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General Introduction

1. The expectations and hopes of the international community with regard to the application and the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals are varied. While hopeful of their fulfillment and cognizant of their potential impact, sincere concern surrounds the strategies used to achieve the Millennium Development Goals. Many are fearful that strategies, which fail to sufficiently take into consideration the particular challenges faced by racial and ethnic minorities, will only increase the inequalities felt by these segments of the population. This concern is acutely felt among people of African descent living in the Diaspora. In the various societies in which the members of this community reside, the intense racial discrimination felt by this group has often exacerbated their poverty and worsened the disparities in health, education and housing that the Millennium Development Goals seek to cure.

People of African Descent in the United States of America

2. In the minds of many, people of African descent living in the United States of America are often excluded from the target community of the Millennium Development Goals. America is widely perceived as one of the societies in which people of African descent are relatively well integrated. Accordingly, many regard the situation of African-Americans (using such term loosely and broadly to refer to people of African descent living in the United States) as a source of best practices for the achievement of the goals rather than a site for their current pursuit and present application. However, the truth is America is both - a source of best practices and a site for current application. African-Americans are admittedly better integrated than their counterparts in other societies, yet great progress remains to be made as African-Americans systemically lag behind their white counterparts in the areas of education, health, housing, employment and wealth.

Framework and History

3. Racism in America is old as America itself. It is an institution as firmly established and equally revered within our society as the institutions of government. The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), in concert with other human rights and civil rights organizations, has worked diligently to weaken the grip of racism on American society and some progress has been made. This is a statement not frequently made in civil rights circles. There is a certain fear in the civil rights arena to admit to such progress. We seem to fear that if we say things are better for us that somehow we will lose what we gained.
 Unfortunately, considering recent legislative and judicial challenges to affirmative action programs, there is some validity to that fear. However, to say that we have not achieved some degree of success would be a slight to American society, our progress and, even worse, a dismissal of the efforts of those who labored tirelessly and, in many cases, gave their lives to achieve such success.

4. The history of the civil rights movement in the United States and the strides that were made are not easily summarized in a matter of paragraphs. However, for the sake of this report and to provide the necessary framework for this discussion, we will seek to do so. 
5. The civil rights movement in the U.S. pursued the fair and equal treatment of people of color and their full integration within greater American society. In 1954, the NAACP won its legal challenge of the “separate but equal doctrine” and the legal practice of racial segregation in America’s public educational system was declared unconstitutional. Aided by this landmark judicial decision, there were four key pieces of national legislation which helped to further dismantle some of the racial barriers of American society: the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which barred discrimination in public accommodations, transportation, education, and employment; the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which made the ballot more accessible to African-Americans, especially in the South; the Higher Education Act of 1965, which removed racial and financial barriers in postsecondary and higher education; and the Housing Act of 1968, which banned discrimination in the sale or rental of housing.
  
6. These legislative measures, along with several executive orders issued by various presidents, helped to create affirmative action policies focused in particular on education and jobs. These affirmative action policies required that active and positive measures be taken to ensure that African-Americans and other minorities enjoyed the same opportunities for promotions, salary increases, career advancement, school admissions, scholarships, and financial aid that had been the nearly exclusive province of whites. In the area of education, federal scholarship and grant programs were established that were aimed at minorities and the poor. Institutional aid was given as incentives for colleges and universities to establish similar affirmative action policies in their own admission and scholarship programs. In the area of employment, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) was established to monitor compliance with the federal ban against discrimination on the basis of race or sex in hiring, training, compensation, promotion, and termination. Private-sector firms with 100 or more employees had to report to the EEOC on minority and female employment. The Office of Federal Contract Compliance was set up shortly thereafter to monitor minority and female employment in firms with government contracts.
  

7. The impact of these programs on the lives and life chances of African-Americans was and is undeniable. African-Americans were educated at higher levels and in greater numbers than ever before. In 2002, among African-Americans age 25 and over, 17.0 percent held a four-year college degree as opposed to 3.1 percent in 1960. There was noted growth in the middle class of the African-American community during these years as well. The middle class has doubled since 1965 and remains the fastest and largest growing segment within the African-American community. There are more African-Americans in professional positions, more African-American homeowners and more African-American college graduates than ever before.

8. However, such rosy figures and statements hide the unfortunate reality that still exists.  Despite their advancement, African Americans still find themselves disproportionally among the poor of American society and remain one of the nation’s most marginalized communities. In 2003, the poverty rate of African-American households in the United States was 23.1 percent – more than three times the poverty rate in non-Hispanic white households.  33.1 percent of African-American children under the age of 18 live in poverty.  African-American newborn babies remain more than two times likely to die (roughly 14 of every 100,000) than white newborns (6 out of every 100,000).  These disparities are surely not limited to the areas of health and poverty, but are equally drastic in the areas of education, employment and housing.  
Pursuing Affirmative Action Measures to Implement the Millennium Development Goals

9. It has been urged that, in implementing the Millennium Development Goals for minority populations, States should promote affirmative action and special measures necessary for poverty reduction and reducing the corresponding disparities in health, education and housing.
 The NAACP surely supports this call as many of the advancements that African-Americans have made are due to such affirmative action policies in the U.S. specifically geared towards racial minorities.  However, in fashioning such affirmative action programs, sincere thought and consideration must be given to assure that these programs are truly targeted to affect the lives of the most disadvantaged.   

10. It has been found in the United States that the more advantaged minorities benefit disproportionately from affirmative action programs as they are in the best position to compete with other individuals or groups for higher paying jobs, college admissions, promotions and so on.
 In line with this, while the middle class is the fastest growing segment of the African-American population, it has been discovered that the greatest growth actually occurred in the top 40 percent while growth in the bottom 60 percent stagnated if not declined. If you divide the African-American population into quintiles, the top quintile has now secured almost 50 percent of the total African-American income.  Resultantly, inequality in the distribution of income is growing more rapidly in the African-American community than in the white community.  

11. However, while disparate in impact, affirmative action programs are necessary to truly dismantle the system of racial inequality that exists even after the prohibition of racial discrimination. The NAACP stands firmly in support of affirmative action programs and takes the view expressed by former President Bill Clinton.  “Mend it.  Don’t end it.” We merely urge others who wish seek to enact affirmative action policies or positive measures to remedy racial inequalities in their respective States to give attention to this issue. Couple such policies and measures with economic, political and educational reform to assure greater access to the least advantaged and not only the most advantaged of racial minorities.  

Measures Must Also Address Nihilistic Threat

12. Those in the United States who support or stand in opposition of affirmative action programs tend to fall into one of two camps of thought. On the one hand, there are those who highlight the structural constraints on the life chances of African-Americans. Their viewpoint involves a historical and sociological analysis of slavery, legal segregation, job and residential discrimination, skewed unemployment rates, inadequate health care and poor education. On the other hand, there are those who stress the behavioral impediments to the mobility and integration of African-Americans within society. They focus on the waning of the Protestant ethic – hard work, deferred gratification, frugality, and responsibility - in African-American society.  Those in the first camp, the liberal structuralists, call for full employment, health and education programs and broad affirmative action practices – a call similar to that issued by the UN in the Millennium Development Goals. Those in the second camp, the conservative behaviorists, promote self-help programs and non-preferential practices in job hiring and educational programs.
  This division of political thought on the plight of those of African descent is not only applicable in the United Sates, but surely can be applied in other societies of the Diaspora as well.

13. While the majority of those who adhere to the principles of the Millennium Development Goals will likely fall into the first camp of liberal structuralists, it is necessary to recognize even the deficiency of that argument. To truly address the problems confronting the people of African descent in the Diaspora, we must recognize the link between structure and behavior. How people act and live are shaped – though in no way dictated or determined – by the larger circumstances in which they find themselves. In the face of the structural obstacles brought about by a long-standing system of racial discrimination, it is not surprising that people of African descent are often led to despair about their condition. Many are overcome by a sense of nihilism and they are not motivated to put forth the greater effort needed to access the health, education, employment and housing opportunities to which so many of them have been denied access for so long.

14. In any culture, the fraction of the population who succeed are those for whom the links between effort, credential and rewards are sufficiently realistic and compelling to act as an extrinsic motivator. But in those communities and families in which the perception of the link between effort and reward is weaker, as is the case among the least advantaged of minority communities, those extrinsic rewards become even less compelling as motivators.
 In that regard, the rewards of a State-sponsored affirmative action program may not be enough to motivate the members of the community. The potential promise of an affirmative action program will not alone change the perception formed by a long history of exclusion and racial discrimination. Affirmative effort must also be forth to address the nihilistic attitudes prevalent in the communities of the African Diaspora and motivate the members of the community to access the opportunities that affirmative action programs and true reform will create.

Pursue a Cross-Issues Approach

15. In States where the conservative behaviorists dominate and the government is averse to enacting affirmative action measures, a cross-issues approach may more readily yield the desired results and partial realization of the Millennium Development Goals. For instance, in seeking to impact the educational attainment of African-Americans, on one should not simply bring together policymakers in the area of education or simply seek to impact access for racial minorities to higher education through affirmative action measures. In face of insurmountable opposition to affirmative action measures in education, one may still be able to impact the number of African-Americans in higher education by instead pursuing policy reforms in other areas. To further explain, African-Americans are three to four times more likely than whites to be hospitalized for asthma, and are four to six times more likely to die from asthma. This is due in large part to poverty and substandard housing that results in increased exposure to certain indoor allergens. As a result, asthma is the leading cause of school absenteeism due to chronic illness and this absenteeism in turn disparately impacts the eventual educational attainment of the African-American student. By taking a cross-issues approach and pursuing housing and environmental reform that would address the causes of this asthma, one also indirectly impact the health, education and income levels of those in the African-American community. Such a cross-issues approach will also help generate the political constituency and multiracial coalition needed to pressure the government in bringing about the aforementioned reforms.
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