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Housing is the Root of Wealth Inequality: 
Building an Equitable Richmond
HEATHER MULLINS CRISLIp
Former President and CEO, Housing Opportunities Made Equal of Virginia

In April of 2018, Richmond received a rude wake up call. We were called out on the front page of the New York Times 
for chronically tolerating the second highest eviction rate in the country, over 4 times the national average. Even 
today, in 2021, thirty percent of renters in the City of Richmond get an eviction notice on their door every year. These 
renters are overwhelmingly Black, female, and heads of households. This is a shameful, cruel, systemic problem, 
but it is the tip of the iceberg, demonstrating deep substantial differences in housing that limit the opportunities of 
families and hold our entire community back from shared prosperity. 

We all intuit, if only indirectly, that the cycle of poverty is firmly centered on housing and where you live. It impacts 
every other aspect of one’s life, framing one’s life expectations and opportunities, but also their access to jobs, 
healthy food, and exercise. Differing housing opportunities and systemic inequities are the foundation of wealth 
inequality in Richmond and the U.S. at large. If we can address these life-altering issues, we will build an equitable, 
thriving community where we all benefit from the work, creativity, and vibrancy of every citizen.

The dismal precariousness of the rental market is alarming, but it’s not the whole picture of the differences in 
housing opportunities. Virginia has a 25% gap in the rate of homeownership between white and Black households 
(non-Hispanic white households at 73% and African Americans at 48% in 2019). Homeownership is the way in 
which Americans build wealth and security. Owning a home is the mechanism to send your kids to college, or 
leverage equity to start a small business, or have resources to retire comfortably. Owning your home provides 
security to allow people to prosper. There are societal conversations positing that we should not use housing as our 
primary wealth-building mechanism, but the reality for low- and middle-income households is that it is the most 
reliable and accessible way to do so.

The dramatic differences in homeownership that undermine Black wealth are not largely a function of income, as 
many often assume. There are structural barriers, both historic and contemporary, that deliver this result.

In recent years, our community has become much more aware of the history and impact of redlining in U.S. cities, 
Richmond being prominent among them. Redlining is a discriminatory practice by which insurance companies, banks 
and other institutions deny services to residents based on the racial or ethnic composition of their neighborhoods. 
Historically, these practices were designed by the predecessor of the Federal Housing Administration denying 
mortgage underwriting to Black neighborhoods across America by drawing literal red lines on maps and declaring 
minority or transitioning neighborhoods to be a poor credit risk for public mortgage underwriting, regardless of 
their economic profile. In Richmond, this meant that if you wished to purchase a home in Jackson Ward, a wealthy 
Black neighborhood coined “Black Wall Street of the South,” you would be unable to get a newly available 30 year 
mortgage to do so. This had devastating impacts on thriving neighborhoods that limited the appeal of homes 
that could not be financed and thus were not invested in. The gulf in value between properties that could be 
financed and those that could not began the cycle of undervaluing properties in Black neighborhoods that still 
gives us dramatic differences in property values between Black and white neighborhoods today. At the same 
time, redlined neighborhoods became home to all public housing developed in Richmond. Both systems were 
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underwritten with public dollars, but public underwriting delivered private wealth leveraged into life opportunities in 
white neighborhoods, and public housing does not.

In the modern era, redlining is more subtle but still present. Banks and Insurance companies target their products 
based on their perceived risk for the areas, which often is not based on tangible business reasons but perceptions 
of the value of those living in the neighborhood. Mainline institutions such as banks and insurance companies have 
fled Black neighborhoods and left them with inferior financial options. Ask yourself where in Richmond you see 
reputable bank branches and where you see check cashing facilities with exploitative terms?

Black neighborhoods have also seen sophisticated efforts to strip wealth through inferior financial products in recent 
years. Predatory lending can be referred to as “Reverse Redlining” when predatory financial products are targeted 
to Black neighborhoods. In Richmond, according to publicly available mortgage data, from 2004 to 2011, 107,000 
home mortgages originated for owner occupied home purchases of 1-4 units in the Richmond region. Of these, 
12 percent, or almost 13,000 were considered subprime. Comparing these loans against the minority composition 
of the neighborhoods in which they were made reveals a startling disparity. Subprime loans accounted for just 5 
percent of the total number of loans made in neighborhoods having less than a 20 percent minority population. In 
contrast, subprime loans constituted 31 percent of the total number of loans in neighborhoods having greater than 
20 percent minority population. Nationally, the Center for Responsible Lending found that even after considering 
individual credit scores and other characteristics, Hispanic and African American borrowers were more than 30% 
more likely to receive higher-rate subprime loans.  

Loan Products Were Irresponsible, Not Consumers
Many people perceive the foreclosure crisis as being a function of people 
who took subprime loans who would not have qualified for regular credit 
and found themselves in an unsustainable position, having purchased 
more than they could afford. This is not the case, the vast majority of 
those who received subprime loans were for refinance, not purchase, 
which suggests purely exploitative and predatory objectives. It is the 
loan products, not the borrowers, that were unsustainable. The result 
was a foreclosure crisis that hit Richmond very hard. Prior to the crisis, 
the North Side of Richmond had the highest rates of African American 
homeownership, and the foreclosures experienced during the last decade 
mean that we now have the same gap in homeownership that existed 
when the Fair Housing Act was passed in 1968.

An equitable Richmond would give all households the opportunity for stability and growth. The first step 
in this would be to have housing available that people can afford, distributed across the region to allow 
for choice, and opportunities for sustainable homeownership. A thriving Richmond would also break down 
racial and economic segregated housing patterns to create an integrated community. These problems are not 
intractable; public policy and business practices created them, and public attention and accountability can solve 
them.

Align our Housing Stock with Our Incomes 
In Richmond, like in much of America, our housing stock and choices do not line up with our incomes. This 
is our community’s challenge, not a failure of individuals to make responsible choices. In Richmond, 50% of 

The first step in this 
would be to have housing 
available that people can 
afford, distributed across 
the region to allow for 
choice, and opportunities 
for sustainable 
homeownership.

https://www.consumerfinance.gov/data-research/hmda/
https://www.responsiblelending.org/mortgage-lending/research-analysis/foreclosures-by-race-and-ethnicity.pdf
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renters spend more than 30% of their income on rent (and nearly 20% of renters spend more than 50% of their 
income on rent). This is because less expensive units are just not available, not because half of renters have chosen 
to be cost burdened. The pandemic has worsened the squeeze on affordable units as middle-income households 
have sought out more-affordable units and now compete for those units as well. When we see a sad housing story 
of a family being displaced, we should realize that almost always, it is a story of our community’s failure, and not 
poor choices of individuals.

Build More Affordable Units for Homeownership
We have to open up homeownership opportunities and build units accessible to the half of us who make less 
than the average income of the region. At Housing Opportunities Made Equal of Virginia, we have seen a dramatic 
shortage of units affordable to first time homebuyers escalate even more rapidly in recent years. We must figure out 
how to have affordable housing integrated through our community to give households a place to start. This can be 
achieved through inclusionary zoning (requiring affordable units to be developed in new developments), subsidies 
for development, or other public policy efforts.

Affordable Housing Should be Available in Every Neighborhood
We must build affordable rental units in every neighborhood and community so that workers can live where they 
work and there is true choice in schools and communities. Our region has a distinct disconnect between where 
affordable housing is located and where entry-level jobs are, creating a logistical difficulty for our most vulnerable 
families. This means more affordable rental units in our suburbs, and purposefully making sure that every community 
is mixed-income. The connection of our segregated housing patterns and our segregated schools would mean 
that living together will mean we educate our kids together and prepare them for life in an integrated, equitable 
American society.

Housing underpins all other aspects of a person’s life, it determines where our kids go to school, what jobs we can 
access, what grocery stores and food are available to us, what banks serve us, and whether there are safe outdoor 
and recreation assets that we can access. It is critically important that Richmond works to address housing inequity 
in rental and homeownership so that we can build communities that live, work, and play together. Our segregated 
society was purposefully created through the action of the government, the private market and individuals, and we 
can overcome the weight of that history with action and attention from the same.

Heather Mullins Crislip 

Heather Mullins Crislip served as President & CEO of HOME from 2012–2021. Heather holds a BA in 
Economics and Political Science from the University of Mary Washington and a JD from the University of 
Connecticut School of Law. Returning to Virginia in 2009, Heather oversaw the bipartisan policy projects 
for the Miller Center at the University of Virginia for former Governor, Gerald Baliles. She also served as 
the Staff Director of the Goode National Transportation Policy Project, and did significant policy work 
on Higher Education, among other areas.  At HOME, she oversaw major systemic investigations and fair 
housing enforcement actions; established two new housing counseling programs (Mobility Counseling 
and Eviction Diversion) and deployed HOME’s capacity for research for advancement in housing 
policy. Currently, she serves as Rector of the University of Mary Washington. She has been admitted by 
examination to the State Bars of Connecticut, Hawaii, and Virginia.
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There Goes the Neighborhood: 
Combatting Displacement in Richmond’s 
Historically Black Neighborhoods
MARIAH WILLIAMS
Urban Planner, Strategic Housing Officer of Equitable Development, Virginia Housing

There Goes the Neighborhood
I grew up in the old Harlem, New York. Where the hot summers would bring the kids outside to run through the fire 
hydrants that we turned into sprinklers, stoops and railings became the porches that we didn’t have, and the corner 
store was our very own Walmart of snacks. 125th street, home of the famous Apollo Theater, was the place to get 
bootleg CDs and DVDs, and the latest Air Force One sneakers. 

I had the opportunity to traverse many cultural spaces by way of being a smart Black kid from the hood, but even 
after the long days of summer camps and evenings of violin lessons on the lower east side, nothing felt quite like 
home as much as the 1.4 square miles of my Black, Harlem community. 

In the summer of 2017, Wholefoods came to Harlem, right on 125th street and just a few avenues away from the 
Apollo. And well, there went the neighborhood. Its arrival was indicative of a different Harlem. Up until then, Harlem 
felt impenetrable to processes I would later learn about as an urban planner - gentrification and displacement and 
the inner workings of policies that drove them. 

The change that engulfed Harlem is part of a national trend in gentrifying legacy Black cities and neighborhoods 
across the country—wealthy, white families are moving to non-white, predominantly Black neighborhoods. 
According to the New York Times, since the year 2000, white residents moving to non-white communities has 
affected about one in six predominantly African-American census tracts. Inner cities and downtown centers once 
plagued by disinvestment, to which minorities were relegated, are attracting new development. The insidious nature 
of the changes happening in communities like Harlem is not simply the emergence of more white faces on Harlem’s 
streets or the newly built bike lanes. The changes symbolize renewed interest in communities that have long fought 
for the very resources and amenities that new residents can now access so easily. They also symbolize an erasure 
of the very Blackness and cultural and social norms that created such a dynamic community. 

The sudden interest in Black communities across the country is not, in fact, a sudden process. While the demographic 
shifts suggest a pattern of individual, white households choosing to move to historically Black and disinvested 
neighborhoods to spur gentrification and eventually displacement, their accomplices include housing policies that 
both encourage and intensify changes in these Black communities. The gentrification process and the displacement 
it incites perpetuates patterns of injustice as Black communities are erased, removed from the fabric of reinvested 
communities, and priced out of the very neighborhoods that once offered affordability. These injustices are deeply 
rooted in the United States’ long history of intentional disinvestment in Black communities and other communities 
of color. This disinvestment was aided by federal, state, and local housing policies throughout the country, beginning 
in the early 20th century. This included practices such as redlining, blockbusting, urban renewal and highway 
construction, to name a few - the culmination of these interventions disseminated Black neighborhoods throughout 
the county. Richmond’s Black communities were no exception. 

BUILDING AND SUSTAINING AFFORDABLE HOUSING

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/13/opinion/sunday/what-the-privileged-poor-can-teach-us.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/04/27/upshot/diversity-housing-maps-raleigh-gentrification.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/04/27/upshot/diversity-housing-maps-raleigh-gentrification.html
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/poverty/reports/2020/02/20/480640/promise-opportunity-deferred/
https://ncrc.org/reversing-the-red-lines-disinvestment-in-americas-cities/


There Goes the Neighborhood: Combatting Displacement in Richmond’s Historically Black Neighborhoods

RICHMOND RACIAL EQUITY ESSAYS   |   MARIAH WILLIAMS  |   22

BUILDING AND SUSTAINING AFFORDABLE HOUSING

As the city of Richmond undergoes significant transition, achieving racial equity means implementing policies 
to combat involuntary displacement of Black residents and to preserve the culture embedded within historic 
Black communities. 

Neighborhood Change in the City of Richmond
In Richmond, gentrification has been pretty significant in neighborhoods such as Jackson Ward, Church Hill, and 
more recently, the city’s North Side. As each of these neighborhoods have undergone gentrification, both physical 
and cultural displacement have occurred. This year, Jackson Ward celebrated its 150th anniversary, which prompted 
reflections on the changes that the neighborhood has undergone over the last century and how it has endured after 
decades of forcible displacement of its Black residents. 

What does it mean for a neighborhood, once known as the Harlem of the South, to have transformed to a majority 
white community, where African-Americans only comprise about 23% of the population? Or when long time 
residents are forced to move and are replaced by new and younger ones? History and culture is lost, and we 
lose the benefit of not only learning about the history of a community from those who lived there, but we risk the 
history being lost altogether if we do not continuously highlight the historical narratives and markers of its Black 
culture. Trailblazers such as Maggie Lena Walker and Oliver Hill, who helped make the neighborhood such a staple 
in Richmond’s Black community, are not just figures of the past. Their legacy can remain even as the community 
transforms and can even light our path forward. 

Church Hill is yet another example of a neighborhood where demographic shifts mirror those happening in 
historically disinvestment communities throughout the city. Church Hill is one of Richmond’s oldest neighborhoods. 
Beginning in the late 1950s, the neighborhood experienced significant decline. Development and housing policies 
gave way to white flight, leaving behind low-income African-Americans to experience decades of disinvestment. 
That has since changed. Between 2000-2010, the neighborhood began to attract a whiter and more educated 
population. By 2015, African American households, both renters and homeowners, had declined by 20 percent, after 
comprising almost 90 percent of households in 2000. Even more striking, in this same period, Black homeowners in 
Church Hill declined by 23 percent, while white homeowners increased by 159 percent. Home values have grown at 
the same speed as white folks in the neighborhood. In just 4 years, between 2010-2014, home values increased by 
30 percent, from a median sale price of $165,000 to $215,000 by 2014.

These changes in the demographic make-up of the community should have prompted decision-makers, elected 
officials, and policymakers to take a closer look at the policies driving such drastic change in the community and 
attracting residents so unlike the existing ones.

The demographic and housing market shifts are compounded by a contentious cultural shift, a shift that the 
preservation of Black businesses have been crucial in curtailing. Brookland Park Boulevard, located in Richmond’s 
North Side and first streetcar suburb, once served as the physical demarcation of white and Black residents in 

As the city of Richmond undergoes significant transition, achieving 
racial equity means implementing policies to combat involuntary 
displacement of Black residents and to preserve the culture 
embedded within historic Black communities.

https://richmond.com/news/local/battered-by-demolition-and-displacement-jackson-ward-stands-strong-at-150th-anniversary/article_4d064300-4d2c-56cf-b73d-4956b43b26ea.html
https://wilder.vcu.edu/media/wilder/murp-studio-plans/ursp762/pdfs/s14/S14_SKensler_Jackson_Ward_Neighborhood_Plan.pdf
https://vpm.org/news/articles/2716/in-gentrifying-neighborhoods-land-trust-model-helps-protect-affordable-housing
https://thevalentine.org/north-ginter-barton/
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the neighborhood. Similar to Church Hill, the North Side’s housing market is undergoing significant change and 
attracting a demographic that was once foreign to the community. However, the presence of Black businesses along 
this main commercial corridor has been key to the neighborhood maintaining its cultural footprint. These businesses 
reflect a commitment to making sure that Black culture and families are reflected even as the community changes. 
More importantly, the types of businesses matter: restaurants, Black hair salons and barbershops, which in the 
Black community are of great significance. They have long offered respite for us, serving as gathering spaces to 
discuss politics, culture, and social issues. 

Mobility vs. Displacement
As difficult as it may be, change is a fact of life. Neighborhoods change, 
and the people within those neighborhoods change as personal and 
economic factors drive them to move out of one community and into 
another. I, for one, have moved countless times in my life. For jobs, for 
school, or simply out of a desire to be somewhere else. But, it’s important 
to distinguish the process of this change from the havoc it wreaks on the 
people who have called a community home. 

Nothing is as simple as being either for or against something. When I 
hear gentrification, I have a visceral reaction because of how I’ve seen 

it change my own community, but I know that it denotes a process, not necessarily an outcome. I do not think 
any Black person who has lived in an under-resourced or impoverished community is against finally getting those 
resources we have fought so hard for. It’s about more than being against change or investment or for it, especially 
when that investment is long overdue. But, it is a matter of not feeling disposable, unseen, or unheard as this 
investment occurs; of not feeling as though the white people moving in are somehow more deserving of paved 
sidewalks, greenspace, bike paths and grocery stores.  

I don’t believe gentrification has to lead to displacement, and in fact, there are cities across the country where policy 
has been key to combating involuntary displacement in communities of color. 

Policy got us into this, so policy has to get us out. 

Creating an equitable Richmond means being intentional about promoting policies that combat involuntary 
displacement, ensuring that Black households truly have a choice in remaining in their communities and that 
they can reap the benefits of reinvestment as much as their white counterparts. This includes policies that 
promote stability for Black homeowners and renters in historically Black neighborhoods. 

Property Tax Relief 
In places like the District of Columbia and Maryland, caps on property taxes for the elderly or low-income residents, 
called homestead laws, ensure that they can remain in their homes even as property taxes rise due to revitalization. 
What if these types of laws were expanded to all homeowners, regardless of age? This might be a solution for 
ensuring that Black homeowners are not priced out of their homes as their communities are revitalized. 

Inclusionary Zoning
Additionally, a shrinking stock of affordable housing throughout the country increases the likelihood of working 
class families being displaced. In the city of Richmond, a lack of affordable housing in neighborhoods that are 
rich in resources keeps many families from remaining in those communities. Passing and enforcing inclusionary 

The presence of Black 
businesses along this 
main commercial corridor 
has been key to the 
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its cultural footprint.

https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2019/8/1/untangling-gentrification-and-displacement
https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2019/04/08/yes-you-can-gentrify-neighborhood-without-pushing-out-poor-people/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2019/04/08/yes-you-can-gentrify-neighborhood-without-pushing-out-poor-people/
https://vpm.org/news/articles/9790/action-plan-to-increase-affordable-housing-in-richmond-region-released
https://blog.petrieflom.law.harvard.edu/2019/08/09/inclusionary-zoning-laws-offer-opportunity-to-combat-low-income-residency-exclusion/

