Council on Minnesotans of African Heritage

Report on the CMAH Community Forums Held on February 13th & February 27th, 2016

Preface

When the predecessor of The Council on Minnesotans of African Heritage, the Council on Black Minnesotans, was created in 1980, the black population of Minnesota stood at only about one percent of the state’s population. Now, it stands at about six percent, and growing. And it’s a very diverse population, comprised not only of native-born African Americans, but also of a large and growing number of African immigrants, most notably from Somalia, Ethiopia (including the Oromo region), and Liberia.

The Council’s new name is meant to reflect and honor this diversity… and the imperative that Minnesotans of African heritage, no matter how different our cultural histories and frames of reference, will mutually benefit in every way by the establishment and the nurture of enduring bonds with one another. Our shared fight against racial discrimination and racially-based disparities in law enforcement, education, employment, housing and health will require shared effort.

When the Council was founded, its primary mission was to advise the Governor and the State Legislature, “on statutes or rules necessary to ensure that Black people have access to benefits and services provided to people in this state.” In order to fulfill this mission, the Council convenes community forums several times a year on a variety of issues of concern, so that as diverse a group of black voices as possible can be heard when the Council steps forward to “speak truth to power.” But the process of fulfilling our external mission also serves an all-important internal mission. It gives our growing and increasingly diverse community important opportunities to get to know each other better, enabling us to forge alliances and collaborations at the grassroots level.
CMAH conducted a community-wide survey last year to solicit opinions from as broad a group of voices as possible to give the Council vital feedback on what issues should be its priority focus for the 2016 legislative agenda. The number one priority that emerged was the issue of policing in our communities. Despite the long list of issues faced by our diverse communities, there should be no surprise that this topic has risen to the top. The shooting of unarmed citizens of color by police is something that always been with us – but over the last couple of years, the ubiquitous presence of video cameras, whether they are store and street corner CCTVs, smart phones, or mounted on the dashboards of police patrol cars, have recorded many of these shootings on video, dramatically elevating public awareness of the frequency with which such incidents happen. Suddenly, this issue has exploded onto center stage of the national consciousness, stirring up feelings that range from concern and fear, to intense anger. 

Minnesota, a state used to being in the national news for mostly positive reasons, has found itself right in the middle of the steady drum beat of stories like these, including,
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most notably, Terrance Franklin, in 2013, and  Jamar Clark in 2015. And since then, Minnesota’s profile in the national news has been raised exponentially higher by the killing, on July 6th of this year in Falcon Heights, of Philando Castile. 
Given the widespread sense of urgency felt by Minnesotans of African heritage and many others regarding this topic, the issue of policing in our communities was selected as the focus of CMAH’s first Legislative Workshop Forum of the year.

Council on Minnesotans of African Heritage Police –Community Forum, February 13, Minneapolis Objective: Solicit input from diverse voices that will lead to legislation that improves police-community relations
The Council’s Police-Community Forum and Legislative Workshop was held in North Minneapolis at the Heritage Park Senior Center on February 13th, 2016. 

Starting at about 8:30 a.m., participants signed in, enjoyed a light breakfast, and had an opportunity to connect with one another informally. By 9:00 a.m., some twenty-six participants had arrived, and CMAH Board Chair, Doris Baylor, rose to welcome everyone and officially convene the forum. “The reason we’ve gathered here,” she stressed, “Is not just to talk about these issues, but to serve as a working group. This is not the end, but the beginning of a process that will eventually result in legislation that will improve policy-community relations statewide… but especially in Minneapolis and St. Paul… and most especially between the police and Black people, as well as other people of color.” 

With that, she handed the floor over to CMAH Executive Director, Louis Porter II, who provided a summary of the forum’s purpose, and an overview the morning’s schedule. This was to be a working session, he stressed, designed to solicit community input that will ultimately lead to legislation aimed at tangibly and meaningfully improving police-community relations throughout the state. At 9:20 a.m., Porter turned the meeting over to moderator, Vivian Jenkins Nelson, who laid out the morning’s ground rules, and described the process through which participants would generate, record, and report on their recommendations.

At 9:30 a.m., Jenkins Nelson turned the floor over to CMAH Board Member, Rep. Rena Moran (DFL, 65A, St. Paul), so that she could give participants some background on where things currently stand at the state legislature with regards to bills that she and others intend to advance during the 2016 session.

These include,

1. a community policing bill;

2. a police body cam bill;
3. a police residency bill.
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She reported that the community policing bill she has helped sponsor was written in response to consistent feedback from citizens and activists that the model of policing used by police departments in our communities must move – and as quickly as possible 
– from the military model so widely in use across the country, to a community policing model. What does this mean? The concept of community policing has many dimensions and nuances, and it will look a little different from one community to another, based on unique aspects of neighborhood history and culture, but the over-arching philosophy can be reduced most simply to this: the creation and the nurturing of a police department culture that emphasizes the concept of police as “peace officers,” as opposed to being merely the primary agents of law and order.

Secondly, she reported on the progress of the police body cam bill on which she was working. The version she has been helping push forward at the legislature has language that champions the use of cameras as a tool for police accountability. This approach stands in stark contrast to other proposed body cam legislation, currently favored by the law enforcement community, the primary focus of which is to provide evidence in defense of officers who might be accused of wrong-doing.

The third piece of proposed legislation on which she reported was a bill requiring officers to live in the communities they are assigned to police. This is a strategy that 

other communities have found to be a very useful tool, helpful in long-term efforts to 

build stronger ties between police officers and the communities they serve – a key piece of the puzzle in terms of helping create an environment in which the community policing model of law enforcement is more likely to thrive. 

Rep. Bobby Joe Champion (DFL, 59, Minneapolis), was also on hand to give attendees some perspective on the current political climate at the state legislature… and he made it clear that the climate is strongly tilted toward bills written from the perspective of the law enforcement community, rather than from the perspectives now being voiced at the grassroots by people from communities of color. Rep. Moran’s police residency bill, for instance, never got out of committee.  But Reps. Moran and Champion remain determined to keep the issue alive and keep fighting for it. As for the body cam bill, Champion reported that he also supports it, but said there may be room to compromise in terms of the fine points of protocols regarding how the footage retrieved from body cameras should be used, who gets to review the images, and the circumstances under which they get to see them. Right now, he said, neither the Minneapolis nor the St. Paul Police Department is willing to support any proposal that would have all police-related shootings routinely reviewed by an independent body accountable to the community. 

Next on the morning’s agenda was a presentation by Lieutenant Anthony Hines of the Metro Transit Police. Lt. Hines is also president of the Minneapolis chapter of the National Black Police Association. He began his remarks by building on what Representatives Moran and Champion had said about the move toward community 
policing, saying that, although the concept is far from a new idea, all of the tumult, both 
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national and local, over the steady drumbeat of digitally-recorded assaults by police on unarmed men, women and children of color has reawakened a tidal wave of interest in it as a comprehensive approach toward better, much more accountable policing. “The 
move toward community policing is very much in the zeitgeist now,” he said. “The question is, how are we going to get there?” There are, he said, communities around the country where meaningful police department reform is being implemented. He stressed that there are a lot of interrelated components which experience shows will need to be a part of any such program of reform. One of these is the hiring and retention of a significantly larger number of police officers from communities of color, especially officers of African descent.

But he wanted to emphasize to attendees that one of the barriers to diversifying Minnesota police forces that has not been much talked about is the fact that it’s harder to qualify as an officer in Minnesota than in most other states because the education and training bar here is one of the highest. Lt. Hines reported that most metropolitan departments in Minnesota require a four year college degree, and that a Master’s degree is a standard requirement for career advancement. “Most chiefs have an MA or an MS degree, and a good number have doctorates,” he said.

Lt. Hines said recent numbers show that out of approximately 10,000 law enforcement officers in the state, only 222 are people of color. When he opened the floor for questions and comments, attendee Ramsey County Deputy Sheriff Suwana Kirkland seconded his comments, sharing that when she was hired by the department in 2006, she was the only black female officer. After ten years on the force, she’s still the only one. She also wanted to strongly support the idea that blacks in law enforcement need to get active and stay active in the effort to recruit more officers of color by making sure that school counselors and others in a position to influence the career choices of young people understand the academic grounding required of police officers, and that they actively encourage people interested in law enforcement to enter college programs where they can acquire the background and skill set they will need. But the current curriculum for officers, she stressed, needs to become better… more firmly grounded in the learning of cultural competencies, and in the principles of community policing. Changes in the way officers are trained can become a key component in changing the culture of policing as we evolve and move forward from where we are now, she said.

These remarks were echoed and built upon when the floor was handed over to Mamie Landford, a former St. Paul Police Officer, now retired. She hammered home the point that changing the culture of police forces is not a project for the faint of heart, and not something that can be accomplished overnight. “Let’s be honest,” she said. “Our police departments are racist institutions. There’s a great deal of racism deeply embedded in the culture. They never really intended to hire people of color in these jobs.”
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But not only do more people of color need to be hired and retained, she urged – all officers need to be held to a high standard in terms of cultural competency. And evidence of cultural competency needs to be a consistently strong factor in every hiring decision. Newly-devised training needs to address issues that are currently completely ignored, Landford said, offering up the example of one particular source of conflict between police and community members that is often dangerously explosive, yet is seldom, if ever, spoken about: the fact that, especially in many low-income communities of color, both the police officer and the community member involved in a confrontation may be affected by unaddressed, untreated, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. This dynamic can tilt an already fraught and dangerous situation toward needless violence and tragedy. 

After Landford’s remarks, Moderator Vivian Jenkins Nelson thanked the morning’s speakers, and laid out for the participants both the agenda and the ground rules for the rest of the morning. She organized the attendees into small groups, charging them with doing some creative brainstorming on the issues raised by the morning’s speakers. 

For the next hour and twenty minutes, attendees wrestled with getting their ideas down on paper, and then working in their small groups to prioritize the policy proposals that, by consensus, each group thought was important. 

The following is a summation of the priorities presented by the participants:

Oversight – Accountability

· A re-thought and re-vitalized system of Civilian Review Boards for each community, made up of as broad a group of community members as it is possible to construct: people who represent the diversity of political thought found on both sides of the political aisle; the diverse racial/cultural, and class make-up of a community, etc.

· Civilian Review Boards shall be responsible for implementing an independent investigation every time there is an incident of the police use of force resulting in death or serious bodily harm
Education – Training

· The purpose of the new model of Education and Training that must be introduced needs to be about helping departments move toward systemic change – changing the culture of policing… training that pushes departments toward a 
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Education – Training (cont.)
community police model where the emphasis is on such topics as:
· The “hows” and ‘whys” of community policing

· White privilege
· Cultural competency (including heavy emphasis on historical trauma among people of color)

· Emotional intelligence (with strong self-assessment component)

· Non-violent de-escalation of potentially violent confrontations
· Exploring alternative roles for police at the nexus where law enforcement and social services meet; ie., non-violent interventions with the homeless and mentally ill; people intoxicated with alcohol or drugs, or both, domestic violence situations, etc.

· Deeper, more comprehensive understanding of mental illness

· IDI assessment

Community Relations
· Strong residency requirements for police officers, mandating that they live in the communities they serve
· More foot patrols, to facilitate the development of personal relationships with residents and business owners
· A strong and sustained commitment to recruiting for diversity

· A strong and sustained mentorship program for youth run by police officers, focused on developing a “farm team”… youth who can be nurtured over a long period of time and encouraged to become police officers

Body Cameras
· Legislation mandating that all officers in the field wear them and keep them on at all times

· Proposed legislation should seek strong bi-partisan support for striking a balance between the protection for officers that law enforcement seeks and the community’s demand for more police accountability
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Body Cameras (cont.)

· A diverse and bi-partisan group of citizens must be empowered to review police body camera footage whenever there is an incident involving death or injury, ensuring full public disclosure and transparency (this approach may be more politically viable if funded through private dollars rather than through tax money)
At 10:20, moderator Vivian Jenkins Nelson reconvened the combined group of participants and asked them to report back on what they had discussed.

Early on in the small group brainstorming process, a Reporter had been chosen to lead a discussion on the priorities decided on by their group with the entire assembly. Now, the combined group of attendees listened as these lists were shared, and attendees had the opportunity to ask questions about and respond to one another’s work.
Some of the major “take-aways” from the morning’s discussion that were expressed around the room included: 1) that, “We’re talking about a whole lot more than just ‘community/police relations’ – what we’re really talking about is changing the way policing is done in our communities;” 2) We need, and deserve, to feel safe in our communities. The police should always be part of the solution – never part of the problem; 3) Effective community oversight is important. Transparency and accountability can’t be achieved if police departments are investigating themselves.
Jenkins Nelson thanked the participants once again for their spirited and thoughtful participation, and turned the floor over to Louis Porter for closing comments.  Porter thanked the participants for all the information shared, and for the good ideas they had proposed, assuring them that their ideas and recommendations would be put to good use in the formulation of legislation that can be expected to have a real impact, in 2016, and beyond.
Moderator Vivian Jenkins Nelson officially adjourned the Forum at 12:05 p.m.
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Council on Minnesotans of African Heritage – Community Forum on Human Rights, Housing, Education, and Economic Disparities, February 27, St. Paul   Objective: Solicit input from diverse voices that will lead to legislation that reduces racial disparities in human rights, housing, education, and economic well-being for Minnesotans of African Heritage
The Human Rights, Housing, Education and Economic Disparities Forum: Legislative Workshop, organized and hosted by the Council on Minnesotans of African Heritage, was held at the Midway YMCA in St. Paul, Minnesota, from 1:00 to 5:00 p.m. on Saturday, February 27th, 2016.

The afternoon began with time for participants to enjoy refreshments and fellowship. At approximately 1:45, Council Executive Director, Dr. Louis Porter II, welcomed attendees and formally convened the forum. He gave a brief overview of the afternoon’s agenda and introduced Moderator Vivian Jenkins Nelson.
Jenkins Nelson took the floor, placing the afternoon’s forum in context by talking a bit about the accomplishments of the Council-hosted forum two Saturdays prior in Minneapolis, and voicing the hope that this one would be similarly productive. The primary difference, she said, is that this afternoon’s agenda would be much broader in scope, with a focus on several critical areas, each of which has many dimensions – all of which have profound effects on the quality of life for black Minnesotans and other Minnesotans of color. She then turned the floor over to The Honorable Sharon Sayles Belton, former mayor of Minneapolis, for some opening, ‘big-picture’ remarks about the forum’s charge.
At 2:00, Sayles Belton stood to give her remarks. She opened  with a statement about the impact of recently released research showing that Minnesota has among the worst disparities in the nation in terms of the issues that today’s forum had gathered to discuss. She spoke of the surprise and the sense of disconnect that these revelations have had for many Minnesotans – especially white Minnesotans, justifiably proud of the state’s reputation for being politically, socially, and culturally progressive. But, she said, for black and other Minnesotans of color, who have always been acutely aware of the gap between our region’s often-stated ideals and the daily realities with which we wrestle every day, these revelations were not a surprise at all. But even for many of us, she said, the revelation of the size or degree of some of these disparities has still come as something of a shock.
For instance, Minnesota ranks 51st – dead last – compared with all other states and the District of Columbia, when it comes to disparities between black and white citizens in 
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household income (significantly more than twice as high for white households as it is for black households), poverty rate (three times greater among blacks than whites), levels of home ownership, and educational attainment. 
But an important part of the silver lining, stressed Sayles Belton, is that neither the state’s philanthropic community nor its political leadership has chosen to react to these revelations with denial. The current Governor and many legislators have expressed an earnest desire to address these disparities in a meaningful way, and are willing to partner with people from the most affected communities, along with the business and philanthropic sectors, on setting goals and on staying the course until they are achieved.
It also helps, said Sayles Belton, “That the issues we face are profoundly interconnected. Addressing one helps address the others.”
She provided some historical background and context, telling about the time, during the sixties and seventies, when Minnesota was in the news for much more positive reasons – because government, the private sector, and the state’s robust philanthropic community helped provide for the nation a model of how broad, public partnerships are capable of accomplishing great things… if there is a vision, and if strong, committed  leadership is there to see that vision through.

Sayles Belton voiced her hopes that this afternoon’s working session would bear fruit in terms of both of these: 1) vision – a road map pointing some possible ways forward on the issues; 2) energizing a key part of the leadership required to help us get there.

With that, at 2:20 p.m., she turned the floor back over to Jenkins Nelson, who laid out the ground rules governing the generation and recording of ideas in each of the small group sessions. Next, she introduced the facilitators who were on hand to guide the process and serve as recorder for each group. 
They were Ron Hick, for the working group on Human Rights, La Shella Sims, for the working group on Housing, Jeffrey Hassan, for the working group on Economic Disparities, and Jonathan Hamilton, for the working group on Education.
Each facilitator gave a brief introduction to the area of focus to which they had been assigned, and asked for attendees who had a particular interest in one topic or another to “vote with their feet” and move to the table where their chosen topic was set to be discussed.
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Human Rights

Consultant Ron Hick facilitated the discussion on Human Rights. He began by asking the attendees in his working group to identify the main problems on the human rights landscape for the African/African American populace of Minnesota.
The group’s ranked list is as follows:

· Racial inequities in the criminal justice system 

· Ignorance in the wider community of issues affecting black people; ignorance of the lived experiences of people from our communities in terms of the barriers and inequities we face on a daily basis

· Fear of speaking out – ineffective advocacy

· Religious intolerance

· Disenfranchised youth

· Felons who’ve lost their voting rights
· Police union contracts protect police from accountability
From there, Hick led the group through a discussion of possible solutions to the problems listed above, taking into full account the understanding that all of them are interrelated, and that effective action taken on one issue will have positive ripple effects on all the others.

· Strengthen the State Dept. of Human Rights, and broaden its scope
· secure additional funding
· enhance Department’s ability to thoroughly investigate violations

· enhance Department’s enforcement power
· fund and facilitate research on human rights issues (such as disparities in criminal justice), that leads to ACTION

· Raise public consciousness about what can and should be defined as human rights issues (equal access to quality health care, for example)
· Significant overhaul of the criminal justice system
· address disparities in sentences for like crimes (racial and gender disparities, both)
· design and implement a complete reform of drug-related sentencing

· design and implement a complete re-focus of the tool of incarceration from punishment to rehabilitation
· Re-think the role and the culture of policing
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(#4 cont.)

· better recruitment (screen out ill-suited applicants)
· better training

· better discipline

· better accountability to the community (perhaps through a community-controlled program somewhat like “Court Watch”)

From there, Hicks led the group through a discussion about where the community might find resources, friends and allies who are willing and able to help implement the solutions they’d just spent time brainstorming. The following is the list that the working group developed.

Key People and Allies
· The Urban League
· Louis King

· Faith Leaders (very broad – interfaith; interdenominational)
· CAIR

· Black Lives Matter

· NAACP

· Rep. Rena Moran

· Don Allen

· Representatives from the Law Enforcement Community – especially from areas that have the greatest racial/cultural diversity

· Department of Corrections

· John Bergman (with regard to health disparities)

One take-away from their working session is that it will be a useful and powerful strategy to reframe the disparities we face as issues of fundamental human rights. This will align our efforts with similar efforts underway both nationally and internationally, given that activists working to eliminate social disparities throughout the world have been drawing attention to the fact that when governments fail to adequately address such disparities, they are failing to live up to the terms of the U.N.’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights, to which the United States is a signatory. 
Housing

Simultaneously, across the room, La Shella Sims was facilitating a working group on disparities in equal access to decent, affordable housing.
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The list of issues developed by the working group that contribute to disparities in housing, including homelessness and precarious housing, is as follows:

· Multiplicity of Barriers to Stable, Affordable Housing:
· Applicant may be barred due to a felony on his/her record
· Applicants may be pre-judged as high-risk for suicide (based on data showing that people with histories of both chronic homelessness and substance abuse and/or certain mental illness diagnoses are several times more likely to commit or attempt suicide than the general population)
· Applicant’s history of substance abuse
· Applicant’s race (or ethnicity or religion)
· Applicant’s age
· Affordable Housing Advocates Need to Increase Public Awareness of the Community Benefits of Broad Access to Housing

· Crime rate drops

· Community pride and cohesiveness rise

· Community stability rises

· Combination of the above results in both the perception and the reality of healthier communities

· Laws Meant to Ensure Equal Access to Housing Are Not Funded or Are Unevenly Enforced

· There Are Underserved Populations with Special Needs That MUST Be Addressed

·  Seniors
· Homeless youth

· Disabled

· Group Homes

· Veterans

· Housing Issues Related to Long-Term Poverty (Important, because persistent poverty isn’t going away anytime soon)
· Issues with Section 8 Housing are many:

· Transportation problems

· Long waiting lists
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Housing (cont.)

· Health issues (incl. environmental issues endemic to low-income neighborhoods, ie. lead, proximity to toxic industrial waste, poor air quality, etc)

The group then moved on into a wide-ranging discussion of what stronger, more effective advocacy for broad access to affordable housing might look like here in Minnesota.

Much of the discussion was focused on how to help people on opposite sides of the political spectrum to find common ground with one another when it comes to thinking about and working on the housing-related issues the group had enumerated. The consensus of the group was that wherever such common ground can be found, that’s where the best opportunity to generate some meaningful action on these issues lies.
The first of these issues discussed was the degree to which a prior felony conviction can be a barrier for people seeking housing. This has a profound effect on the black community, given the grossly disproportionate number of people from our communities who have a criminal record with one or more felonies.
The group felt strongly that the best possible way forward will likely involve seeking “common sense” solutions for which broad, bi-partisan consensus may be achievable: like pursue comprehensive drug sentencing reform (and possibly other sentencing reform, where possible) with the assistance of a broad coalition including:

· Legislators

· Investors

· Clergy

· Union Leadership?

· Mental Health Advocates (organizations and clinicians)
· Broad Coalition of professionals, such as social psychologists, clinical anthropologists, economists, etc.

Other ideas raised included:
· Design and Implement “Ambassadorship” Program, Aimed at Carrying Out Sustained and Comprehensive Groundwork in Traditionally White Neighborhoods 
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Housing (cont.)
· Objective: Move resistant communities toward a higher degree of willingness to embrace new residents now generally seen as “the other.”
· Fund and implement research on both the short-term and long-term impact of affordable housing on local environments and systems.

· Can we demonstrate, through research, the negative systemic impact on everyone of keeping people in poverty? (That the social cost of practices and policies which create high poverty rates, high unemployment rates, and lack of equal access to quality education and housing are expensive, and unsustainable)
· Can we make morality-based arguments focused on the issues above, using these for efforts to find common ground with political conservatives that can lead to policy proposals on which we can mutually agree? (examples from the work of Jonathan Haidt and others?)

· Work to provide data-driven analysis of our current situation that will be useful for formulating policy proposals
· Statistical analysis

· Dynamical

· Comparative analysis

· Analysis of current redlining strategies and practices (ie., a look at how the practice of redlining has evolved and manifested in different forms that may make it harder to identify and to fight)
Education
The working group on education felt strongly that one of the most glaring issues they see looming large every time policy makers and the community sit down to discuss reform of our troubled education system, the voices of teachers and students seem to go consistently unheard. The working group expressed that, as a starting point, the voices of both teachers and students should always be prominent whenever and wherever serious conversations about educational reform are held. 
The working group stressed that the education system is broken, but that a comprehensive program of authentic change, designed from the bottom-up, can fix what’s wrong. 
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Education (cont.)

The following is a list of both the problem areas and the opportunities for change that the working group identified:

· Schools can feel like unwelcoming places, both to students and to their families
· This can only be addressed if the power dynamics between schools and communities of color can be honestly addressed

· Better, smarter, programs to improve school/community relations

· Get key school staff out into the community to participate in community life/Invite the community INTO the schools for more

than just parent/teacher meetings, etc.

· Schools should be much more “student centered.” 
· No “one size fits all” approaches to learning… do quality, individual assessments, and meet students where they are.

· Teachers MUST be trained more effectively to assess student needs, especially needs that have foundations in cultural difference and family experience (refugee experience, etc.)

· THEN, teachers must be taught how to work more effectively with diverse learners and learning styles.
· Additional curriculum reform for teachers must include
· Improved, more comprehensive ethnic studies that reflects how diverse Minnesota has become
· Culturally-responsive teaching and learning

· The above must be part of the standard training for both pre-service and in-service teachers

· Training in critical thinking, and how to teach critical thinking skills

· Curriculum reform for students must include
· Critical thinking

· Ethnic studies

· Schools/School Districts must partner with community organizations for their suggestions and models/best practices

· Freedom Schools

· Cross-cultural coalition of educators must be built and sustained

· Black Lives Matter

· NdCAD (Network for Children of African Descent)
· AALF
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Education (cont.)

· MnEEP

· Teachers’ Forum

· Charter Schools whose missions align well with the above

The consensus of the working group was that if the above can be accomplished, real and significant reform will result, though some of the results will take years before they bear fruit.
Economic Disparities
The working group on economic disparities began their work determined to spark an interest both in traditional approaches to addressing disparities, as well as in some that might be looked upon as a little more “out of the box.”
The following ideas are the ones on which they reached consensus:

· Broad coalition of community, philanthropic and business leaders needs to work together to design a comprehensive plan of supporting business development and entrée opportunities for entrepreneurs and aspiring small business owners, addressing:

· Lack of access to capital for people of color, especially black people
· Development of green ecosystems that support urban farming

· Borrow ideas from the Family Farm Bill of the World War Two era, to support people who might now consider a career in farming

· Borrow ideas from the Family Farm Bill in terms of supporting business start-ups unrelated to farming, eg.,

· Free or low-cost business management training

· Easier, streamlined access to start-up capital

· Access to ongoing management training and consulting support

· Create and sustain strong tax incentives for private sector investment in black communities

· Launch and sustain a broad public education campaign that uses national census and other data sets to demonstrate the scope of the problem ,and provide clear context for our demands
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The feeling of the working group was that if we present clear, common-sense proposals like these, we can make a “pitch” for them that is capable of finding significant support on both sides of the political aisle.

A Final Word

The disparities that exist between white Minnesotans and Minnesotans of African Heritage are stark, distressing, and unsustainable. These disparities reveal a web of interconnected problems with deep roots. But Minnesota is blessed with a political culture capable of taking on tough challenges and finding solutions that are equitable and just. 

The Council on Minnesotans of African Heritage has, in partnership with other community leadership, stepped up to the plate to play a key role in responding to these challenges by helping mobilize the diverse communities we represent, so that the voices of everyday people are heard loud and clear as decision-makers wrestle with policy choices. Legislators and other policy makers will find record of what some of those voices have to say in the pages of this report. Among the ideas expressed here are the seeds for legislation that has the potential to significantly address many of the most pressing issues of equity, disparities, fairness, and human rights that lie before us. 
The Good Life of which Minnesotans are rightly proud should belong to all Minnesotans. We take heart in knowing that most of our fellow Minnesotans feel the same way, and are willing to work shoulder to shoulder with us to ensure that this goal is achieved. 
