The G.I. Bill

America’s Largest Affirmative Action Program

While an analysis of racial bias in public decision-making in the U.S.
can go all the way back to the founding of this country, the history of
how our urban regions were formed often starts with the post-World

War Il G. 1. Bill.

Formally named the Serviceman's Readjustment
Act of 1944, what is commonly known as the G.I.
Bill was passed as a kind of stimulus package to
integrate American veterans back into society. It
afforded returning soldiers preferential hiring bene-
fits, financial support while job hunting, low-interest
home loans and access to post-secondary educa-
tion. It was, as one author called it, “the most mas-
sive piece of affirmative
action legislation in U.S.
history.”" And it primarily
benefited white men and
their families.

Though signed in the
days before the civil
rights movement, the G.I. Bill was a race-neutral
policy on paper. In theory, its benefits were avail-
able to the 1 million African Americans? and 44,000

American Indians® who served the United States
during the war.

The educational and employment benefits of the
G.l. Bill created a new cycle of generational wealth
for millions of white American families. But one of
the greatest impacts of the legislation was its role in
shaping the future of our nation's land use. The G. I.
Bill was a catalyst in fueling the suburbanization of

It was, as one author called it, “the most massive piece

of affirmative action legislation in U.S. history.” And it
primarily benefited white men and their families.

our urban regions, as a result of the low-interest
home mortgages it offered to returning veterans.
Between 1944 and 1952, 2.5 million returning veter-
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Race and Regionalism: How Growth and Development Policies Shape Racial Disparities in the Twin Cities Region

If you asked a visitor for their impression
of the Twin Cities, you would be likely to
receive a positive response. A high quality
of life, an educated workforce and a clean
environment are things that our region is
known for. But for nearly a quarter of the
population—our region’s population of
color and indigenous community—the
Twin Cities do not live up to that promise.
Despite our many resources, people of
color here experience some of the worst
disparities in the nation.

Dig into our history, and one will find

a legacy of public policymaking that
favored, either intentionally or as a
byproduct of poor decision-making, the

needs of white people over those of
people of color and indigenous people.
An examination of some of these poli-
cies, many of which directly relate to the
growth and development of our region,
shows that racial discrimination was and
is at the heart of what makes our region
what it is today.

The good news is that there are strate-
gies that can help reverse these disparities
and sweep away the institutional barriers
that have persisted. And our region has
the added benefit of being able to rely

on a rich network of community-based
organizations that can provide leadership
and partner with policymakers to arrive

at effective and sustainable solutions to
these complex problems.

Over the next year, the Alliance for
Metropolitan Stability will release a series
of Race and Regionalism stories that
illustrate some of our past failures as well
as some of the ways communities and
decision-makers are showing the way
forward for equity. This first paper, which
looks at the long-term effects of the
post-WWII G.I. Bill, demonstrates how
even race-neutral policies, when poorly
planned or implemented, can have drastic
and persistent negative effects on people
of color. m



ans were able to access low-cost mortgages through
the provisions of the G.I. Bill, which amounted to 42
percent of WWII veterans.* Perhaps the most lasting
implication of the G.I. Bill for people of color in this
country was the inability of many African-American
and American Indian veterans to take advantage of
those loans.

The Federal Housing Authority, which was respon-
sible for administering the loans, was openly
segregationist. Its underwriting materials clearly
discriminated against people of color, Jews and
women, making it nearly impossible for many mem-
bers of these populations to buy homes. Compound-
ing the problem, banks
had a long-established
practice of “redlining,” or
denying home mortgage
loans to buyers in the few
neighborhoods where
people of color were
allowed to buy homes.

Furthermore, the G.I. Bill's homeownership provisions
did not apply on American Indian reservations. Since
reservations were held in trust by the federal gov-
ernment, the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs would not
waive title to the land in order for an American Indian
to purchase a home.®

Therefore, even though African American and Ameri-
can Indian veterans were not explicitly excluded from
the provisions of the G.I. Bill, the institutional racism
built into the housing system at the time shut many of
them out of the American dream of home ownership.
While the number of African American and American
Indian veterans who were able to access home loans
through the G.I. Bill is difficult to determine, isolated
research from around the nation shows that the policy

had a negligible effect on homeownership for these
returning soldiers. Various studies analyzing housing
data in both northern and southern states show that
only .1 to 2 percent of FHA or Veterans Affairs loans
went to nonwhites, regardless of military status.

Modern Implications of Institutional Racism
in Housing Policy

The discriminatory housing practices associated with
the G.I. Bill may have officially ended decades ago,

but the implications of racial disparities in homeown-
ership are still playing out all across the nation.

Nationwide in 2009, nearly 75 percent of white, non-

The discriminatory housing practices associated with the
G.l. Bill may have officially ended decades ago, but the

implications of racial disparities in homeownership are still
playing out all across the nation.

Hispanic Americans owned their homes, whereas only
59 percent of Asian Americans, 56 percent of Ameri-
can Indians, 48 percent of Hispanics or Latinos, and
46 percent of African Americans did.” In the Twin Cit-
ies, this disparity in homeownership was even worse;
only 40.2 percent of people of color owned their
homes compared to 76.9 percent of white people.
This represents one of the highest homeownership
gaps in the nation—another promise of our state's
greatness that has been truer for white Minnesotans
than others.

One reason that the housing gap has become even
more severe in recent years is that the foreclosure
crisis robbed more wealth from many people of color
and indigenous people as it hit an already racialized

Many American
Indian veterans
of the Vietnam
War had an
easier time
using the bene-
fits of the G.1. Bill than those who
served in WWII. Federal jurisdic-
tion issues that affected Ameri-
can Indians’ use of the original
G.I. Bill changed in 1953 when
states were granted more control

over reservations. On paper,

this change enabled American
Indians to buy a house or secure
a loan to build on the land, yet

in many cases American Indian
veterans still were not able to
use the provisions of subsequent
G.IBills to purchase homes.

This was the case for Bill Means,
an elder of the Oglala Lakota
tribe. Bill was drafted into the
Vietnam War in 1968 and

Bill Means: A Local Perspective from the American Indian Community

returned to his reservation in
South Dakota in 1970. Bill was
able to use the Vietnam-era G.I
Bill, along with federal grants
and scholarships, to help finish
college. However, when he tried
to secure a loan for a house, he
was not able to get one.

One barrier that prevented Bill
from obtaining a loan was that
the banks discriminated against
loan applicants who tried to

purchase homes on American
Indian reservations. In fact, many
reservations did not have a bank,
which meant residents had to
travel to nearby towns to apply
for a loan. Often, residents of
these towns had a history of
racial tension with American
Indians which prevented them
from obtaining loans. In addition,
the reservations had a high rate
of unemployment, and >



homeownership landscape.® (See graph below.)

The foreclosure crisis was driven in part by a practice
known as reverse redlining, through which communi-
ties of color are targeted for higher priced loans than
were borrowers in white neighborhoods. This type
of predatory lending has been proven to go beyond
income levels and credit score. Reverse redlining tar-
gets families for escalating interest rates and other
hidden fees based on the racial demographics of
where they live. Although
federal laws such as the
Fair Housing Act and the
Equal Credit Opportunity
Act prohibit predatory
lending, lack of enforce- neighborhoods.
ment of these laws led
to banks making large
amounts of money by preying on communities of
color over the past decade.? A recent study shows that
more than half of the vacant housing in the Twin Cities
is located in neighborhoods with a majority popula-
tion of color, although only 20 percent of the region’s

housing stock is in those same neighborhoods.™

Homeownership rate by racial and ethic group
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Improving our Public Policies to Eliminate
Racial Bias

Will the use of public funds for housing development
differentially impact people of various racial and eco-
nomic backgrounds?

This is the main question policymakers, advocates
and communities need to ask as housing policies
are developed. As we analyze the housing policies

The foreclosure crisis was driven in part by a practice known
as reverse redlining, through which communities of color

are targeted for higher priced loans than borrowers in white

and practices that have shaped our region, it is clear
that the answer to this simple question would have
been “yes”"—people of color will be impacted differ-
ently than white people. Our housing policies have
allowed white families to build generational wealth,
while various practices simultaneously withheld the
same benefits from families of color. This illustrates
that race-neutral policies do not serve all people when
barriers exist to implementing them in a way that pro-
vides equal opportunities to all.

Sometimes the solutions to complex problems are
easier to implement than we imagine. In its Race Mat-
ters toolkit, the Annie E. Casey Foundation published
these five simple steps to evaluating public policies
for their potential effects on communities of color and
indigenous communities:"

1. Who are the racial/ethnic groups in the area? For
this policy/program/practice, what results are
desired, and how will each group be affected?

2. Do current disparities exist by race/ethnicity around

> most of the jobs that were
available were not permanent.
This compounded his inability
to own a home and settle his
family.

Understanding that his options
were limited on the reserva-
tion, Bill left his reservation and
his family in South Dakota and
came to the Twin Cities looking
for employment and housing.
Bill was able to obtain a job,

secure a home loan, and reunite
with his family relatively quickly.
But, he recognizes that many
American Indian veterans were
not as lucky. In fact, it often took
years for a family to be reunited
after a loved one went looking
for work. In addition, cultural
identity was disrupted by having
to leave home. “Reservations are
a place where culture and lan-
guage fly,” says Bill. “There are
ceremonies of the people related

to our way of life and it’s a place
where we can serve our creator.”

Bill’s experience illustrates that
even 30 years after the passage
of the original G.1. Bill, there
were still policies and practices
in place that kept people of color
and indigenous communities
from receiving benefits in the
way that white people received
them. Racial disparities in home-
ownership will continue until

housing policies explicitly name
race and are evaluated on the
basis of how they will impact
people of color and indigenous
communities before they are
implemented. n



this issue or closely related ones? How did they
get that way? If disparities exist, how will they be
affected by this policy/program/practice?

3. For this policy/program/practice, what strategies
are being used, and how will they be perceived by
each group?

4. Are the voices of all groups affected by the action
at the table?

5. Do the answers to #1 through #4 work to close the
gaps in racial disparities in culturally appropriate,
inclusive ways? If not, how should the policy/pro-
gram/practice be revised? If so, how can the policy/
program/practice be documented in order to offer
a model for others?

These recommendations clearly demonstrate how
policymakers, organizers and advocates can evalu-
ate proposed public poli-
cies for their effects on
people of color and indig-
enous people before they
are implemented. These
questions are critically homeownership.
important to ask in the
policymaking stage so that
potential negative impacts on any particular race or
ethnicity can be avoided. The fourth recommendation
is one of the most important. To make truly inclusive
public policies that benefit people of all races, people
of all races must be at the decision-making table rep-
resenting their own ideas and needs.

Increasingly, people around the Twin Cities region
understand and are implementing these impor-
tant principles. Residents of North Minneapolis, for
example, are joining with a number of community
organizations in the Northside Community Reinvest-
ment Coalition to resolve the community's foreclosure

crisis by working directly with financial institutions to
secure fair access to financial credit. In Minneapo-
lis's American Indian community, the Native Ameri-
can Community Development Institute has worked
with hundreds of residents to develop an economic
development vision that operates from the frame of
“control the land, control the wealth.” And along the
Central Corridor in St. Paul, a variety of community
groups, policymakers, philanthropic institutions and
business leaders have come together to create a joint
affordable housing plan that will serve existing com-
munity members as the light rail transit line brings
new housing and other development opportunities.

By taking a forward-thinking approach to housing
policy and community development, our region can
offer all of our residents fair access to the American
dream of homeownership. We hope that local resi-

By taking a forward-thinking approach to housing policy
and community development, our region can offer all

of our residents fair access to the American dream of

dents, community groups and policymakers will learn
from these examples, and find new, compelling and
innovative ways to ensure that equity is at the heart of
our future growth and development decision-making.
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