
 
 

OVERVIEW 
Professor Thad Williamson in his presentation ‘Racism At Work In Economics and Community Wealth 
Building discussed the scope of the problem; the chasm between white and black income, net wealth, 
generational wealth building, home ownership and college education, with graphs depicting the 
differences. He discussed the history that has resulted in this chasm and the threat to democracy of a 
non-inclusive society. Wealth Building Policies were listed and described such as affordable housing and 
workforce development. He then focused on Richmond and described in detail the efforts being made to 
correct long-standing inequalities with a detailed focus on program initiatives historically, currently 
underway and planned that are specific to Richmond but that have been used as a model for other cities 
around the U.S. 
 

PRESENTATION SUMMARY 
Dr. Williamson opened his talk on community wealth building with “A moment of pause,” to reflect on 
recent events in Richmond and nationally. 
  

 
 
He then went on to outline the structure of the talk. 
 



 
 

The median and net worth chasms by race are presented in the graph below 

 
 

The chasm separating black and white races in terms of median and mean income are clear and date 
back all the way to Jim Crow and much of our history. The recession of 2008 was devastating to black 
families and is just beginning to come back. 
 
The next graph shows wealth building over the life cycle showing net worth in thousands of dollars. 
  

 
 
The next shows generational transmission of advantage by race.  
                                     White.                 Black.                  Hispanic.             Other 

 



 
 
The above slide shows how generational wealth building is severely restricted in Black and Hispanic 
families. Below is home ownership by race and age. Home ownership is the principal means of 
accumulating wealth and the graph below shows the disparities between races. This is national data and 
Richmond data may not be much different.   

 

 
Next, we see racial disparities in Richmond between 2015 and 2019 in median income, poverty rate, 
income less than 125% of the poverty level, homeownership rate and the percentage of college 
educated.  

 

 
 



Below is the map of Richmond showing the areas with income below the poverty level by census tract 
showing areas of public housing being below the poverty level, but not solely in public housing areas. 

 
This leads to hard truthful questions we must ask ourselves.  
 

 
And Prof. Williamson says “And by ‘we’ I mean nobody else is going to do it. And then the question is 
‘how would we do it?’ These are hard questions.”  
 
He then turned to the topic of Community Wealth building and commented that we have to recognize 
from the outset that American democracy has been deeply flawed, incomplete, not even a democracy 
for much of the country. The conventional policy paradigms on both the left and right have failed to 
address the practical concerns of middle- and lower-class Americans. The top 1 to 5 percent are taking 
off all the gross income while the lower class has seen income stagnate. The entire political system has 
been complicit in allowing this to take place over a period of many years. The danger is of turning to 
authoritarianism.  



 
Four key observations are then discussed. 
 

 
 

 
What does this mean in terms of a practical application? This leads to a consideration of Community 
Wealth Building Principles of Practice.  

 

 
 
Next is Wealth Building Policies; this is not intended to be exhaustive. There is a discussion going on 
globally about how do we modify capitalism to achieve more equality. Reference was Thomas Pikety’s 
book about how to broaden wealth and capital.     

 



 
These are policies that might be considered at any level, local, state or national. 
 

 
 
Turning to Richmond’s journey from 2011 to the present which has grown in the past four or five years 
to the point we are at today.  

 
 
What follows are needed elements of a strategy for change that has to grow over a period of time to 
make an impact. This was not a global effort, but a more practical effort focused on Richmond.  

 



 
 

Next is the list of strategies for achieving these goals: 

 
 
So, what are we actually going to do? 
 

 
Further strategies include: 

 



 
 
Next shown is the HUD matrix for Building Pathways Out of Poverty 
 

 
 
Anything that goes wrong in the above matrix can make the whole thing unravel, so we have to be ready 
to address each of them. This tool can be used to evaluate any number of public policy programs.  
 
The City’s strategy as adopted in 2012 is to:  

• Move 10,000 adults from below the poverty level to above by 2030. 

• Build capacity to move 1,000 annually. 

• Sustain that effort over the next 10 years. 
 

The core program that anchors this plan is workforce development, relying on four centers 
throughout Richmond. In announcing this initiative, Mayor Jones stated, ‘“If we can’t do this, we 
shouldn’t be here.”    
 
The first planning steps in the process included:  

 



 
 
The next step in the process was execution, followed by expansion and its impact on Richmond as 
outlined here: 
 

 

 
 
Professor Williamson then went on to discuss the results and lasting impact which he described as still a 
work in progress, but he was very excited to see poverty at its lowest level in quite a while. That was 
followed by a description of the effect of the pandemic. He emphasized the feedback loop for the 
communities and the need to reach out to people as a result of the pandemic utilizing the American 
Rescue Plan providing income for every child in the household, for pre-K and college education. 
 



 
 
QUESTION and ANSWER PERIOD 
Q:  The scope and extent of support from the City is impressive. At the community level, are there examples of 

best practices, thinking of a bottom-up approach, such as communities coming together. 
A:  Reggie Gordon and Valerie Mitchell are on top of it. They have a human services hot line where you can call 

and get information. If you have an idea ‘come, bring it.’ They have a real sense of openness to anyone who 
has an idea. The Ambassadors Program led by James Davis; he grew up in Richmond, he knows the 
neighborhoods and the people. At a policy level the Citizen’s Advisory Board is there and they periodically 
have openings. 

 
Q:  The effect of gentrification on community wealth building, rising housing prices in areas where people have 

been living for decades being affected by taxes and losing their homes or having to relocate. 
A:  Great question. We know that just leaving it up to the market, people are going to be squeezed out. The City  

needs to be more active and aggressive in getting vacant units to be back on the market and moving through 
the legal process to make use of the land. The Maggie Walker Community Land Trust is a process for keeping 
more units more permanently affordable.  

 
Q: I’m looking for guidance and have gotten some answers already about how people can plug in as activists, as 

citizen voters. 
A:  The Robbins Foundation, Kelly Chopas, has been quite supportive, The Community Foundation, has supported 

a lot of things (but) we don’t want to be reliant on rich people giving us money, this is about building political 
will, but anytime you have somebody with resources that can help, of course you should do it. Not everything 
has to be zero sum, I win you lose. In terms of advocacy, the biggest thing right now is the American Rescue 
Plan dollars, making sure they are used intentionally; this is our chance to do some things bolder (than can be 
done with the City budget); more housing, more money for wealth building, helping people find (jobs), there 
is a whole social enterprise component. It can be hard to push your friends, even your political friends to do 
that, but now is the time, it’s not coming again any time soon. We need to squeeze every dollar we can (out of 
the federal money). 

 
Q: What is the biggest socio-economic challenge Richmond faces and what single policy can we implement to 

bring about the change we want to see in Richmond? 
A:  These things are systemic; everything connects to everything else, that’s why we talk about the Five; 

workforce development, transportation, economic development, housing, education all being connected. 
That said, if I had the magic wand, I would concentrate on young kids and their parents, that is the pre-K 
resources, quality childcare, as for the parents themselves, to make sure their aspirations have support; when 
the parents do better, the kids are going to do better. I don’t think throwing money at schools by itself 
because most education (starts) at home. We call the two-generation approach. Let’s reach the parents of 
young kids and approach it holistically. 

 
Q:  Is there money coming from somewhere to help with after-school enrichment? 
A: “Next Up” is (looking at middle schools) and there is a consortium of private money looking at that, but 

they’ve also been getting City  money since 2014, (also) expanding money for the parks programs. There is a 
lot more to be done for high school students, a lot more for summertime. Going back to the pandemic, the 
kids have been cooped up for a year, they need something to do this summer. 



 
Q:  What is the difference between anti-poverty and community wealth building? 
A: We’re not just talking about helping people survive, we want people to thrive. Wealth building comes from 

respect, fellow citizens, making decisions about their own lives. “My college degree is nice, but you probably 
know more about your situation that I do since you’ve been in it for ten or twenty years.” Not just being 
against something but being for something. 

 
Q:  For those who want to start their own businesses, but don’t have the capital to do so, would it be practicable 

to provide a pool of capital, along with an assistance plan, marketing, advertising and support. Where are we 
in the City regarding entrepreneurship particularly for our most vulnerable communities? 

A: Connect to the Office of Minority Business Development which offer support and training. We need those 
kind of equity funds. There are loan programs; the City does provide support for businesses, block grants. 

 
Q: How does the Covid relief federal funding affect the Richmond area when it comes to housing? 
A: That depends on what we do with it. I think the American Rescue Plan will result in an increase in affordable 

housing, but that is not enough; (if we don’t do something) in ten or twenty years we will be having the same 
conversation about short life expectancies, educational outcome, crime, etc., To make a change that benefits 
everybody is going to require serious resources, billion dollar or more to (to achieve) communities with good 
schools, transportation, businesses that make a thriving community. More resources than most people in 
Richmond are willing to talk about. Maybe schools is what we do right now, but (we need to do much more). 

 
Q:  We (Coming To The Table) are the largest chapter in the nation, mostly white; why do you as a white man do 

this work? 
A: Mayor Jones asked me the same thing. I’ve been dedicated to social justice since high school in North 

Carolina, went to Union Theological Seminary in New York (where I was challenged to do more than ‘talk the 
talk’ and then come back to Richmond’s embedded racism which seemed so obvious. Mayor Jones offered 
opportunities to get involved. 

 
Q:  You have a group at University of Richmond who depend on you. What can Coming To The Table do right 

now?  
A: Contact Reggie or Valerie to talk about what is going on right now, they are entrenched in the day to day; 

track how the mayor and City Council deal with the (ARP) rescue plan, stay involved; everyone has to figure 
out their own (way of approaching this). Change is at hand; we have to welcome that and seize the moment, 
locally as well as nationally. 

 
The audience was invited to put what they are doing in the ‘chat’ and to let their interest be known to the CTTT 
Reparations Circle. 
 

 


