Echoes of Redlining: Discrimination Continues to Shape Neighborhood
Options in the COVID-19 Crisis
I. INTRODUCTION
In the mid-twentieth century, public and private institutions excluded minority
populations from homeownership and residence through discriminatory mortgage-lending
practices. 1 Using a color-coded scheme to assess risk, federal housing programs refused to insure
loans of Black urban applicants that were available to White suburban applicants. 2 This
government-endorsed discrimination—known as “redlining”—perpetuated racial segregation
through homeownership, an important means of wealth accumulation in the United States. 3
COVID-19’s disparate impact on communities of color further exposes the systemic inequities
perpetuated by redlining and other prejudicial policies. 4 Although the Supreme Court ruled
redlining unconstitutional shortly after Congress banned housing discrimination as part of the
Civil Rights Act of 1968, the practice continues to shape the options for neighborhood residents
over a half-century later. 5
In 2015, the Department of Housing and Urban Development issued a rule requiring
municipalities receiving grants from the federal agency to take proactive steps to “affirmatively
further fair housing.” 6 Under the administration of President Donald Trump, the rule was
suspended in January 2018 and ultimately rescinded in July 2020. 7 However, California passed
AB 686 in 2018, which calls on cities and counties to report housing inequities within their
communities beginning in 2021. 8 California’s fair housing law preserves a platform for
municipalities to address their communities’ systemic disparities highlighted by the COVID-19
crisis, including access to healthcare, employment, and technology. 9
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II. LEGAL BACKGROUND
A.

The Origins of Redlining in the United States
During the Reconstruction era after the Civil War, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act

of 1866 to enforce the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments—which abolished slavery and
declared former slaves born in the United States citizens entitled to equal protection,
respectively. 10 The statute also prohibited housing discrimination, and the Civil Rights Act of
1875 went further to provide that citizens “of every race and color” were “entitled to the full and
equal enjoyment” of public accommodations. 11 However, with the contested election of
President Rutherford B. Hayes and the subsequent removal of federal troops stationed in the
south to protect integrating Blacks, the era of Reconstruction ended, and Black liberation was
rolled back. 12 In 1883, the Supreme Court ruled that the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments
did not authorize Congress to declare citizens entitled to equal access to conveyances and
services from private entities because the amendments were only applicable to state action. 13 The
federal government would not enact another civil rights law for 75 years. 14
As part of the New Deal, President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s administration created the
Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (“HOLC”) to protect struggling property owners in urban
areas during the Great Depression. 15 The HOLC purchased mortgages that were in immediate
danger of foreclosure and issued new mortgages to property owners with more favorable terms. 16
In order to assess risk in granting these mortgages, the HOLC created color-coded maps of 239
cities nationwide. 17 Green areas were the safest investments (often with businesses); blue areas
were safe, residential neighborhoods; yellow were “declining” neighborhoods; and red areas
were “hazardous.” 18 The HOLC labelled neighborhoods with Black families as hazardous, even
when they were middle-class neighborhoods. 19
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Shortly after the inception of the HOLC, the Federal Housing Administration (“FHA”)
began offering insured mortgages to first-time homebuyers using the HOLC maps to assess
risk. 20 When the FHA appraised the properties that were the subject of these loans, it determined
that racially mixed neighborhoods were too risky to insure. 21 Even White neighborhoods that
were near Black neighborhoods did not meet FHA appraisal standards. 22 The FHA issued an
Underwriting Manual instructing appraisers to give higher ratings to properties that included
physical barriers like highways between racially segregated neighborhoods to prevent “the
infiltration of . . . lower class occupancy, and inharmonious racial groups.” 23 The manual also
instructed appraisers to give high ratings when “[p]rotection against [such] adverse influences is
obtained.” 24 One such “protection” available at the time was a racially restrictive covenant—a
private agreement that promised to exclude people of specified races from ownership or
occupancy of property. 25 In 1948, the Supreme Court held that judicially enforcing such
agreements was unconstitutional, but declined to extend the prohibition to private agreements. 26
Three justices did not participate in the decision, likely because they lived in homes with racially
restrictive covenants. 27
B.

Legislative Remedies
By the mid-1960s, social unrest prompted the administration of President Lyndon B.

Johnson to commission a report to identify causes and steps to address and prevent violence in
cities. 28 The resulting analysis by the Kerner Commission identified residential segregation as
well as other housing and economic inequities as significant causes of the social unrest. 29
Congress adopted the Kerner Commission’s recommendations and passed the Fair Housing Act
shortly after Martin Luther King, Jr. was murdered in April 1968. 30
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The Fair Housing Act officially prohibited housing discrimination on the basis of race,
color, religion, or national origin, but did not end the effects of that discrimination on
communities of color. 31 The statute acknowledged this by directing the Department of Housing
and Urban Development (“HUD”) to affirmatively further fair housing (“AFFH”) by reporting
on “the nature and extent of discriminatory housing practices” in communities. 32 After
determining that HUD’s existing AFFH approach was less effective than planned, President
Barack Obama’s administration issued new rules in 2015. 33 These new rules required that HUD
program participants create an annual standardized Assessment of Fair Housing (“AFH”)
identifying and evaluating fair housing issues and their contributing factors. 34
Following the election of 2016, the federal government suspended the HUD rules
requiring AFH reports. 35 In response to the rollback, the California State Legislature enacted and
Governor Jerry Brown signed AB 686, which requires cities and counties to provide annual AFH
reports. 36 The statute defines AFFH to include “taking meaningful actions that . . . address
significant disparities in housing needs and in access to opportunity, replacing segregated living
patterns with truly integrated and balanced living patterns, [and] transforming racially and
ethnically concentrated areas of poverty into areas of opportunity.” 37 Although the federal
requirement was rescinded under President Trump—himself sued by the Justice Department in
1973 under the Fair Housing Act for not renting to Black tenants—California’s AFFH statute
remains intact and AFH reports are due annually beginning in January 2021. 38

III. ANALYSIS
In 1938, the HOLC redlined the West End in Sacramento, excluding the area from the
rapid growth that the rest of the city experienced over the next decade. 39 In the 1950s, redlined
Sacramento neighborhoods were targeted for “urban renewal” projects, including highway
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construction. 40 Despite failing to win support through a public bond measure, local officials
obtained federal funding for the construction of Interstate 5 by declaring West End
neighborhoods “blighted” and dislocated many working-class minority communities. 41 Many
Black families moved into a nearby neighborhood called Meadowview after the construction of
Interstate 5 because it lacked the racially restrictive covenants that were present in the
surrounding neighborhoods. 42 In 2018, Stephon Clark was shot and killed by Sacramento police
in the backyard of his grandmother’s home in Meadowview. 43 When activists protested Clark’s
death, they marched a route tracing the West End and shut down Interstate 5. 44
Two years later, several months into the COVID-19 crisis, protests erupted across the
nation in response to the murder of George Floyd by Minneapolis police. 45 In Minnesota, where
Floyd’s fatal arrest occurred, a major protest used Interstate 94 as a path to the state capitol. 46
The route was significant to protesters because, similarly to Sacramento’s Interstate 5, the
construction of Interstate 94 in the 1950s displaced hundreds of businesses and thousands of
people in Rondo, a thriving Black community in St. Paul. 47 Days after the Interstate 94 protest,
an autopsy revealed that George Floyd posthumously tested positive for COVID-19,
symbolically sealing the link between the co-existing crises. 48
Redlining and other discriminatory practices created obstacles that persist in
neighborhoods today and disparately expose their predominantly non-White residents to the
effects of the pandemic. This paper explores these practices and their impact on communities of
color in three distinct ways. Section A discusses how the systemic discrimination and divestment
involved in redlining have contributed to health disparities across these populations. 49 Section B
describes the impact that housing discrimination has had on employment and generational wealth
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of the Black community. 50 Section C examines how redlining is reflected in community access
to digital services, which are vital during the pandemic. 51
A.

Healthcare
Research indicates a strong link between redlined communities, their exposure to extreme

heat, and the rate of hospital visits for asthma that is likely due to poorer air quality.” 52 In
Sacramento, for instance, people living in historically redlined neighborhoods are more likely to
repeatedly visit emergency rooms due to asthma. 53 These neighborhoods are less likely to have
tree canopies or other features that can mitigate environmental impacts on their residents. 54
Spatial inequities like these and the resulting phenomenon of weathering—accelerated aging due
to stress brought on by exposure to toxins, lack of sleep and racial discrimination—help explain
why Black populations historically suffer from asthma, heart disease, hypertension, and diabetes
at higher rates. 55 Illnesses that weaken lungs and immune systems leave those living with these
conditions more vulnerable to the effects of COVID-19. 56
Black neighborhoods have less access to healthcare because they tend to be farther from
hospitals and their residents have to wait longer for prescriptions from inadequate pharmacies. 57
Early data from the pandemic suggests when Black people visit clinics with symptoms, they are
less likely to be referred for testing, which is particularly dangerous for a fast-moving illness like
COVID-19. 58 Previous research also indicates that doctors are half as likely to prescribe pain
medication to Black people for “non-definitive” pain because they assess that Black people are at
a higher risk for drug addiction. 59
While no correlation has been found between high population density areas and COVID19 infection rates, overcrowding within homes is detrimental to public health. 60 Overcrowding
occurs when exclusion from opportunity and a lack of sufficient housing force households into
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tight quarters designed for fewer inhabitants. 61 In June 2020, Sacramento County reported that
areas with high poverty rates saw spikes in COVID-19 infection rates. 62 Overcrowding—nearly
twice as common in Sacramento than the national average—and a high number of essential
workers in affected areas may help explain the spikes. 63
B.

Employment & Wealth
While public health experts urge people to stay home to fight COVID-19, communities of

color are overrepresented as essential workers, who do not have the luxury to stay home. 64 Fewer
than one-fifth of Black and Latinx employees can telework. 65 Despite disproportionate
representation as essential workers, Black and Latinx unemployment rates were still higher than
White unemployment rates in the early months of the pandemic. 66
Furthermore, when governments and lenders denied loans to people of color through the
practice of redlining, they excluded families from opportunities to gain wealth from home
appreciation. 67 These rejections affected more than just the individual applicants: historically,
many people of color never applied for loans because they knew or believed they would be
rejected. 68 Today, the average White family has ten times the wealth of the average Black
family. 69 With less inherited wealth, Black people are also less likely to have health insurance
coverage, which increases their economic exposure during the crisis. 70
C.

Technology
The digital divide—disparity in access to technological services—reflects the practice of

redlining because internet service providers underserve lower-income geographical areas due to
an assessment of financial risk. 71 Children in homes without connectivity risk losing out on their
education while COVID-19 forces schools to close and transition to remote learning. 72 The
Greenlining Institute reports that Oakland neighborhoods that are currently underserved with
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internet access closely resemble the redlined neighborhoods the HOLC drew for the city in
1938. 73 Conversely, the digital divide also often hits rural areas with little access to broadband
hard. 74 Overall, Black and Latinx people have less broadband access than their White
counterparts in California, with only 57% of Latinx people who primarily speak Spanish having
broadband connectivity. 75 Many students can only connect to the internet through a smartphone,
which is not conducive to education. 76 Data and speed maximums on phone internet plans
provide additional obstacles for remote students, and the plans designed for low-income
households are often poorly marketed, offer limited eligibility, and provide inadequate service. 77
Students with inadequate internet service face additional hurdles to complete their assignments
and often must find public—often unstable or illegitimate—sources of internet service while
better-served students can work from the comfort of their homes. 78 These additional stressors can
cause students to fall behind in their studies and lead to chronic absenteeism. 79

IV. CONCLUSION
Redlining and related forms of housing discrimination perpetuated systemic inequities
that continue to burden communities of color. 80 Past discrimination shapes present-day gaps in
the areas of health, employment, and technology that exacerbate the vulnerability of urban
communities during the COVID-19 crisis. 81 Despite rollbacks at the federal level, California’s
fair housing legislation requires cities and counties to analyze discrimination within their
communities. 82 These Assessment of Fair Housing reports present municipalities with a platform
to identify patterns of segregation so that state government can take steps to address the
significant disparities that persist to this day. 83
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