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An Alternative at Hand to the Black Orthodoxy 
By JOSEPH PERKINS 

A number of prominent black politi­
cians, organization leaders and academics 
convened in Nashville, Tenn., last summer 
to consider the plight of black families. As 
such gatherings have become common­
place, little was expected of the Nashville 
"summit" other than the usual bleating 
about the "system's" culpability. But an 
amazing thing occurred; the conferees ac­
tually acknowledged blacks' complicity in 
the Qisintegration of their families. Never 

j · before had the black leadership publicly 
, ascribed a problem besetting blacks.to fai­

lure on the part of blacks themselves .. 
Nashville was not ·merely an isolated 

case of the black leadership temporarily 
forgetting its liberal ethos; moderate and 
conservative notions were given serious 
hearings at several black gatherings last 
year. For instance, the National Confer­
ence of Black Mayors at its annual conven­
tion last spring actually offered its support 
of a subminimum wage for black teen­
agers. That proposal was considered reac­
tionary by the black leadership when it 
was first broached by conservatives in the 
mid-1970s. 

A more poignant scene played out at 
the National Association of Black Journal­
ists' annual convention last summer, dur­
ing which CBS News correspondent Lem 
Tucker took some of his black colleagues 
to task for blaming racism for their per-· 
sonal failings. "Too many of you have 

turned to groups and lawsuits in an effort 
to achieve what your ability could not," 
Mr. Tucker said. 

As today's observance of Martin Luther 
King Jr.'s birthday neared, a "council for 
a black economic agenda" last week of­
fered proposals to encourage underclass 
blacks to help themselves and rely less on 
government welfare-type programs. 
"We're proposing positive-sum solutions 
. . . that can benefit all, " said Robert L. 
Woodson, who heads the group of politi­
cally nonpartisan blacks. The council 's 
proposals (which encourage development, 
work incentives, entrepreneurship, etc.) 
are meant to refute zero-sum reasoning 
that "anytime you do something for 
blacks, you have to take something from 
whites." 

Those occurrences and others suggest 
that a new era of black politics is upon us; 
an era in which we'll likely see three de­
velopments: a challenge of assumed 
"_truths" about the black condition, neces­
sitating consideration of more practical so­
lutions to longstanding black problems; 
blacks' abandonment of anachronistic con­
frontational tactics in favor of cooperation 
wi~h -budget-conscious public and private 
officials to address the plight of the down­
trodden through ideas such as the Woodson 
group's ; the rise of a new breed of black 
leaders, more cerebral and administrative 

·. than instinctive and evangelical. 1 

No "big bang" brought this new black 

IT . t be" . I po 1 1cs m o mg. It 1s more a progres- I 
sion, a matter of more-enlightened blacks t 
realizing the dysfunctionality of civil- '. 
rights-era strategies in the 1980s. The­
black leadership of the 1950s and 1960s suc­
cessfully employed rather simplistic tac­
tics in its fight for fair housing, equal em­
ployment opportunity, access to public ac­
commodations, voting rights, etc. It 
merely took the moral high ground, then 
took to the streets. However, such tactics 
aren't working, and can't work, to solve 
the socioeconomic problems that hit home 
today. 

15 JAN 1985 wS'J' 
tne "system" to fmct answers to the prob­
lems of the underclass. The newcomers ha­
ven't gathered under a banner and in 
many cases don 't even know one another, 
but are bound together by a similar ethos. 
They include such blacks as Charlotte 
Mayor Harvey Gantt, Harvard social sci­
entist Glenn C. Loury and Ford Foundation 
President Franklin Thomas. 

Unlike the old-line black leadership, this 
new breed is willing to challenge the as­
sumed "truths" about the black condition· 
the "civil-rights vision" that economist 
Tho~as Sowell so convincingly discredited 
m his book "Civil Rights : Rhetoric or Re­
ality." These leaders do not attribute ev­
~ry black failing to racism, nor do they be­
l!eve that the public sector alone can solve 
the pro?lems of the underclass. Their ap­
proach 1s more or less summarized by Mt. 
Thomas, who bel!eves "there is room for--,a 
major initiative to address the critical re­
maining problem of poverty and unem­
ployment." Such an initiative "will have to 
take_ in multiple actors: the private for­
profit sector, the private nonprofit sector 
and the public sector, " Mr. Thomas says . 
The new programs should not perpetuate 
themselves once they have been put into 
place; rather, the architects of the initia­
tive should "reinforce the things that work 
and throw out the things that don't work ·· 
he adds. ' 

Such an approach takes into account 
the failings of the ambitious Great Society 
programs: the indiscriminate throwing of · 
money at both successful and unsuccessful · 
pro~ams and (as Charles Murray pointed · 
out m his recent book, "Losing Ground") 
the evolution of the guiding rationale into 
one that assumed a permament failure 
class. · 

While respectful of the present black · 
leadership, this emerging group of leaders 
has begun to promulgate its own ideas for 
decreasing unemployment, abating crime, 
lowering the_ teen-age pregnancy rate, etc. 
As 1t waxes m mfluence and its ideas gain . 
currency, we can expect to hear more star­
tling reports from such black gatherings as 
those mentioned above. 

Lacking fresh ideas, the old black lead­
ership finds its influence -0n the wane-not 
for 20 years has it held less sway with the 
White House, Congress and the courts . . 
Black leaders would argue (as the New 
York National Association for the Ad­
vancement of Colored People did last 
week) that their dissipating influence is at­
tributable to a new groundswell of racism 
in America, but such an argument de­
values the accomplishments of black lead­
ers of the _ 1950s and 1960s. Racial hostility 
was certamly mo.re prevalent in the day of 
A. Phillip Randolph, Whitney M. Young 
and King, yet those black leaders were 
considerably more influential than their 
present-day counterparts. 

Middle-class blacks should logically 
form the core of this new breed's constitu­
ency. Their lives attest to the values these . 
rising leaders hold. If the events of the last 
year are not merely happenstance, it is 

, only a matter of time before the two ele­
. ments come together. The black disadvan­

taged can only benefit. 

A politically moderate set of black lead­
ers is beginning to make its presence felt, 
this group less inclined to assail American 
_institutions and mor~ prone to work within 

, Mr. Perkins is a. Journal editoria.1-pa.qe 
/ wnter. . . _· 



AN AGENDA FOR BLACK PROGRESS 

Prepared Statement by the 
Council for a Black Economic Agenda* 

January 9, 1985 

After decades of progress in the United States, black Amer­

icans are as socially, economically and politically alienated as 

they have been at any time in their history. More than 50 per-

cent of all black babies are born to single mothers, many of 

whom are children themselves. Half of all convicted felons are 

black. Educational attainment among black children is 

despairingly low, only one in seven scores above the 50th 

percentile on college entrance exams. Black youth unemployment 

is at an all-time high, reaching 58.2 percent by the end of last 

year. And only 11 percent of black Americans voted for the most 

popular president in U.S. history. 

This grim reality lies in the wake of billions of dollars 

and 20 years of federal expenditures on programs specifically 

targeted to help this country's poor and disenfranchised minor­

ities. 

It is all too obvious that past strategies are not working. 

Even the once-aggressive and innovative strategies of the 

sixties--culminating in landmark civil rights legislation--are 

no match for the development crisis that looms today and 

threatens to abandon as many as one-third of black Americans in 

a permanent underclass. 

*NCNE President, Robert L. Woodson chairs this independent 
Council. 



2 

Yet, there is cause for some optimism~ 

The National Center for Neighborhood Enterprise (NCNE), a 

Washington, D.C.-based research and demonstration organization, 

has for the past year worked with black grassroots leaders, 

scholars and development strategists to identify a viable de­

velopment program that not only gets more money into the hands 

of those who need it but simultaneously promotes an expanded 

economy. 

Creating greater wealth and ownership opportunities for 

blacks is a must and necessary for this country's continued 

growth. Japanese Americans, for example, have a 30 percent new 

business formation rate compared to the only 8 percent business 

growth rate among black Americans. As a result, Japanese Amer­

icans have the highest median income and lowest unemployment 

rate of any group in society. 

Americans today must either agree to the continuation of 

current social programs and policies as they are or accept the 

opportunity to modify and redirect those programs and policies 

to empower beneficiaries more fully. The outcome of either 

approach is uncertain; but, given the documented failures of 

current social policies, the creation of a class of citizens 

permanently dependent on social programs, and the economic real­

ities of current budget cuts, we must adopt a new social policy. 

A new policy would maximize the freedom of choice and the in­

dependence of those receiving government-funded services while 
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not excluding the need for maintenance programs like Aid to 

Families with Dependent Children and food stamps. 

Such a shift in government emphasis in no way condones the 

abandonment of programs that alleviate the problems of the poor. 

Arguments made in favor of a policy shift do, however, emphasize 

the need to empower the people ''protected" by social programs 

and support the necessity of removing inherent barriers that 

inhibit individuals, indigenous groups, institutions, and other 

mediating structures from providing the services needed. 

The Council believes that 

o those most affected by the problems must be active 
participants in the solutions to those problems; 

o strategies should be solution as opposed to problem 
oriented; 

o development should replace maintenance; 

o strategies should represent positive sum as opposed to 
zero sum solutions; 

o strategies should be based on the strengths and self-help 
resources in the black community, not on perceived 
cesspools of pathology and passivity; and 

o cost-effective strategies should replace massive 
infusions of federal funds. 

The Council's recommendations center on economic develop­

ment, housing, education and family development. 

Economic Development 

Most development analysts agree that a community's economic 

growth is directly tied to the rate at which businesses are 

formed and expanded to replace those that fail. In addition, 

researchers at MIT found that between 60 and 80 percent of all 
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new jobs are created by small, young companies, not by the 

Fortune 500 corporations. 

The Administration should take a leadership role in pushing 

for a package of economic incentives designed to increase the 

number of businesses formed and expanding in areas of high black 

unemployment. The availability of risk capital is generally 

regarded as critical to the development and growth of new firms. 

First, the Administration should support the adoption of legis­

lation allowing an immediate tax write-off for equity invest­

ments in small firms located in designated distressed areas. If 

this incentive were successful in attracting only 1 percent of 

the money invested annually in current tax-avoidance schemes, 

$100 million annually in badly needed investment would flow into 

job-generating firms in poor inner-city areas, for example. 

Second, in order to increase the likelihood that residents 

of these areas--both the working and non-working poor--obtain 

jobs so created, employers hiring disadvantaged workers should 

be given a tax credit equalling a percentage of the worker's 

wages. This proposal was included in the Administration's most 

recent Urban Enterprise Zone bill, and we urge that it receive 

full support. 

Among other things, tax savings realized by employers could 

be used to pay for recruitment, screening and support services 

provided by local community organizations, further reducing the 

risks associated with hiring disadvantaged workers. 
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Housing 

There are approximately 1 . 3 million public housing units in the 

United States that cost the federal government over $4 billion 

annually in subsidies to local housing authorities. While thou­

sands of poor people are on waiting lists for these units , more 

than 70,000 units remain vacant , often in a state of disrepair. 

Crime and vandalism run rampant and make many public housing 

projects some of the country's worst slums . Yet, the federal 

government continues to subsidize public housing authorities for 

units even when they are unoccupied , thereby providing no in­

centive for cities to make the units habitable. 

The losers are the residents, local businesses, the com-

munity and ultimately all Americans. 

These hostile conditions exist while the cities and so­

called allies of the poor demand that the federal government 

build more public housing. Such conditions can no longer be 

permitted to exist. Subsidies for vacant units should be re­

duced or cut. The money saved should be used to support public 

housing resident organizations that have demonstrated an 

ability to restore public housing and create healthy environ­

ments . 

The Reagan Administration should support these and other 

low-income housing groups by assisting their efforts toward 

homeownership . A campaign to empower resident organizations to 

manage their own public housing properties would assist this 

effort nationwide. Policies and legislation that would give 

resident groups the authority to give first consideration to 
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qualified residents for major property repair and renovation 

contracts, for example, would not only expedite the work but 

would decrease the high unemployment rates that characterize 

most public housing developments. A national effort would also 

highlight the accomplishments of resident organizations and en­

courage other low-income public housing resident groups to take 

control of their housing and assume greater responsibility for 

their own destinies. 

Education 

Poor black families who are struggling to educate their 

children must be given an opportunity to expand options in educ­

ation outside the public school system--even though there is 

some effort finally to improve the quality of public education. 

Many inner-city children are trapped in inferior public 

schools and for many this means a life of functional illiteracy, 

unemployability and poverty. Having a choice gives families 

dignity and self-worth. 

Hundreds of neighborhood-based independent schools started 

by black teachers and parents exist nationwide. More than 250 

independent schools have been identified by the National Center 

for Neighborhood Enterprise. Supported almost exclusively by 

tuition and modest fundraising efforts, they are defying the 

notion that inner-city black youngsters cannot learn. In fact, 

students attending these institutions often outperform their 

public school counterparts. 
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Some form of voucher should be given to eligible parents so 

quality education can be purchased from schools of their choice. 

In other words, a voucher program much like the GI Bill for 

low-income families would provide these parents the same kinds 

of options as middle-income and wealthy parents have to choose 

quality education for their children. 

In addition, there should be more public recognition by the 

Reagan Administration that independent schools are a rich, 

vital new resource in the effort to educate all children. 

The black community has few if any programs that teach its 

youth to become producers of goods and services. There is no 

counterpart to 4H, Junior Achievers, or Future Business Leaders 

of America. Because entrepreneurial values and experiences are 

learned at an early age it is recommended that support be given 

a national effort to teach black youth entrepreneurship. 

Family Development 

Despite the myriad of problems facing the black family it 

continues to be the primary vehicle for the survival of the 

black community. Many of the programs intended to assist black 

families are in fact undermining them. 

foster care. 

One such program is 

There are nearly 300,000 children trapped in the repressive 

conditions of the current child welfare system. More than half 

of these children are black. Only 33,000 are legally free for 

adoption. 



8 

Yet, there are 25,000 to 50,000 children who could be freed 

for adoption if aggressive efforts were made. The cost of main-

taining youngsters in foster care is approximately $2 billion 

annually. Recent evidence suggests that children who remain in 

the foster care system have a mortality rate twice that of the 

national average, and approximately 30 percent of incarcerated 

felons were in foster care . In other words, we are incubating 

tomorrow's criminals at public expense. 

The black community has developed solutions that could re­

duce the number in foster care substantially. An assessment of 

the extended family concept as it applies to black neighborhoods 

as well as replication of innovative neighborhood-based adoption 

programs for special needs children would assist in the appli­

cation of many of these successful approaches nationwide. 

The Council recommends that the Administration take action 

to 

o increase work incentives for low-income families 
by 

--increasing the earned income tax credit , 

--increasing the personal tax exemption for dependents; 

--expanding availability of affordable quality day care 
for working parents; 

--adopting European models of allowing unemployment 
compensation and other income transfer payments to be 
used for personal development such as skills training, 
education, and/or the creation of self-employment . 

The French and British have innovative options. For 

example, in France, any citizen who is entitled to unemployment 

compensation can elect to collect six months of benefits at a 

lump sum to invest in a business . Great Britain's "enterprise 
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allowance" program allocates eligible unemployed people an al­

lowance of $60 a week in exchange for working at least 36 hours 

per week to establish a business. Participants must, however, 

invest the equivalent of $1,500 (from any source) into the 

business. 

Technically, transfer payments for starting new businesses 

in the United States are illegal. Instead of penalizing entre-

preneurship and self-sufficiency, however, we should look at 

ways to encourage it. We should, for example, allow unemploy­

ment compensation or aid to dependent family payments to be used 

to purchase training or other support services needed to obtain 

employment. 

To his credit, the President himself has cited the problem 

of tax examptions and the Treasury Department's recent tax 

reform plan takes the important first step of proposing to 

double the personal exemption. Whatever tax reform plan emerges 

from Congress, this provision must be retained as vital to 

working families, with another increase proposed in later years. 

The Council also supports action to 

o reduce and prevent inappropriate placement of black 
children in foster care by 

--greater utilization of traditional family networks in 
the black community; 

--providing traditional institutions such as the black 
church with authority to recruit and approve potential 
black foster and adoptive families. 
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In the 1983 publication, A Policy Framework for Racial 

Justice, a number of black scholars and members of the Black 

Leadership Forum argued that "the most urgent problems facing 

excluded blacks can best be addressed by focusing on three 

areas: the progress of the economy, the condition of the black 

family, and educational opportunity •••• [T]hey provide a frame­

work for constructing solutions to the real, structural failures 

in society and not just the superficial cracks and tears." They 

went on to say ''that Americans must face the likelihood that 

greater--not less--government intervention and planning are 

required to revitalize the national economy." 

The Council members agree with the focus on the economy, the 

family, and the quality of education as the keys to reversing 

the current isolation and deprivation of black Americans,but 

repudiate the notion that government wrought solutions are 

intrinsically better and more effective than the self-help 

entrepreneurial strategies and resources already in the black 

community. The indigenous strengths of black Americans, indeed 

all Americans, have always served as catalysts for growth, 

development and prosperity. This Council's proposed policies 

build on these strengths. 
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SCHEDULE PROPOSAL 

TO: 

FROM: 

REQUEST: 

PURPOSE: 

BACKGROUND: 

DATE AND TIME: 

LOCATION: 

PARTICIPANTS: 

OUTLINE OF EVENT: 

REMARKS REQUIRED: 

MED IA COVERAGE: 

RECOMMENDED BY: 

OPPOSED BY: 

PROJECT OFFICER: 

ATTACHMENTS: 

cc: James Cicconi 

THE WHITE HOUSE 

WASHINGTON 

January 14, 1985 

MICHAEL K. DEAVER 
FREDERICK J. RYAN, JR. 

BROCE CHAPMAN (ls ( 
President meet with the Council for a Black Economic Agenda. 
Vice President, Cabinet Secretaries and White House Policy Staff 
to meet with group prior to Presidential participation. 

Receive their paper, "An Agenda for Black Progress". 

The Council endorses enterprise zones, housing reform, major 
features of the Treasury tax reform, and educational initiatives 
consistent with Administration policy as part of a comprehensive 
agenda for Black economic progress. Their recommendations were 
released to the media on January 9 (see attachments). This is a 
supportive group with a policy orientation. 

Tuesday, January 15. 10 :45 a.m. (Martin Luther King, Jr. Birthday). 
DURATION: 15 minutes Presidential time. 

Roosevelt Room 

See attached list 

Edwin Meese III welcomes group to White House. Vice President 
joins discussion at 10:30. Presiden t joins group at 10:45 for 
briefing by Woodson. 

Brief remarks thanking them for their ideas. 

Official photographer; perhaps pool photographer; availability of 
Council members for press questions in driveway following event. 

Edwin Meese III, James Cicconi, Steven Rhodes 

Bruce Chapman 

List of Council Members 
Administration Participants 
Raspberry Column describing Council agenda 
Press Release and Prepared Statement by Council 
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The Council endorses enterprise zones, housing reform, major 
features of the Treasury tax reform, and educational initiatives 
consistent with Administration policy as part of a comprehensive 
agenda for Black economic progress. Their recommendations were 
released to the media on January 9 (see attachments). This is a 
supportive group with a policy orientation. 

Tuesday, January 15. 10:45 (Martin Luther King, Jr. Birthday) 
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Brief remarks thanking them for their ideas. 
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Mr. Arthur Fletcher 
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Arthur Fletcher Associates, Inc. 
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Hr. Stephen Glaude 
Executive Director 
National Association of Neighborhoods 
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Ms. Kimi Gray 
Director 
Kenilworth Parkside Resident Management Corp. 
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Hrs. Liller Green 
Founder and Principal 
Ivy Leaf School 
Philadelphia, PA 

Hr. Wendel Gunn 
Former Assistant to the President 
Stamford, CT 

Dr. Robert Hi 11 
Senior Research Associate 
Bureau of Social Science Research, Inc. 
Washington, DC 

Hr. William Keyes 
Chairman Black Pac 
McLean, VA 

Ms. Gwen King 
Director, Washington Office 
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania 
Washington, DC 

Mr. Kujaatele Kweli 
Booker T. Washington Foundation 
Washington, DC 



ux-. uJ enn 1,oury 
Professor of Public Policy 
Harvard University 
Cambridge, HA 

Mr. Leon Moore 
Executive Director 
The Chad School 
Newark, NJ 

Mr. James Nuthall 
Principal 
Randall Hyland School 
Washington, DC 

Mr. Paul Pryde 
Pryde, Roberts, Company 
Washington, OC 

Mr. Marc Randolph 
Director, Corporate Devel opment 
Community Telecommunications 
Development Foundation 

Mr. John Shepherd 
Entrepreneur and Businessman 
Chicago, IL 

Dr. Carl E. Singley 
Temple University 
Dean School of Law 
Philadelphia, PA 

Mr. Dan Smith 
President 
American+Plus Company 
Former Senior Policy Advisor to President Reagan 
Arlington, VA 

Mr. Charles Tate 
Chief Executive Officer, 
Booker T. Washington Foundation 
Washington, DC 

Mr. Cicero Wilson 
Director 
Neighborhood Revitalization Project 
American Enterprise Institute 
Washington, DC 

Mr. Robert L. Woodson 
President 
National Center for Neighborhood Enterprise 
Washington, DC 
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The President 
The Vice President 

Edwin Meese III 
Michael Deaver 
Richard Darman 
Craig Fuller 
John Svahn 
Lee Verstandig 
Faith Wh ittlesey 
Bruce Ch apman 
Roger Porter 
David Stockman 
James Cicconi 
Melvin Bradley 

ADMINISTRATION PARTICIPANTS 

Secretary Donald Regan 
Secretary Samuel Pierce 
Secretary Malcolm Baldridge 
Secretary Margaret Heckler 
Secretary-Designate William Bennett 
Administrator James Sanders 

(We have been advised that Mr. Baker will not be available and that Steve 
Rhodes is out of town.) 
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PRESS RELEASE 



Contact: Date: 
Pam Taylor January 9, 1985 

After decades of progress in the United States, black 

American are politically, economically and socially alienated as 

they have been at any time in their history, according to An 

Agenda for Black Progress, released today by the Council for a 

Black Economic Agenda. 

The Council, a group of independent black leaders, said that 

the plight of black Americans is especially grim in light of the 

billions of dollars and 20 years of federal expenditures on 

programs specifically targeted to help the country's poor and 

disenfranchised minorities. 

The failure of the social programs of the past, says the 

Council, requires a new approach to the problems of the black 

community, one that focuses on economic development, the 

encouragement of entrepreneurship, the conditions of the black 

family and educational opportunity. 

A set of recommendations prepared by the Council for the new 

Congress and the President center on economic development, 

housing, education and family policy. 

o Support the adoption of legislation allowing an immediate 
tax write-off for equity investments in small firms 
located in designated distressed areas. 

o 9ffer finarcing incentives for investment or development 
1n areas with an abundance of vacant and underutilized 
property. 

"Turning Problems Into Opportunities" 



o G1ve employers located in underdeveloped areas an 
incentive to hire and train workers. Congress should 
adopt the Reagan Administration's proposed tax credit for 
hiring disadvantaged worker■• 

o Allow public assistance payments to be used to invest in 
a business or to purchase training or other support 
services needed to obtain employment. 

o Stop implementing wasteful and ineffective family 
programs that are "parachuted" into black communities 
without input from the families involved. 

o Support public housing resident organizations in efforts 
to restore and improve public housing through resident 
management and homeownership. 

o Reduce or end federal subsidies to local housing 
authorities for vacant units. 

o Adopt an education voucher program, similar to the GI 
Bill, for low income families to provide parents with 
options for quality education for their children. 

o Permit working parents to retain a greater percentage of 
their earned wages by increasing the earned income tax 
credit and the personal exemption for dependents. 

o Give organizations and institutions within the black 
community, such as the black church, the authority to 
recruit and approve potential black foster and adoptive 
families. 

o Provide traditional institutions of the black community 
such as the black church with authority to recruit and 
approve po ten ti a 1 black foster ·and adoptive families. 

Robert L. Woodson, president of the National Center for 

Neighborhood Enterprise, organized the Council, which includes a 

Harvard economist, a renowned sociologist, a public housing 

resident, independent school administrators, a development 

specialist and a former White House adviser. 

"The Council members agree with most black leaders that the 

focus must be on the economy, the family, and the quality of 

education as the keys to reversing the current isolation and 

deprivation of black Americans," Woodson said. "However, we 

repudiate the notion that government wrought solutions are 

intrinsically better and more effective than the self-help 

entrepreneurial strategies and resources already in the black 



commun1ty. The 1ndigenous strength• of black Americana, indeed 

all Americans, have always served as catalysts for growth, 

development and prosperity," he said. "This Council's proposed 

policies build on these strengths." 

Copies of the Council's statement, An Agenda for Black 

Progress, may be obtained by calling the National Center for 

Neighborhood Enterprise at 202/331-1103. 
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All AGENDA POR BLAClt PROGRESS 

Prepared Statement by the 
Council for a Black Bcon011ic Agenda• 

January 9, 1985 

After decades of progress in the United States, black Amer­

icans are as socially, economically and politically alienated as 

they have been at any time in their history. More than SO per­

cent of all black babies are born to single mothers, many of 

whom are children themselves. Half of all convicted felons are 

black. Educational attainment among black children is 

despairingly low, only one in seven scores above the 50th 

percentile on college entrance exams. Black youth unemployment 

is at an all-time high, reaching 58.2 percent by the end of last 

year. And only 11 percent of black Americans voted for the most 

popular president in U.S. history. 

This grim reality lies _in the wake of billions of dollars 

and 20 years of federal expenditures on programs specifically 

targeted to help this country's poor and disenfranchised minor­

ities. 

It is all too obvious that past strategies are not working. 

Even the once-aggressive and innovative strategies of the 

sixties--culminating in landmark civil rights legislation-~are 

no match for the development crisis that looms today and 

threatens to abandon as many as one-third of black Americans in 

a permanent underclass. 

*NCNE President, Robert L. Woodson chairs this independent 
Council. 



. I 

Yet, there is cause for some optimism. 

The National Center for Ne~ghborhood Enterprise (NCNE), a 

Washington, D.C.-based research and demonstration organization, 

has for the past year worked with black grassroots leaders, 

scholars and development strategists to identify a·viable de­

velopment program that not only gets more money into the hands 

of those who need it but simultaneously promotes an expanded 

economy. 

Creating greater wealth and ownership opportunities for 

blacks is a must and necessary for this country's continued 

growth. Japanese Americans, for example, have a 30 percent new 

business formation rate compared to the only 8 percent business 

growth rate among black Americans. As a result, Japanese Amer­

icans have the highest median income and lowest unemployment 

rate of any group in society. 

Americans today must either agree to the continuation of 

current social programs and policies as they are or accept the 

opportunity to modify and redirect those programs and policies 

to empower beneficiaries more fully. The outcome of either 

approach is uncertain; but, given the documented failures of 

current social policies, the creation of a class of citizens 

permanently dependent on social programs, and the economic real­

ities of current budget cuts, we must adopt a new social policy. 

A new policy would maximize the freedom of choice and the in­

dependence of those receiving government-funded services while 



not excluding the need for maintenance programs like Aid to 

Families with Dependent Children and food stamps. 

Such a shift in government emphasis in no way condones the 

abandonment of programs that alleviate the problems of the poor. 

Arguments made in favor of a policy shift do, however, emphasize 

the need to empower the people "protectedR by social programs 

and support the necessity of removing inherent barriers that 

inhibit individuals, indigenous groups, institutions, and other 

mediati~g structures from providing the services needed. 

The Council believes that 

o those most affected by the problems must be active 
participants in the solutions to those problems; 

o strategies should be solution as opposed to problem 
oriented; 

o development should replace maintenance; 

o strategies should represent positive sum as opposed to 
zero sum solutions; 

o strategies should be based on the strengths and self-help 
resources in the black community, not on perceived 
cesspools of pathology and passivity; and 

o cost-effective strategies should replace massive 
infusions of federal funds. 

The Council's recommendations center on economic develop­

ment, housing, education and family development. 

Economic Development 

Most development analysts agree that a community's economic 

growth is directly tied to the rate at which businesses are 

formed and expanded to replace those that fail. In addition, 

researchers at HIT found that between 60 and 80 percent of all 



new jobs are created by small, young companies, not by the 

Fortune 500 corporations. 

The Administration should take a leadership role in pushing 

for a package of economic incentives designed to increase the 

number of businesses formed and expanding in areas of high black 

unemployment. The availability of risk capital is generally 

regarded as critical to the development and growth of new firms. 

First, the Administration should support the adoption of legis­

lation allowing an immediate tax write-off for equity invest­

ments in small firms located in designated distressed areas. If 

this incentive were successful in attracting only 1 percent of 

the money invested annually in current tax-avoidance schemes, 

$100 million annually in badly needed investment would flow into 

job-generating firms in poor inner-city areas, for example~ 

Second, in order to increase the likelihood that residents 

of these areas--both the working and non-working poor--obtain 

jobs so created, employers hiring disadvantaged workers should 

be given a tax credit equalling a percentage of the worker's 

wages. This proposal was included in the Administration's most 

recent Urban Enterprise Zone bill, and we urge that it receive 

full support. 

Among other things, tax savings realized by employers could 

be used to pay for recruitment, screening and support services 

provided by local community organizations, further reducing the 

risks associated with hiring disadvantaged workers. 



Rousing 

There are approximately 1.3 million public housing units in the 

United States that cost the federal government over $4 billion 

annually in subsidies to local housing authorities. While thou­

sands of poor people are on waiting lists for these units, more 

than 70,000 units remain vacant, often in a state of disrepair. 

Crime and vandalism run rampant and make many public housing 

projects some of the country's worst slums. Yet, the federal 

government continues to subsidize public housing authorities for 

units even when they are unoccupied, thereby providing no in­

centive for cities to make the units habitabl~. 

The losers are the residents, local businesses, the com­

munity and ultimately all Americans. 

These hostile conditions exist while the cities and so­

called allies of the poor demand that the federal government 

build more public housing. Such conditions can no longer be 

permitted to exist. Subsidies for vacant units should be re­

duced or cut. The money saved should be used to support public 

housing resident organizations that have demonstrated an 

ability to restore public housing and create healthy environ­

ments. 

The Reagan Administration should support these and other 

low-income housing groups by assisting their efforts toward 

homeownership. A campaign to empower resident organization's to 

manage their own public housing properties would assist this 

effort nationwide. Policies and legislation tpat would give 

resident groups the authority to give first consideration to 



qualified residents for major property repair and renovation 

contracts, for example, would not only expedite the work but 

would decrease the high unemployment rates that characterize 

most public housing developments. A national effort would also 

highlight the accomplishments of resident organizations and en­

courage other low-income public housing resident groups to take 

control of their housing and assume greater responsibility for 

their own destinies. 

Education 

Poor black families who are struggling to educate their 

children must be given an opportunity to expand options in educ­

ation outside the public school system--even though there is 

some effort finally to improve the quality of public education. 

Many inner-city children are trapped in inferior public 

schools and for many this means a life of functional illiteracy, 

unemployability and poverty. Having a choice gives families 

dignity and self-worth. 

Hundreds of neighborhood-based independent schools started 

by black teachers and parents exist nationwide. More than 250 

independent schools have been identified by the National Center 

for Neighborhood Enterprise~ Supported almost exclusively by 

tuition and modest fundraising efforts, they are defying the 

notion that inner-city black youngsters cannot learn. In fact, 

students attending these institutions often outperform their 

public school counterparts. 



Some form of voucher should be given to eligible parents so 

quality education can be purchased from schools of their choice. 

In other words, a voucher program much like the GI Bill for 

• 
low-income families would provide these parents the same kinds 

of options as middle-income and wealthy parents have to choose 

quality education for their children. 

In addition, there should be more public recognition by the 

Reagan Administration that independent schools are a rich, 

vital new resource in the effort to educate all children. 

The black community has few if any programs that teach its 

youth to become producers of goods and services. There is no 

counterpart to 4H, Junior Achievers, or Future Business Leaders 

of America. Because entrepreneurial values and experiences are 

learned at an early age it is recommended that support be given 

a national effort to teach black youth entrepreneurship. 

Family Development 

Despite the myriad of problems facing the black family it 

continues to be the primary vehicle for the survival of the 

black community. Many of the programs intended to assist black 

families are in fact undermining them. One such program is 

foster care. 

There are nearly 300,000 children trapped in the repressive 

conditions of the current child welfare system. More than half 

of these children are black. Only 33,000 are legally free for 

adoption. 



Yet, there are 25,000 to 50,000 children who could be freed 

for adoption if aggressive efforts were made. The cost of main­

taining youngsters in foster care is approximately $2 billion 

annually. Recent evidence suggests that children who remain in 

the foster care system have a mortality rate twice that of the 

national average, and approximately 30 percent of incarcerated 

felons were in foster care. In other words, ve are incubating 

tomorrow's criminals at public eipenae. 

The black community has developed solutions that could re­

duce the number in foster care substantially. An assessment of 

the extended family concept as it applies to black neighborpoods 

as well as replication of innovative neighborhood-based adoption 

programs for special needs children would assist in the appli­

cation of many of these successful approaches nationwide~ 

The Council recommends that the Administration take action 

to 

o increase work incentives for low-income families 
by 

--increasing the earned income tax credit; 

--increasing the personal tax exemption for dependents; 

--expanding availability of affordable quality day care 
for working parents; 

--adopting European models of allowing unemployment 
compensation and other income transfer payments to be 
used for personal development such as skills training~ 
education, and/or the creation of self-employment. 

The French and British have innovative options~ For 

example, in France, any citizen who is entitled to unemployment 

compensation can elect to collect six months of benefits at a 

lump sum to invest in a business. Great Britain's "enterprise 



allowance" program allocates eligible unemployed people an al­

lowance of $60 a week in exchange for working at least 36 hours 

per week to establish a business. Participants must, however, 

invest the equivalent of $1,500 (from any source) into the 

business. 

Technically, transfer payments for starting new businesses 

in the United States are illegal. Instead of penalizing entre­

preneurship and self-sufficiency, however, we should look at 

ways to encourage it. We shouldr for example, allow unemploy­

ment compensation or aid to dependent family payments to be used 

to purchase training or other support services needed to obtain 

employment. 

To his credit, the President himself has cited the problem 

of tax examptions and the Treasury Department's recent tax 

reform plan takes the important first step of proposing to 

double the personal exemption. Whatever tax reform plan emerges 

from Congress, this provision must be retained as vital to 

working families, with another increase proposed in later years. 

The Council also supports action to 

o reduce and prevent inappropriate placement of black 
children in foster care by 

. 
--greater utilization of traditional family networks in 

the black community; 

--providing traditional institutions such as the black 
church with authority to recruit and approve potential 
black foster and adoptive families~ 



In the 1983 publication, A Policy Framework for Racial 

Justice, a number of black scholars and members of the Black 

Leadership Forum argued that •the most urgent problems facing 

excluded blacks can best be addressed by focusing on three 

areas: the progress of the economy, the condition of the black 

family, and educational opportunity •••• [T]hey provide a frame­

work for constructing solutions to the real, structural failures 

in society and not just the superficial cracks ~nd tears." They 

went on to say •that Americans must face the likelihood that 

greater--not less--government intervention and planning are 

required to revitalize the national economy.• 

The Council members agree with the focus on the economy, the 

family, and the guality of education as the keys to reversing 

the current isolation and deprivation of black Americans,but 

repudiate the notion that government wrought solutions are 

intrinsically better and more effective than the self-help 

entrepreneurial strategies and resources already in the black 

community. The indigenous strengths of black Americans, indeed 

all Americans, have always served as catalysts for growth, 

development and prosperity. This Council's proposed policies 

build on these strengths. 


