especially women 
and people with barriers to employment like a previous incarceration.

F. Comprehensive Universal Healthcare
    �Enact healthcare reform that meets the needs of everyone in the United 

States. Congress should pass healthcare reform legislation that guarantees 
quality, affordable healthcare for all people living in the U.S., without exception. 
This reform should include, but not stop at, universal coverage. It must also 
address persistent inequities within the healthcare system, such as inadequate 
healthcare infrastructure in communities of color, gaps in language access and 
lack of culturally competent and culturally appropriate care.

III. Immediate Actions to Provide Needed Relief
A. Moratorium on Foreclosures
    �States and the federal government should impose extended moratoria on 

foreclosures. Foreclosure moratorium legislation is not a fix-all solution, 
since it does not help borrowers saddled with subprime loans adjust the 
principal, nor does it increase regulation of the lending industry. But, until 
these structural changes are made, foreclosure moratoria are necessary to 
prevent displacement. 
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B. Suspension of TANF Time Limits 
    �States and the federal government should immediately suspend time limits 

in the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program. In the 
midst of the worst recession since the Great Depression, cutting people off 
from income support, the only general assistance program for poor families, 
means that more families with children will be pushed into desperate 
poverty and homelessness. 

C. �Moratorium on Workplace Raids and Immediate Termination of 287(g) 
program

     �In the absence of comprehensive, sensible and just immigration policy, 
the federal government has dramatically increased punitive immigration 
enforcement. Meanwhile, states and cities are increasingly implementing 
their own immigration laws. In a recession, these policies threaten to be 
particularly destructive. As immigrant workers are targeted with devolved 
enforcement of immigration laws without equal enforcement of labor laws, 
they remain exploitable. Local enforcement of immigration laws distracts 
from law enforcement activities and threatens local economies by making 
immigrants more vulnerable to exploitation and less able to participate 
as residents and consumers. The federal government should place a 
moratorium on punitive immigration enforcement that pushes immigrant 
workers into the shadows, and it should terminate the 287(g) local 
enforcement program.

D. Expunge Criminal Records/Ban the Box
    �In a recession, barriers to employment can mean the difference between 

sinking and swimming. States should remove one such barrier by 
immediately sealing the criminal records of formerly incarcerated people.

    
    �States and cities should also pass Ban the Box initiatives that remove 

questions about applicants’ criminal records from all applications for public 
and publicly contracted employment. All Stimulus-related jobs should be 
made equally available by ensuring that criminal background checks do not 
block people from employment.

E. Enforce Anti-Discrimination Laws
     �Ensure that all people are provided equal opportunity and fair treatment 

and are not discriminated against on the basis of race, ethnicity, religion, 
color, national origin, age, sex, disability, familial status, immigrant status, 
sexual identity, gender identity or other characteristics; and ensure that all 
anti-discrimination measures are fully implemented and enforced.

     �The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission should more vigorously 
enforce Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which prohibits employment 
discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex or national origin. 
Enforcement will help to prevent racial discrimination and other forms of 
discrimination for all workers.  
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