States can give reparations – empirics
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Louis Weathers had a stable job and was married when he decided to buy a home in the Chicago suburb of Evanston in 1959 – but high interest rates and White real estate agents who seemed adamant about keeping him and other Black residents out of certain neighborhoods nearly discouraged him. More than six decades later, the 87-year-old received a payout to make up for the discriminatory housing practices that he and other Black residents experienced between 1919 and 1969. After three years in the making, Evanston gave Weathers and 15 other Black residents $25,000 each in May to put toward a down payment on a home, mortgages or home repairs. Like Weathers, generations of Black Americans have faced disparities in housing, transportation, business and other areas. And as descendants of enslaved people many say they have not been compensated for their labor and the lingering effects of systemic racism. Recent federal reparations efforts have stalled in Congress, but cities like Evanston are working to atone for the harms caused by slavery and institutional racism – and address the racial wealth gap. Last week, Detroit’s city council unanimously approved how it would structure the city’s first reparations task force. Meanwhile in Massachusetts, the Amherst Town Council approved the creation of a fund to allocate a total of $2 million in reparations over the course of about a decade. The push for reparations has gained momentum on the heels of the national uprising in the aftermath of George Floyd’s killing in 2020, which rekindled the Black Lives Matter movement. Kamilah Moore, of the California Reparations Task Force, said she sees reparations “as fulfilling the promises made to her ancestors” in the mid-19th century following the abolition of slavery. The federal government now has the chance to live up to those commitments, she said. “You can’t talk about a racial reckoning in this country without mentioning reparations,” she said. “Reparations are comprehensive enough to address all of the ills that still impact the African American community.” From cash payouts to issuing extensive reports and building a bureaucratic system to examine what reparations could look like, here is what some local and state governments have done so far: Robin Rue Simmons, a former Evanston alderman who introduced the idea to the city in 2019, said the Restorative Housing Reparations Program was created to remedy some of the harm caused by the city’s historical anti-Black housing policies. When it was approved last year, it was considered the country’s first reparations program. Since it was founded in 1860s, the city “created systems to segregate, limit, deny, and control Black citizens,” who were denied equal access to many areas, including schooling and housing. In the early 20th century, real estate agents developed a practice of informal racial zoning, almost exclusively offering Black residents housing on the city’s west side, according to a 2020 report commissioned by the city that details how the city perpetuated discriminatory practices toward Black residents. The report also highlights that Evanston banks typically refused mortgage loans to Black residents seeking to buy homes in predominantly White neighborhoods. When the city’s Restorative Housing Reparations program opened online applications in September, officials received more than 600 applications. In January, Weathers and 15 others were chosen at random from the first 122 applications submitted by eligible Black residents. The program’s payments were funded by donations and money collected by the city from cannabis sales taxes. Weathers says he was “elated” when he learned that he would receive a payout and decided it could help current and future generations of his family. Instead of using the money for himself, he transferred his payout to his 60-year-old son, Michael Weathers, to put toward his mortgage. “It was a no brainer,” he said. Rose Cannon, a long-time Evanston resident, said she was initially excited when she heard about reparations efforts coming to Evanston, but grew to be against them once the conversation shifted from direct cash payments to a housing program. For her, conflating housing equity efforts with reparations minimizes the larger reparations movement. “When you use the term reparations, we would like for it to be associated with the full repair of human beings, to close the racial income gap,” Cannon said. “Housing can only be a portion of it, maybe a silo of it.” The current program, Simmons said, is the city’s initial reparations effort and was informed by a mass of research that led them to identify the legacy of discriminatory housing practices. Following more work to address housing disparities, Simmons said the city is expected to focus its reparations efforts on economic development and education initiatives. A committee has recommended grants for Black businesses and the establishment of a Black history museum in the city, she added. “It’s not so much that the initial 16 recipients are going to completely transform the life circumstances for all of Black Evanston, but the fact that it has happened means that we can expand it and we can build on it and do more,” Simmons said. “Not just in housing, but in other areas as well.” Cities like St. Paul have taken steps to build a bureaucratic system to examine what a reparations package for Black Americans could look like. After the city apologized last year for its role in the institutional and structural racism experienced by its Black residents, officials established an advisory committee to create a framework for a reparations commission. A year later, the advisory committee has released a report recommending direct cash payments to eligible Black residents and the establishment of a permanent reparations committee focused on implementing reparations to address racial disparities in housing, healthcare, education, employment and more. As far as funding, the report identified various sources, including the city’s funding under the American Rescue Plan, sales taxes and philanthropic donations. Trahern Crews, a member of the partially influenced reparations efforts in Minnesota’s capital city.
Source: Reparations Neg - DDI 2023 LS · DDI · 2023




