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PRRAC’s 30th anniversary!
In celebration of PRRAC’s founding thirty years ago, and our country’s

important political turning point in 2020, we’ve invited members of PRRAC’s
Board of Directors and Social Science Advisory Board to share their reflec-
tions on the present moment and their hopes for the future.  (See page 2 for
the table of contents.)

[T]he sheer scale of the
disruptions of the last
several years pushes us
to reexamine the funda-
mental infrastructure of
American society.

American society is facing a
daunting array of political and social
challenges. The ascendance of Trump
reflects deep political fissures that seem
to have calcified over the last four
years. Blatant racist appeals have be-
come part of ordinary politics and our
core democratic foundations have
been shaken by the emergence of an
ethno-nationalist populist ethic that is
skeptical of government and evidence-
based expertise. The killings by police
of unarmed black people, and the con-
vulsive protests in response, made
plain the persistence of racism. The
pandemic has further ravaged our so-
ciety: exposing pre-existing race- and
class-based inequalities, and—by de-
stabilizing health, income, housing, and
neighborhoods—threatening to exac-
erbate those inequalities. As we re-
cover from the pandemic amid gov-
ernment budget cuts and unemploy-
ment, the political possibilities risk be-
ing constrained by a narrative of scar-
city.

The magnitude of these challenges
creates an opportunity.  This may seem
counterintuitive. But the sheer scale of
the disruptions of the last several years
pushes us to reexamine the fundamen-
tal infrastructure of American society.

Out of sheer necessity, government
responded to the pandemic by provid-
ing unemployment insurance and ba-
sic income payments, extending sick
and family leave, halting evictions and
utility shutoffs, and extending broad-
band access to help students and work-
ers access remote jobs and schooling.

These interventions were far from suf-
ficient and are not yet entrenched; we
see a patchwork of federal, state and
local protections, and most are tem-
porary. And yet together these changes
provide an opening for reconstituting
our collective notion of the social goods
that are essential for an inclusive and
sustainable society. Since the pan-
demic, some jurisdictions have moved

to make sick leave permanent.  Non-
unionized workers are organizing in the
“gig” sector. Campaigns for address-
ing school inequality and housing
affordability have new intensity.

The pandemic and protests of the
summer also provide an opportunity
for rethinking the goals and strategies
of racial justice advocacy. The impact
of the pandemic and the persistence
of police killings challenge the project
of racial liberalism undergirding tradi-
tional civil rights advocacy: the idea of
vindicating formal rights through
courts and achieving progress through
incremental policy change. In re-
sponse, a new wave of racial and so-
cial justice organizations urges an abo-
litionist vision, one that depends not
merely on institutional reform, but on
institutional transformation. These
movements place the dignity and full
realization of black lives at their cen-
ter, using organizing to expand the base
of support and to build allies to trans-
form politics and governance.
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PRRAC’s founding thirty years ago
occurred also during a reckoning with
the limits of civil rights strategies, al-
beit one that was less dramatic. The
prior two decades had seen school de-
segregation, finance equalization and
other remedies for racial inequities
under attack in federal courts. More
broadly, social scientists and policy-
makers were questioning whether ad-
dressing bias would be enough to undo
the structural dimensions of race em-
bedded in our institutions.  PRRAC was
born as a project of civil rights and
anti-poverty advocates to address the
intersections of race and class, and to
bring social science to bear on policy
and legal advocacy. This mission has
continued urgency today as we con-
tinue to grapple with the human and
political dimensions of inequality in
American society, even as the changed
legal, cultural, and advocacy environ-
ment pushes PRRAC and other racial
justice organizations to continually re-
evaluate our strategies for dismantling
the structures of inequality, and to learn
from and collaborate with long-stand-
ing and emerging community-based
organizations and social movements.

At its core, PRRAC’s work seeks
to interrupt state production of racial
and economic inequality. This work
will continue to be important in the
coming years as federal, state, and lo-
cal governments take on the project
of post-pandemic recovery. PRRAC
and its allies will need to make visible
how public policies, programs, tax, and
funding decisions risk widening racial
and economic inequality, and how in-
stead they might be used to advance
inclusion. This is a technocratic
project, to be sure; but it is also fun-
damentally a democratic project. This
project entails surfacing the hidden in-
equities of the “submerged state” that
are obscured by free market, individu-
alist, and color-blind narratives. In
practical terms, this will require apply-
ing an equity lens to the administrative
rules and programs that inevitably
shape the distribution of housing, edu-
cation, health care, environmental pro-
tection and other social goods. This

work has broader resonance due to
growing public consciousness about
the historic role of federal policy and
law in embedding racial segregation and
wealth inequality. Still, PRRAC and
others will need to communicate this
work beyond the traditional experts,
in a manner that engages a broader set
of groups and participants. This is a
moment to collapse the usual divide
between those “inside the beltway” and
the rest of us: engaging state and local
groups in federal advocacy, and build-
ing community-based organizations
and subnational participants into the
design of innovative federal programs.

These are perilous and destabilizing
times. There is no set or proven path
forward. More reason to push ourselves
to think and create boldly and imagi-
natively.  Happy 30th Birthday PRRAC!
Now back to work.
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 Disaster, Abolition and Repair
Justin Steil and Somala Diby

Du Bois argues that
intertwined issues of
land, housing, and
education are at the
core of an abolition
democracy.

Justin Steil (steil@mit.edu) is an
Associate Professor of Law and Ur-
ban Planning at MIT and a member
of PRRAC’s Board of Directors.
Somala Diby is a Masters in City Plan-
ning student, Massachusetts Institute
of Technology.
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The literary scholar Saidiya
Hartman asked in a recent essay, “Is
abolition a synonym for love?”  Ana-
lyzing W.E.B. Du Bois’s 1920 short
story “The Comet,” which is narrated
from the perspective of a Black survi-
vor of the near-total extraterrestrial
destruction of New York, Hartman
notes that it is “as if the enclosure of
blackness could only be breached and
caste abolished by the destruction of
the world.”

In his 1935 historical masterpiece
Black Reconstruction in America: An
Essay Toward a History of the Part
Which Black Folk Played in the At-
tempt to Reconstruct Democracy in
America, 1860–1880, Du Bois explores
how the near destruction of the nation
created an opportunity to abolish white
supremacy by building a truly multira-
cial political, social, and economic de-
mocracy.  Du Bois argues that inter-
twined issues of land, housing, and
education are at the core of an aboli-
tion democracy that would create the
new institutions and new social rela-
tions to enable former slaves to live as
equal members of society.  The failure
to create a right to land and housing
for the freed slaves, Du Bois argues,
ensured the continuation of a racial
caste-based system of economic ex-
ploitation—slavery by another name:
“To emancipate four million laborers
whose labor had been owned, and
separate them from the land upon
which they had worked for nearly two
and a half centuries, was an operation
such as no modern country had for a
moment attempted. . . . Only the
American Negro slave was emanci-
pated without such rights, and, in the
end, this spelled for him the continua-

tion of slavery” (Du Bois 1935:611).
And the continuation of this racial in-
equality, Du Bois argued, would ulti-
mately undermine true democracy.

Without rights in land, Black people
in the United States had only the most
precarious rights to sell their labor,
famously undermined by the Black
Codes and Jim Crow. From the nation’s
founding, questions of color and capi-
tal were central to debates over the lim-

its of democratic control and the pro-
tection of property and privilege. The
brutal end of Reconstruction answered
these questions again for the industrial
age.  Du Bois noted that because the
“upward moving of white labor was
betrayed into wars of profit based on
color caste,” the “majority of the

world’s laborers . . . became the basis
of a system of industry which ruined
democracy” (Du Bois 1935: 30). The
movement for an “abolition-democ-
racy” was replaced after Reconstruc-
tion by a return to “compensated de-
mocracy” that gave those who could
vote a voice in the selection of elected
officials, within a system that protected
white power and subordinated Black
labor to white profits and capital ac-
cumulation. The end result, Du Bois
argues, was that “Democracy died,
save in the hearts of black folk” (Du
Bois 1935: 30). The idea of abolition
democracy that would actually create
new democratic forms, new institu-
tions, new relations through which we
could envision a different and inclu-
sive future for all members of the na-
tion struggled to survive, while a com-
pensated democracy thrived, focused
on capital accumulation.

White capital accumulation in the
United States, over and over again, has
come from the extraction of value from
Indigenous, Black, and other non-white

Using Social Science to Design
a Compensatory Response to

the Racialized Impacts of COVID
Paul M. Ong

Paul M. Ong (pmong@ucla.edu) is
Research Professor and Director of the
Center for Neighborhood Knowledge
at UCLA, and a member of PRRAC’s
Social Science Advisory Board. (Please turn to page 13)

Social-science research should as-
sume an essential and central role in
guiding the nation through COVID-19
driven transitions. The pandemic has
upended lives and livelihoods, with
profound racial consequences. Creat-
ing insights into the patterns, nature

and magnitude of the social and eco-
nomic upheavals provides an evidence-
based foundation to formulate just poli-
cies for the post-COVID world. Most
scholars were unprepared for the cri-
sis, but the transformative disruptions
have opened the door for progressive
responses to systemic racism. Re-
searchers can contribute to a social-
change agenda by informing public dis-
course and debates, and by conduct-
ing rigorous and creditable analyses.
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people, from the theft of Native Ameri-
can land and Black lives, from forced
labor under slavery to sharecropping
and the convict lease system, from
President Johnson’s reversal of
Sherman’s Special Field Order 15 and
the repeal of the Southern Homestead
Act, from legal doctrines of partition
regarding heir’s properties that have
facilitated the taking of Black owned
land to the extraction of elevated rents
through rigid residential segregation
and redlining, from the razing of Black
communities through urban renewal to
the extraction of income and home
equity through discriminatory reverse
redlining and predatory lending. Du
Bois’s fundamental point, I would ar-
gue, is that a true political democracy
requires a multiracial economic de-
mocracy, which necessitates eradicat-
ing oppressive structures that enable
white supremacy and creating new
democratic institutions in their place.

Central to political and economic
democracy is stable housing and rights
in land, which are tied in the United
States to a reimagining and repair of
neighborhoods and local governments
so that they can deliver a sturdy and
equitable platform of educational and
other public resources from which in-
dividuals can actually fulfill their ca-
pabilities. At a minimum, we need to
ensure that everyone in the nation has
a healthy home that provides a plat-
form that enables them to realize their
potential. Creating healthy homes in ra-
cially just neighborhoods requires that
we repair our cities and towns in ways
that take into account this long history
of the theft of Black wealth, of dis-
placement from urban renewal, the si-
phoning of income from discrimina-
tory and predatory lending. Instead,
many wealthy jurisdictions in the
United States advance themselves at
the expense of everyone else by hoard-
ing public resources.  Initial steps to-
wards more affordable homes and
more equitable neighborhoods would
be coordinated federal and state efforts
to prevent this hoarding, to require
states to take meaningful actions to
address measurable disparities in ac-

cess to place-based resources, to re-
quire all municipalities to remove ex-
clusionary land use regulations and
make land available for multi-family
housing and permanently affordable
housing, and to restructure school
funding and assignment policies so that
an excellent public school education is
not an amenity that people see them-
selves as purchasing with their home
but a right for every child.  Ultimately,
we need to create new regional and
national institutions that ensure that

essential public services, such as pub-
lic education, public health, public
transportation, public spaces, and
small business development have all the
resources they need to help Americans
thrive, equally.

Destruction, calamity, pandemics—
these moments reveal to us what we
do and do not need; what should be
destroyed, and what should reimagined
and reinvented.  We need to create new
institutions and norms of property,
changed expectations of the relation-
ship between ownership and profit,
that ensure that everyone has a stable,
healthy home.

A century ago, Du Bois, in “The
Comet” used an imagined near destruc-
tion of the world to open up a window
into the possibility of racial equality,
and then later analyzed the near de-
struction of the nation in the Civil War
in Black Reconstruction to illuminate
the possibilities for a multiracial democ-
racy. Like most other disasters, the
pandemic has disproportionately af-
fected Black, Indigenous, and other
people of color, in exposure, infection,
loss of life, and economic precarity.
The seeming brush with apocalypse in
this year of the pandemic, runaway
Gilded-Age style inequality, and the

sustained threats to democratic insti-
tutions urgently summons our capac-
ity to imagine the creation of new in-
stitutions that would move us further
toward the true abolition of the legacy
of slavery, toward political, social, and
economic democracy by reimagining
the government structures that per-
petuate inequality and the structures of
land ownership and housing that cre-
ate continuing precarity for so many.
In this year where we have seen mora-
toria on evictions and releases from
prisons, we have a window both into
what should be abolished, and what is
possible.  A guarantee of homes for all
is possible and necessary. Arundhati
Roy has described the pandemic as “a
portal, a gateway between one world
and the next.” She writes, “We can
choose to walk through it, dragging
the carcasses of our prejudice and ha-
tred, our avarice, our data banks and
dead ideas, our dead rivers and smoky
skies behind us. Or we can walk
through lightly, with little luggage,
ready to imagine another world. And
ready to fight for it.”  Let us fight for
the abolition democracy Du Bois imag-
ined.
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Destruction, calamity,
pandemics—these
moments reveal to us
what we do and do not
need; what should be
destroyed, and what
should reimagined and
reinvented.
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Housing as a Race Equity Issue
Demetria McCain

Residential segregation
and housing discrimi-
nation have impacted
the lived experiences of
Black people for decades
and have been allowed
to persist across mul-
tiple administrations,
Republican- and Demo-
crat-led.

Against a pumpkin-patterned
background, a Black woman posted a
November query to a Facebook page
hosted by a local property manager
asking how she should go about trans-
ferring her out-of-state Section 8
housing choice voucher to North Dal-
las, Irving, Allen or Plano. Two days
later we, the Inclusive Communities
Project (ICP), posted results of our
second landlord survey that sought
information about which multifamily
landlords accept applicants who use
housing choice vouchers. The survey
captured the Facebook inquirer’s two
counties of interest (Dallas and Collin)
as well as two others (Denton and
Rockwall). All counties fell within the
Dallas Metroplex, our regional hous-
ing market.

ICP’s 2020 results are based on a
survey of 1413 reasonably-priced pri-
vate market apartment complexes.
With the assistance of Daniel &

Beshara P.C.’s researchers, the survey
found seven percent acceptance by
landlords when asked if they would rent
to voucher holders. However, 2017
research found twelve percent accep-
tance. A comparison of the two years

showed a significant increase in dis-
crimination. A closer look revealed that
only five percent of the complexes in
majority white non-Hispanic zip codes
accepted housing choice vouchers,
while twenty-two percent in majority
Black zip codes accepted vouchers.
With Blacks accounting for over eight-
five percent of the Dallas Housing
Authority’s voucher population, the

segregative impact of such a dispro-
portionate acceptance tells a grim
story.

The woman’s Facebook post was
not seeking housing in the parts of the
City of Dallas or Dallas Metroplex that
are replete with subsidized housing,
high poverty, governmental neglect and
racial isolation. Her post specified the
lower poverty, better resourced areas
of our housing market as the focus of
her housing search, areas for which a
host of barriers like voucher discrimi-
nation exist for low income housing
seekers. She was attempting to actu-
alize the “choice” in the promise of the
Housing Choice Voucher Program.

The problems of residential segre-
gation and housing discrimination have
impacted the lived experiences of Black
people for decades and have been al-
lowed to persist across multiple admin-
istrations, Republican- and Democrat-
led. Included are experiences like those
dramatized by Lorraine Hansberry in
her semi-autobiographical 1959 Broad-
way play, A Raisin in the Sun, when
restrictive covenants and the acts of
the real estate industry played active

Demetria McCain (dmccain@
inclusivecommunities.net) is president
of the Inclusive Communities Project
in Dallas and a member of PRRAC’s
Board of Directors.

Energy Security and Housing Security
Gabriela Sandoval

Gabriela Sandoval (gsandoval@
turn.org) is Director of Strategic Ini-
tiatives at The Utility Reform Network
in California, and a member of
PRRAC’s Board of Directors.

Kalikhia Miller received the
shutoff notice she had been dreading
on a cold December day.  After years
of steady payments she’d had a series
of health crises and fallen behind on
her PG&E bills.  As a resident of Sec-
tion 8 housing Kalikhia knew that hav-
ing her service shut off would put her
in danger of being evicted as well,

since utility service is often a condi-
tion of subsidized housing. She had 48
hours to pay $2,280.

Ms. Miller suffers from serious
health issues including a heart condi-
tion, diabetes and fibromyalgia that con-
tribute to high energy costs and had
led to thousands of dollars in utility debt
during a period of housing instability.
In 2007, she was able to move into
highly coveted Section 8 housing and
worked out a monthly payment plan
with her utility company to square her
debt and keep current on her balance.
Over the years, she was able to pay

off almost $5,000 in arrears.
But when her health started dete-

riorating, she fell behind on her bills
again. Ms. Miller, facing both a shutoff
and an eviction, was desperate when
she called TURN—The Utility Reform
Network—for help.

A year earlier, TURN had learned
from one of our community partners,
Poverello House, a homeless shelter
and housing advocacy organization
based in Fresno, CA, that it was now
“as important to access a client’s util-
ity bill as it was to have their ID on

(Please turn to page 6)
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Our research showed
that one out of every
four California resi-
dents was struggling to
keep the lights on.

roles in determining where the Younger
family could and could not live. But
experiences also include present day
families, like the Facebook poster, who
desire access to neighborhood services
and opportunities that they believe will
best help their children thrive.

Thriving is what we have not been
doing as a country. Many of us are
hurt and angry. The discrimination in
how Blacks are treated intersects with
too many public sectors to count in-
cluding public safety, health and hous-
ing. A dog whistle by a president who
tells suburban moms to not worry be-
cause he is going to make certain low
income housing does not invade their
neighborhoods does nothing to ease
already existing housing challenges.

No administration in recent
memory has espoused promises of
better housing outcomes as part of
racial equity priorities. As neither presi-
dent-elect Biden, nor vice president-
elect Harris claim to be fair housing
aficionados, the advocacy community
should take credit for the team’s rec-
ognition of housing as a racial equity
issue. While plans, platforms and pri-
orities mean little without action, it is
encouraging to see such a shift in ar-
ticulation of the problem. If this shift
takes hold of decision makers who
have the power to turn the tide on the
artificiality of residential segregation,
then we may live to see the day when
HUD enforces the affirmatively fur-
thering fair housing mandate of the Fair
Housing Act, CDBG-funded govern-
mental entities no longer sit silent when
landlords discriminate against voucher
holders within their jurisdictional
boundaries, and landlords no longer
erect barriers to qualified Black rental
applicants. Sufficient resources for fair
housing enforcement and the actual-
ization of federal housing programs that
affirmatively further fair housing would
also be welcomed changes.

Housing as a racial equity issue is
what the authors of the Fair Housing
Act had in mind. After more than fifty
years, let us look toward the possibil-
ity of moving closer to the goal.

file.” It turned out that utility debt was
often the final barrier to housing
people. “You can get every type of
service available to help someone get
back on their feet and ready to go into
transitional or subsidized housing,”
said Robert Huerta, Client Services
Manager at Poverello House, “but if
they owe their utility company $2,000,
there’s unfortunately nothing we can
do.” This has become an increasingly
important issue as evidenced by how
many organizations serving the
unhoused population in California now
include a line item in their organiza-
tional budget to enable them to pay off
their clients’ utility debt.

In 2017, TURN won a $5 million
fund of shareholder money to be used
by the large utility companies (Pacific

Gas and Electric, Southern California
Edison, Southern California Gas, and
San Diego Gas and Electric) to pay
off the debt of California residents
experiencing homelessness for whom
utility debt represented the final bar-
rier to accessing subsidized or transi-
tional housing. These grants were also
made available to residents of subsi-
dized housing threatened with eviction
due to utility debt. Ms. Miller was one
of the first recipients of this SHARE
Program (Subsidized Housing Assis-
tance Relief for Energy Program).

The SHARE program was one part
of a broader strategy to limit utilities’
ability to shut customers off for non-
payment.  Alarmed by skyrocketing
increases in shutoffs throughout Cali-
fornia, in 2016 TURN launched the
Power@Home Campaign, a research,
education, organizing and policy ini-
tiative to advance energy justice. Our
research showed that one out of ev-
ery four California residents was strug-
gling to keep the lights on and energy

insecurity was threatening the health
and wellbeing of millions of consum-
ers. In 2018, TURN was shocked to
discover that one out of every ten cus-
tomers disconnected by the large elec-
tric utility companies is never recon-
nected and one out of three natural gas
customers shut off by Southern Cali-
fornia Gas are never reconnected. We
believe these utility shutoffs are a hid-
den driver of housing displacement,
forcing vulnerable families from their
homes. The data do not tell us what
happens to people whose utility ser-
vice is never reconnected, but com-
munity surveys and individual stories
relate that many people move, some-
times crowding in with other family
members, couch surfing, or end up liv-
ing on the streets.

Against the backdrop of California’s
housing crisis, TURN’s research and
discussions with community partners
led us to conclude that there is a sig-
nificant correlation between being able
to maintain utility service and being
secure in one’s home. The bottom line
is that people struggling to pay energy
bills and keep the lights on are also
likely to be struggling to pay the rent
or their mortgage. This is why energy
insecurity can be an early indicator of
housing insecurity and potential
homelessness.

The SHARE Program temporarily
addressed a problem for which there
is little data. How many unhoused Cali-
fornia residents and, indeed, unhoused
families and individuals across the
country might be housed simply by
paying off their utility debt? Here is
what we accomplished: Almost 4,000
(3,909) customers were able to ac-
cess housing or remain housed with
support in the form of a grant from
the SHARE program. These grants
ranged in size from $40 to $7,000 and
averaged $640.

All of this cost investors less than
$4 million dollars, money we think was
well spent in promoting the public
good. Because TURN won this one-
time fund for a program that was stipu-
lated to last only two years, almost $1
million dollars of the fund was not
spent on SHARE and the program

(ENERGY SECURITY: Cont. from page 5)
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Furthering Fair Housing in the Residential
Real Estate Industry

Max Besbris and Jacob W. Faber

Max Besbris (besbris@wisc.edu) is
an Assistant Professor at the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin-Madison; Jacob W.
Faber (jacob.faber@nyu.edu) is an
Associate Professor at New York
University’s Wagner School. Jacob
Faber is a member of PRRAC’s So-
cial Science Advisory Board.

The Trump-Pence administration
aggressively stunted efforts to integrate
communities and redress historical in-
equalities in housing. The incoming
Biden-Harris administration has com-
mitted to ending discriminatory prac-
tices in the housing market and, on
paper, many of the goals it has out-
lined could make housing more acces-
sible. This is particularly true regard-
ing efforts to ensure homeseekers of
color receive fair mortgages and avoid
foreclosure. In this essay, we call for
more attention to processes that typi-
cally occur far in advance of mortgage
provision and are rife with implicitly
and explicitly racist practices: the
search for housing. We outline why
furthering fair housing policy requires
more regulation of real estate agents
and make suggestions on how to do
so.

Real estate agents are involved in
nearly 90% of residential real estate
transactions in the U.S. and study af-
ter study has documented their discrimi-
natory practices. While the most per-
nicious forms of discrimination, e.g.,
refusing to meet with homeseekers of
color, have ebbed, agents still regularly
steer white homeseekers away from
neighborhoods of color, reveal differ-
ent information and opinions about
housing and neighborhoods to white
homeseekers and homeseekers of
color, and rely heavily on racial stereo-
types when selecting housing on be-
half of prospective buyers (Besbris and
Faber 2017; Korver-Glenn 2018).
State-level policy makers have taken
note—the NY State Senate recently held

We call for more atten-
tion to processes that
typically occur far in
advance of mortgage
provision and are rife
with implicitly and ex-
plicitly racist practices:
the search for housing.

hearings to investigate discrimination
by real estate agents on Long Island
uncovered by Newsday in 2019—and
the Biden administration could also
combat these discriminatory practices
by agents in multiple ways.

First, recent research shows that a
large part of the problem is woefully
inadequate education (Besbris 2020).
Real estate agents are required to know
very little about fair housing laws or
their intent. While agent education and

licensure are regulated at the state level,
and some professional associations
offer their own trainings, the Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment should establish national stan-
dards and condition block grant distri-
bution on their adoption. Some states
require as few as 30 hours of class-
room instruction to become a licensed
real estate salesperson. This is not
nearly enough, considering the effects
agents have on housing market and
neighborhood demographic outcomes.
But more education will only work if
the content of that education is better
defined and regulated. Audits of licens-
ing classes in New York state revealed
that agents-in-training are simply told
to remember the dates of the passage
of fair housing laws and protected cat-
egories. Far more education should be
dedicated to understanding segrega-
tion—what it is and how it is harmful.

A Call to Remedy Segregation
and Advance Housing Justice:

Federal Strategies for 2021
and Beyond

Megan Haberle and Philip Tegeler

As we embark on the work of a
new Administration and begin to undo
the damage of the past four years, we
are also engaged in building a future
vision for America: one that celebrates
its diversity, where government helps
us all to thrive, and where we are will-
ing to confront our racist history.
Housing policy must be a core pillar

of this systems change.
For millions of Americans, housing

cost pressure and insecurity are cru-
cial problems with serious racial im-
pacts and long overdue policy re-
sponses. These responses include the
expansion of housing resources for
low-income households, a path to
homeownership for moderate-income
families, and the strengthening of ten-
ant protections. But just as crucial as
increasing our housing supply is the
need to confront the ways that our

(Please turn to page 9)

Megan Haberle (mhaberle@prrac.
org) is the Deputy Director of PRRAC
and Philip Tegeler (ptegeler@ prrac.
org) is the Executive Director.
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The federal government
should institute report-
ing rules for real estate
agents similar to those
required of mortgage
lenders by the Home
Mortgage Disclosure
Act.

(FAIR HOUSING: Continued from page 7)

Second, a new administration
should provide more funding for and
prioritize testing (Oh and Yinger 2015).
Paired testing (auditing) of real estate
agents, while perhaps time consum-
ing, is not prohibitively expensive as
evidenced by the Urban Institute’s re-
cent studies of discrimination against
same-sex couples and homeseekers
with children. The growth of the online
market for housing also offers oppor-
tunities for large scale testing for rela-
tively small investments (Besbris et al.
2018). Under a new administration,
HUD could implement regular testing
of real estate agents in housing mar-
kets across the country. This would
help identify where discrimination is
more or less pervasive and could also
serve as the basis for systemic en-
forcement actions by the Department
of Justice.

Third, a new administration should
fund alternative home search services.
Past research has shown that rental
homeseekers who use housing coun-
selors during their search find better
quality housing in less segregated
neighborhoods and tend to stay in their
new homes for longer (Darrah and
DeLuca 2014). Counselors could also
benefit homebuyers. Real estate agents
who profit from brokering transactions
have incentives to close deals quickly
and for as a high a price as possible.
As a 2020 Department of Justice law-
suit against the National Association of
Realtors alleges, such conditions lead
to obfuscation and exploitation (see
Akerlof and Shiller 2015; Yinger 1995).
Put another way, agents are incen-
tivized to steer and share information
in unequal ways since it facilitates clos-
ing deals quickly. Fostering the devel-
opment and support of alternative hous-
ing search intermediaries like housing
counselors and community-based
housing groups that do no profit from
brokering home sales or lease agree-
ments should become a policy priority
(Krysan and Crowder 2017).

Lastly, the federal government
should institute reporting rules for real
estate agents similar to those required
of mortgage lenders by the Home

Mortgage Disclosure Act. Agents
should provide information on every
client they work with including race,
gender, age, household composition,
and current address. It is key that these
rules also require agents to report the
outcomes of their interactions with
buyers and sellers. For buyers, agents
should report information on the prop-
erties discussed and shown, matched
with buyer demographics, and includ-
ing listing price, address, and square

footage, as well as the amount of any
offer made by a buyer, and, if the prop-
erty was purchased, the final price. For
sellers, agents should report on all of-
fers received. Such information is criti-
cal to understanding the scale, scope,
and impact of racial steering.

Some of these proposed policies
will likely be received with skepticism
by professional real estate associa-
tions. However, the new administra-
tion should fight for them. Furthering
fair housing will require not only a re-
commitment to existing policies but
also implementing new ones.

References

Akerlof, George and Robert Shiller. 2015.
Phishing for Phools. Princeton: Princeton
University Press.

Besbris, Max. 2020. Upsold. Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press.

Besbris, Max and Jacob William Faber. 2017.
“Investigating the Relationship Between Real
Estate Agents, Segregation, and House Prices:
Steering and Upselling in New York State.”
Sociological Forum 32:850-873.

Besbris, Max, Jacob William Faber, Peter
Rich, and Patrick Sharkey. 2018. “The Ge-
ography of Stigma: Experimental Methods
to Identify the Penalty of Place.” Pp. 159–
77 in Audit Studies: Behind the Scenes with
Theory, Method, and Nuance, edited by S.
Michael Gaddis. Springer International.

Darrah, Jennifer and Stefanie DeLuca. 2014.
“‘Living Here Has Changed My Whole Per-
spective’: How Escaping Inner-City Poverty
Shapes Neighborhood and Housing Choice.”
Journal of Policy Analysis and Management
33:350-384.

Korver-Glenn, Elizabeth. 2018. “Compound-
ing Inequalities: How Racial Stereotypes and
Discrimination Accumulate Across the Stages
of the Housing Exchange.” American Socio-
logical Review 83:627-656.

Krysan, Maria and Kyle Crowder. 2017. Cycle
of Segregation. New York: Russell Sage.

Oh, Sun Jung and John Yinger. 2015. “What
Have We Learned from Paired Testing in
Housing Markets.” Cityscape 17:15-60.

U.S. v National Association of Realtors, Case
No. 1:20-cv-3356 (D.D.C. 2020).

Yinger, John. 1995. Closed Doors, Opportu-
nities Lost. New York: Russell Sage.

Thank you for supporting PRRAC (and NCSD)!
Jennifer Ayscue
Howell S. Baum
Susan Bennett
John Charles Boger
John Brittain
Andrew Burnap
Ryan Coughlan
Bailey Robin Deiongh
Daniel Goldstein
Brendan Goodwin
Lesley Guyton
Carol Lee Johnson
Olatunde Johnson

Andrea Juracek
Maria Krysan
Laura Lefkowits
Judith Liben
Monique Lin-Luse
Nancy McArdle
Laurence Pearl
Alec Sexton
Deborah Schwartz
Korinne Schneider
Girardeau A. Spann
Gregory Squires
Bethany Woll



Poverty & Race • Vol. 29, No. 2 • November-December  2020 • 9

(Please turn to page 10)

housing systems contribute to and re-
inforce residential segregation—a
mechanism of structural racism with
deep historical roots that continues in
the present day, with stark impacts on
racial equality and intergenerational life
outcomes. The re-envisioning of our
national housing policy must include
intentional measures to expand geo-
graphic choice and foster diverse com-
munities, while at the same time mak-
ing community investments where they
are needed most.

Our recommendations call for con-
crete and impactful reforms to exist-
ing housing programs. These reforms
are needed to break the ongoing cycle
of residential segregation and to trans-
form the federal government’s role in
perpetuating segregation into one of
strong, active promotion of structural
change and racial justice. Our recom-
mendations are indebted to the ongo-
ing work of fair housing practitioners,
researchers, and advocates (including
local organizations often at the fore-
front of change). They build on the
following principles: empowering sub-
sidized households with broader resi-
dential choices, through the reform of
programmatic barriers, improved ser-
vices, and legal protections; correct-
ing for decades of subsidized housing
siting practices that have confined low-
income people of color into high-pov-
erty areas; moving toward a right to
housing through expansion of the pub-
lic and social housing sectors; and giv-
ing muscle to fair housing oversight
and enforcement to ensure the law
results in real change, including in the
U.S. Department of Housing and Ur-
ban Development’s own housing pro-
grams.

Although beyond the scope of this
article’s specific housing policy rec-
ommendations, we also strongly sup-
port the important complementary
goals of increased economic develop-
ment and infrastructure investment for
low-income communities (in particu-
lar communities of color, which have
been historically disinvested), ex-
panded tenant protections, energy jus-
tice, environmental remediation and

(FEDERAL STRATEGIES: Cont. from p. 7) protection for environmental justice
communities, and most immediately,
extension of the national eviction mora-
torium during the ongoing Covid cri-
sis.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1) Provide for universal housing
assistance through Housing Choice
Vouchers

Millions of households qualify for
rental assistance, but cannot receive it
because of underfunding. These fami-
lies face lengthy waitlists for assis-
tance as they face housing insecurity,
cost pressures, and homelessness. An
immediate intervention is needed. Ex-
pansion of the Housing Choice
Voucher (HCV) program with full
funding to all qualifying households is
an important step to ensure that this
basic human need for a home is met.
The HCV program is an ideal social
safety net program, as illustrated by
the recent COVID crisis—participat-
ing families pay 30-40% of their
monthly income for rent, regardless of
how their income may fluctuate.  With
the reforms noted below, expansion of
HCV assistance can also provide a
means to address the segregation of
subsidized households into low-
resourced neighborhoods, since pro-
gram participants will finally be able
to have a real choice about where to
live, and to choose specific housing
that meets their diverse needs and pref-
erences. As elaborated below, HCV
expansion should be accompanied by
policies and funding to support the ex-
panded construction and preservation
of affordable units of public housing
and other forms of social housing (in
ways that do not replicate the legacy
of segregation), so that our subsidized
housing policy is not overly reliant on
the private market.

2) Enact key reforms to the
Housing Choice Voucher program

The design of the Housing Choice
Voucher (HCV) program has effec-
tively steered many families into lower-

opportunity, higher-poverty communi-
ties. Some progress was made to re-
form the program during the Obama
Administration, but more needs to be
done to put the “choice” back into the
Housing Choice Voucher program.
Among the most important reforms are
expanding the Small Area Fair Market
Rent (SAFMR) program to give fami-
lies a real shot at getting into all the
communities in their housing market;
redesigning the administrative fee sys-
tem to incentivize moves to higher
opportunity areas; eliminating barriers
to moves by permitting use of voucher
funds for security deposits and mov-
ing expenses; improving HUD annual
assessments of public housing authori-
ties to prioritize progress toward de-
segregation; and providing routine
funding support for housing mobility
counseling programs to give families
access to new housing possibilities
throughout their regions.

3) Protect against discrimination
on the basis of source of income
(government assistance including
housing vouchers)

Source of income (SOI) discrimi-
nation laws that protect voucher fami-
lies from discrimination have been en-
acted in 14 states and dozens of local
jurisdictions. These laws now protect
over half the HCV families in the U.S.
However, enforcement is inconsistent,
and SOI laws face challenges at the
state level. At least two states have
taken steps to “preempt” local SOI or-
dinances, and lawsuits seeking to strike
down local laws are pending in at least
two states.  Now is the time for the
federal government to step up to pass
a national source of income discrimi-
nation law, and to provide funding to
state and local legal services organiza-
tions (including fair housing organiza-
tions with the capacity to litigate) to
engage in active enforcement.

4) Expand housing supply for low-
income households through the
Housing Trust Fund—with civil
rights guardrails that ensure hous-
ing reaches well-resourced areas
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(FEDERAL STRATEGIES: Cont. from p. 9)

and does not further concentrate
poverty

The Housing Trust Fund (HTF), a
relatively new program that was es-
tablished in the Housing and Economic
Recovery Act of 2008 and began allo-
cating funds in 2016, provides block-
grant funding to states to create, pre-
serve, and operate affordable housing
for very- and extremely-low income
households. It is often layered with
other subsidy programs, such as the
Low-Income Housing Tax Credit Pro-
gram, but has a range of flexible uses.
This program should be expanded to
ensure an increased supply of housing
for those most in need. While the HTF
currently requires states to use “geo-
graphic diversity” as a funding crite-
rion and to certify that they are affir-
matively furthering fair housing (that
is, promoting integration), civil rights
guardrails, including siting criteria,
should be stronger and more explicit.
Such protections should be embedded
in the statutory language of any pro-
gram expansion. On the agency level,
much can be achieved as well: HUD
should issue expanded regulations and
guidance instructing states on how to
better further fair housing in their HTF
administration. In addition, both Con-
gress and HUD can foster models
through which HTF funding is used to
create social housing (as described in
the following section).

5) Give public housing a restart
by creating new social housing in
highly-resourced areas; and make
our existing public housing safe and
healthy

Public housing has historically been
sited and administered in ways that
reinforce segregation and that confine
low-income people, who lack other
choices, to high-poverty neighbor-
hoods that suffer from health burdens,
poorly funded schools, and other hall-
marks of discrimination, disinvestment
and exclusion. Yet this pattern of pub-
lic housing development is not inevi-
table, and public (social) housing is a

core source of affordable units, as well
as an important complement to other
programs that are enmeshed with the
private market.  Legislation should en-
able the creation of additional public
housing units, with explicit require-
ments that this new housing expand
access to low-poverty areas and (like
the original vision of public housing)
support families with a range of low
to moderate income levels—not just
families in extreme poverty—in order
to support mixed-income communi-
ties. The federal law that bars public
housing in communities that refuse it
should be repealed. The federal prohi-
bition on expansion of public housing
should also be repealed.

In addition, capital funds should be
appropriated to provide for repairs and
updates to existing public housing
stock, much of which poses threats
to the health and safety of residents
due to disrepair. Households in exist-
ing public housing should also be pro-
vided with the opportunity to transfer
to the housing choice voucher pro-
gram, should they wish to move to
new neighborhoods (for example, to
avoid adverse health factors or to seek
better-resourced schools).

6) Bring civil rights to the Low-
Income Housing Tax Credit Pro-
gram, through key reforms

The Low-Income Housing Tax
Credit (LIHTC) program is currently
our nation’s most significant source of
affordable housing production for low-
income households (supporting the
preservation of such housing as well).
Administered by the Department of the
Treasury, LIHTC currently lacks fair
housing regulations, and the LIHTC
statute fails to protect against (and in
fact contributes to) the program’s role
in deepening housing segregation.
There is much room for improvement
at both the regulatory and the legisla-
tive levels. This includes improved sit-
ing requirements and incentives, im-
proved standards for community re-
vitalization plans that include LIHTC
support, demographic data reporting,
and strong affirmative marketing re-
quirements.

7) Update HUD’s site selection
criteria to effectively avoid poverty
concentration and health risks

Historically, most subsidized hous-
ing was deliberately confined to high-
poverty, segregated areas, a tradition
that continued due to market forces
(infused with racism) and neighbor-
hood opposition. Lawsuits brought
under the Fair Housing Act helped pro-
pel HUD to issue its Site and Neigh-
borhood Standards for HUD-subsi-
dized housing units, such as Project
Based Vouchers, Public Housing, and
Project Based Rental Assistance. These
standards were codified in regulations
and set a basic floor for where such
housing may be sited. However, they
were issued decades ago, and time has
shown them to be insufficiently direc-
tive and specific to ensure that subsi-
dized housing is actually located with
access to well-resourced, healthy com-
munities—effectively disrupting the
cycle of segregation. These standards
should be strengthened and clarified
for all future federally subsidized hous-
ing development. Stronger standards
should also be accompanied by tech-
nical assistance to aid compliance, and
strong fair housing reviews by HUD.
Standards, guidance, and technical as-
sistance should also be updated to in-
clude a robust consideration of climate
change factors.

8) Counterbalance the ways the
housing finance system undergirds
segregation

The creation and acquisition of
housing (whether single- or multi-fam-
ily) relies on our housing finance sys-
tem, where private market forces in-
tertwine with and benefit from gov-
ernment support and regulation. The
government’s role in structuring this
system and incentivizing particular
outcomes is an important one. It
should be harnessed to reshape a
legacy system (in which profit and
value have had strong ties to racism
and segregation) into one that works
better to advance equality and broader
housing stability. For example, the
Community Reinvestment Act, which
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awards credit to banks for serving low-
income communities of color, should
be strengthened and should also
incentivize the production of afford-
able housing outside of segregated ar-
eas. The government-sponsored enter-
prises (GSEs) or successor entities
should support lending and loan liquid-
ity for affordable rental units in highly-
resourced areas. The Capital Magnet
Fund and other government-sponsored
housing investment funds should be
structured to support opportunity. In
addition, a new loan fund program
should be established to aid with fi-
nancing the construction or acquisi-
tion of affordable housing in high-cost
areas. Such funds can provide flexible
capital that can be used by mission-
driven organizations, community land
trusts, local government agencies, and
other entities to acquire and preserve
existing affordable properties, espe-
cially in high-opportunity areas or ar-
eas where families face the threat of
displacement.

9) Restore the Affirmatively Fur-
thering Fair Housing (AFFH) Rule,
and sharpen its implementation

The AFFH regulation, issued by
HUD in 2015 and suspended (and later
replaced) by the Trump administration,
was heralded by civil rights and afford-
able housing groups as a long-awaited
step in holding HUD grantees (states,
many localities, and public housing
authorities) accountable for furthering
fair housing, as they are required to
do under the Fair Housing Act. The
AFFH rule also benefited those HUD
recipients, as well as local advocates,
by providing a structured process for
assessing fair housing problems and
identifying appropriate steps to redress
them. The rule’s operation should be
restored. Importantly, the early imple-
mentation of the rule provided valu-
able lessons that can be used to im-
prove and strengthen the process go-
ing forward. The practical experience
of fair housing advocates who en-
gaged in the process can be tapped in
revising the Assessment Tool guidance
document used by program partici-
pants. Should HUD re-enter the

rulemaking process in order to restore
the regulation, it should also add a com-
plaint process and the requirement that
program participants commit to spe-
cific action steps with metrics.

In addition, a growing recognition
of the harms of discriminatory land use
restrictions (such as exclusionary zon-
ing) provides the opportunity to build
on the rule’s requirements and to con-
dition HUD and other federal funding
on specified state and local reforms.
This should include but not be limited
to the removal of zoning restrictions,
as a fuller set of fair housing policies—
that intentionally promote racial and so-
cioeconomic integration (as well as
redress disinvestment)—are needed.

10) Invigorate fair housing over-
sight, one of HUD’s central missions

HUD’s fair housing staff play a num-
ber of crucial roles in protecting against
discrimination and advancing fair hous-
ing, including ensuring that HUD’s re-
cipients further fair housing and that
HUD’s own programs do so. Within
HUD, the Office of Fair Housing and
Equal Opportunity (FHEO) processes
fair housing complaints against public
and private actors, and also reviews
program participant fair housing per-
formance and compliance with civil
rights requirements. This office is al-
ready under-resourced, and additional
staff and expertise will be needed as
HUD and other housing programs ex-
pand. Further, review protocols and
criteria should be strengthened, and
technical assistance provided as nec-
essary, to guide grantees and housing
authorities toward better fair housing
outcomes in activities such as public
housing development planning, follow-
through on AFFH plans, and others.

HUD’s Discriminatory Effects regu-
lation (issued in 2013 and demolished
in 2020) should also be fully restored
to ensure that the legal system is avail-
able to correct for systemic discrimi-
nation and the perpetuation of segre-
gation, as provided for in the Fair
Housing Act.

11) Strengthen the legal services
sector to better protect and advance

rights from the ground up

Legal services organizations, lo-
cated in communities throughout the
country, directly serve residents of
affordable housing and other low-in-
come households. The services they
provide ensure that the rights tenants
hold on paper are in reality vindicated
and protected. In addition, legal ser-
vices groups bear witness to many of
the systemic problems that result in
day-to-day difficulties for their clients,
including barriers to fair housing.
These organizations would benefit
from increased funding, to enable them
to hire additional staff and provide
fuller and more broadly accessible ser-
vices. In addition, the current statu-
tory constraint preventing these fed-
erally funded groups from engaging in
class action litigation and other law
reform initiatives should be removed.
Removal of federal restrictions and
fuller funding would also enable these
groups to engage in organizing work
to change systemic conditions.

12) Expand public and community
control of private rental housing

To meaningfully expand the right to
housing in the U.S., a much greater
share of rental housing needs to come
under community ownership and con-
trol.  The current economic crisis, in
particular, creates an immediate threat
of speculative acquisition of distressed
rental property and also an opportu-
nity to shift more of this housing to
community ownership. The federal
government should immediately give
maximum flexibility to PHAs and ju-
risdictions using federal funds to ac-
quire private rental housing for public
use, without displacing current tenants.
These programs could include the
Capital Magnet Fund, the CDFI Fund,
the CDBG and HOME programs, pub-
lic housing reserves, PBRA, and the
Housing Choice Voucher Program (in-
cluding Project Based Vouchers).
Longer term, Congress should fund a
significant rental housing acquisition
fund to flexibly fund private rental
housing acquisition and rehabilitation
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As Internet access has
become as essential to
modern life as heat and
light, a challenge we
face is how to extend
these protections to
cell phone and Internet
providers.

(FEDERAL STRATEGIES: Cont. from p. 11)

by local CDCs, PHAs, and Commu-
nity Land Trusts. Congress also has
the power to pass a national tenant
opportunity to purchase act, delaying
speculative purchases and giving ten-
ants leverage to purchase or transfer
properties to community ownership.
A set-aside of such funds should also
be targeted to acquisitions in lower
poverty areas.

Further Reading

“Housing Choice Voucher Reform: A Primer
for 2021 and Beyond” (PRRAC 2020),
https://prrac.org/housing-choice-voucher-re-
form-agenda/

“Expanding Choice: Practical Strategies for
Building a Successful Housing Mobility Pro-
gram, Appendix B: State, Local, and Federal
Laws Barring Source-of-Income Discrimina-
tion” (PRRAC, updated 2020), https://
prrac.org/pdf/AppendixB.pdf.

“Promoting Fair Housing in Housing Trust
Fund State Allocation Plans (PRRAC 2016),
www.prrac.org/pdf/Promoting_Fair_
Housing_in_HTF_State_ Allocation_
Plans.pdf

Haberle, Megan, “Fair Housing and Envi-
ronmental Justice: New Strategies and Chal-
lenges,” Journal of Fair Housing and Com-
munity Development  (2017), https://
prrac.org/pdf/AH_26-2_06Haberle.pdf

ended. We believe SHARE Program
data clearly show the significant im-
pact a targeted assistance program can
make in the lives of families struggling
to access and maintain housing when
shareholder funds are earmarked for
that purpose.

Our advocacy is not limited to the
SHARE program and is ongoing as high
rents, COVID, unemployment and
business losses further push struggling
families in California to the brink.

We have successfully advocated for
requirements for utilities to increase
enrollment of people eligible for Dis-
count Programs and Medical Base-
line—the program that protects medi-
cally vulnerable customers from
shutoffs. Many people who are eligible
for the medical baseline discount be-
cause they are dependent on electri-
cally powered equipment or heating or
cooling for their health are not enrolled,
presumably because they do not know
about the program. Our own efforts
to increase awareness include a series
of informational trainings for health-
care workers and community based
organizations whose clients may be eli-
gible.

TURN knows that the bills will
come due for the shutoff moratorium
that has been in place during COVID.
We have promoted an approach for
customers in arrears that links utility

(ENERGY SECURITY: Cont. from page 6) payment obligations with household
income through a Percentage of In-
come Payment Plan (PIPP) as well as
through an Arrearage Management
Program (AMP). The latter rewards
customers for making regular pay-
ments by forgiving 1/12 of existing
utility debt for every on-time payment
over 12 months. We hope to see these
become models for resolving post-
COVID utility debt nationwide.

TURN is about to turn 50 and uni-
versal access to essential services has
always been at the core of our mis-
sion. Protections like these have been
won primarily through regulatory ad-
vocacy and in addition to electric and
gas service have covered landline
phones. As Internet access has be-
come as essential to modern life as
heat and light, a challenge we face is
how to extend these protections to cell
phone and Internet providers who,
despite their astronomical profits, only
provide unreliable bare-bones service
at a low-income discount.

Since the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic, more than half a million util-
ity customers in California have signed
up for utility assistance programs and
utility debt has grown exponentially.
We have a solid foundation of con-
sumer protections in California and
there are a handful of other states
working hard to increase energy se-
curity. There are important lessons to
be learned from these initiatives at the
state level that can be built upon for
those working at the federal level, as
well as those pushing for equitable,
universal access to the Internet.

I had the opportunity to check in
with Ms. Miller as I wrote this piece.
When she called TURN two years ago,
she said, “I felt like someone finally
listened to me.” I asked her if she had
been able to keep up with her bills,
which are discounted. “I stay ahead
of them now,” she responded.
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Social scientists must generate
grounded knowledge to counter mis-
information.

Recent events have improved the
political landscape for research on
race, starting with Black Lives Matter
reigniting awareness and protest to lev-
els unseen since the 1960s (Bullard
2020). Moreover, president-elect Joe
Biden embraces scientific knowledge
for sound public policy (Scientific
American 2020) and openly recognizes
the urgency of “rooting out” systemic
racism” (ABC News 2020). This per-
spective is reinforced by incoming
vice-president Kamala Harris, who
grew up experiencing the unjust hard-
ships imposed on people of color, and
inherited her mother’s social activism,
a parent who is also a renowned sci-
entist (Kopan 2020). The national re-
vitalization and re-legitimization of the
pursuit of empirical truth have also
expanded opportunities for applied re-
search to inform local policies and ac-
tions, a geographic scale where
grounded implementation is critically
important to fair relief and recovery.

The emerging literature confirms
what people fear most—the pandemic
has magnified racial disparities. The
pandemic has put the reproduction of
inequality on steroids, sparking unprec-
edented rapidly increasing gaps. Pre-
existing conditions have made
marginalized groups significantly more
vulnerable, which translates into dis-
proportionate harms. This is visible in
the higher infection and death rates for
people of color (Morey et al 2020; At-
lantic 2020).  Uneven economic dislo-
cations are just as profound with sky-
rocketing unemployment and waves of
business closures (Ong 2020). The fi-
nancial havoc ripples downstream
through heightened housing and food
insecurity (Ong et al 2020, Wong et al
2020, Larson et al 2020). COVID-19
has tragically deepened the digital di-
vide for students with remote learning
(Peoples et al 2020). Sheltering-in-
place and politically induced fear have
systematically dampened participation
in the 2020 Census in disadvantaged
neighborhoods (Ong et al 2020). To-

gether, these differentiated outcomes
are part and parcel of a web of over-
lapping and linked processes that are
elements of systemic racism (Ong and
Gonzalez 2019).

Socioeconomic forecasting is froth
with uncertainty and danger, but it is
obvious that current developments, if
unchecked, will precipitate long-term
harm and widen the racial divide. Those
behind on rent and mortgages will
struggle to catch up on their mounting
debts. Children lagging in distant
schooling will find it challenging to
catch up on missed lessons. The likely
massive differential undercount of mi-
norities in the once-in-a-decade enu-
meration will politically disenfranchise
through redistricting and economically
marginalize through lost funding and
services. Other changes will unfold
over a longer time horizon. Many com-
panies and employees will opt to insti-
tutionalize remote work, a realignment
favoring the better educated profes-
sional class. This and other COVID-
19 legacies will realign residential pref-
erences away from density, thus re-
structuring the urbanscape through
new forms of gentrification and dis-
placement.

The predicted dire future need not
come to pass. Overcoming the
pandemic’s current trajectory will re-
quire informed interventions. As oth-
ers engage in reimagining and re-vi-
sioning a just post-pandemic world,
social-scientists must identify and pro-
pose concrete paths forward.  Re-
searchers must commit to the mun-
dane but fundamental trench work of
discovering feasible points of interven-
tion, advising on priorities for alloca-
tion, and assessing programmatic ef-
fectiveness. The crisis offers an op-
portunity to actively engage in the fight
to bend history towards justice. 
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