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The authors received funding from
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s In-
terdisciplinary Research Leaders (IRL)
leadership development program to
conduct community-based research on
racism and health in rural Western
North Carolina.

This coming Tuesday, the Buncombe
County Board of Commissioners will
consider a resolution to declare racism a
public health crisis, three weeks after
the Buncombe County Department of
Health and Human Services (BCDHHS)
passed a similar resolution.

As the Asheville Citizen Times re-
ported, many health disparities for
Black and Brown populations in Bun-
combe County persist, mirroring the na-
tion. While many of us did not forecast a
pandemic in our lifetime, racial dispar-
ities in COVID-19 mortality, whereby
Black Americans are dying at twice the
rate of white residents (and in some cit-
ies, a rate of six times higher), were
grievously predictable. The dispropor-
tionate impacts of the pandemic on
Black and brown residents were fore-
shadowed by existing statistics in al-
most every realm. Black infants in Bun-
combe County are more than three
times as likely to die before their first
birthday than white babies. In Asheville
City Schools, white students are three
times more likely to pass end-of-grade

tests than Black students.
Race itself, however, does not put one

at higher risk of dying of Covid-19, infant
mortality or disproportionate end-of-
grade scores. As UNCA Professor Emer-
itus Dwight Mullen and his students
clearly illustrate in their ongoing pro-
ject, State of Black Asheville, the com-
mon root cause of disparities in eco-
nomic, health housing, education, and
criminal justice systems is racism. Rac-
ism is part of our “groundwater”, as the
Racial Equity Institute points out. The
devastating legacy of historic and cur-
rent policies, such as redlining, urban
renewal, and gentrification have con-
tributed to this public health crisis. 

If racism is in our groundwater, how
can we create a wellspring of racial equi-
ty? Nancy Kreiger and colleagues found
in their research that the abolition of
Jim Crow laws which legalized racial
discrimination - an approach that ad-
dresses the groundwater - led to a de-
crease in the Black infant death rate. By
declaring racism a crisis at the county
level, we are resolving that we need to
fix the groundwater.

If passed, the resolution will be the
second such county-level resolution. On
June 16th, 2020, Mecklenburg county
commissioners unanimously passed a
proclamation declaring racism a public
health crisis in the county. According to
the American Journal of Public Health,
17 states have jurisdictions that have de-
clared racism a public health crisis or
emergency. Declarations hold elected

officials accountable to communities
and for changing structures.

The Buncombe County Commission-
ers are well-poised to pass the resolu-
tion. In 2017, the commission approved
$500,000 for the Isaac Coleman Com-
munity Investment Program. The pro-
gram, named after the late activist Isaac
Coleman, follows the Economic Com-
munity Investment Model - a ground-
water approach with a goal of sustain-
ability. Through inaugural 3-year in-
vestments in community and neighbor-
hood initiatives, six community-based
groups are well on track to addressing
some of the determinants of the dispar-
ities for people of color in the county.

This is one step of many that need to
be made to support the economic eco-
system for established and emerging ef-
forts of Black- and Brown-led commu-
nity organizations that have not reaped
the direct funding benefits of being lo-
cated in the North Carolina city with the
third largest number of nonprofits per
capita.

It takes from three to five years for an
average business to succeed or fail and
approximately 10 years for public health
policy and practice implementation to
demonstrate measured impact. How
novel would it be to fund efforts and in-
frastructure for a minimum of ten year
awards for organizations that are busy
doing the work with less and haven’t
been able to afford development direc-
tors? If an equitable economic ecosys-
tem is intentionally built as a layer of

city and county planning at the same
level of intention and effort as business
and community development, we can
intentionally eradicate the strongholds
of racism.

At the same time that a County reso-
lution declaring racism a public health
issue would be admirable, we caution
against what former Minneapolis May-
or Betsy Hodges describes in a recent
op-ed as making “us feel better about
racism, but fundamentally change little
for the communities of color whose dis-
advantages often come from the hoard-
ing of advantage by mostly white neigh-
borhoods.”

Responses to contaminated ground-
water include remediating contaminat-
ed soils and restoring contaminated
groundwater to beneficial uses. On July
14th, Asheville City Council passed a
resolution to pave the way for repara-
tions to Black residents and their de-
scendants. The resolution to declare
racism a public health crisis - coupled
with perpetual, systemic reparations -
increases the likelihood that contami-
nation in the groundwater is not just ex-
posed, but addressed.

The authors received funding from
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s In-
terdisciplinary Research Leaders (IRL)
leadership development program to
conduct community-based research on
racism and health in rural Western
North Carolina.
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The hard but essential work of dis-
mantling systemic racism begins by
looking inward at our history, our insti-
tutions and ourselves.

United Way of Asheville and Bun-
combe County is committed to fighting
for the education, health, and well-be-
ing of all of our neighbors. We believe
that we are stronger and more resilient
as a community when we “Live United,”
and we recognize the role that racism
plays in keeping us apart and determin-
ing the outcomes of our lives. It is for
these reasons that we wholeheartedly
support the recent, unanimous decision
by the Buncombe County Department
of Health and Human Services (DHHS)

Board to declare racism a public health
crisis, and we call on the Buncombe
County Commissioners to do the same.

The health and economic devasta-
tion inflicted by the novel coronavirus
pandemic is disproportionately ending
lives and upending communities in
shamefully familiar ways. Across the
United States, it is far too easy to predict
on the basis of race which of our neigh-
bors will fall behind in school, lose their
jobs, get sick, and die as a result of the
coronavirus. A recent New York Times
study of Center for Disease Control data
found that People of Color are three
times more likely to get sick and twice as
likely to die from COVID-19.

By declaring it a public health crisis,
DHHS acknowledges the undeniable
role racism plays in producing poor
health outcomes in communities of col-
or, and the complex relationship be-
tween these outcomes and other ineq-
uities. Here in Buncombe County, the
average life expectancy of Black resi-
dents is nearly six years shorter than
that of whites, and Black babies are four

times more likely than whites to die be-
fore their first birthday. Twelve percent
of white children live in poverty in our
county, as compared to 24% of Black
children and 40% of Hispanic children.
And we know our community is home to
one of the most dire racial education op-
portunity and achievement gaps in the
country. Until we embrace the fact that
these stark and persistent racial dispar-
ities are the products of structural rac-
ism, we will be unable to make any
meaningful improvement to the overall
quality of life in our community. 

On the eve of our 100th Anniversary,
United Way of Asheville and Buncombe
County is proud of our long history of
service to our community. And yet, we
recognize that our failure to fully under-
stand and explicitly name the role that
institutionalized racism has played in
making and keeping so many of our
neighbors poor has been a huge blind
spot and a barrier to us achieving our
own mission. This needs to change and
change now.

On July 1 of this year, UWABC official-
ly launched a new strategic plan that
names racism as a root cause of poverty
and calls on us “to challenge dominant
culture narratives, norms and power

structures that prevent all people from
belonging and thriving.” It calls on us to
“ensure that our work is guided by com-
munity expertise, including the lived
experience of people most impacted by
poverty and injustice.”

The work of reimagining our institu-
tions and communities with equity at
the center will require us to be vulner-
able, make mistakes, and learn from
them. We call on all of our partners from
the nonprofit, governmental and busi-
ness communities to follow the coura-
geous leadership of DHHS—and more
recently, the Asheville City Council—
and commit to dismantling racism with-
in their own institutions.

As we approach our centennial anni-
versary, United Way of Asheville and
Buncombe County believes in our vision
of a united and resilient community
where everyone belongs and everyone
thrives. Eliminating racism as a barrier
to belonging is the first step toward
achieving a Buncombe County where all
of our neighbors thrive.

Jennie Eblen serves as the chair of
United Way of Asheville and Buncombe
County’s board of directors. Dan Leroy is
the President and CEO of United Way of
Asheville and Buncombe County.
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In response to recent police brutality
and public unrest, several Western
North Carolina school boards, district
superintendents, and school leaders
have released public statements of care
and support for their students and fam-
ilies of color.

Some have said, “Your life matters”
and others have had the courage to say
“Black Lives Matter.” They have shared
their “commitment” to safety, to further
examination, to continuing their “equi-
table practices.”

They should know, these words are
hollow. Many of their students and fam-
ilies – including Black and brown stu-
dents, students for whom English is a
second language, students with disabil-
ities, students who experience poverty,
and students who identify as LGBTQIA
– have read or heard these words of care
and comfort, but have yet to experience
them. In fact, many have been harmed,
treated unfairly, or denied access to the
educational and life opportunities af-
forded to their White, middle-class,
English-speaking, nondisabled, afflu-
ent peers.

School officials need only look at
their achievement data, discipline ineq-
uities, over-identification of marginal-

ized students for remedial (often segre-
gated) programming, and the under-
identification of these same students
for honors courses to see this truth.
With these data trends, schools or dis-
tricts cannot claim to be equitable or
just.

Districts have been looking at these
data for many years now. Legislation
has required their scrutiny. They’ve also
been implementing a wide range of re-
form efforts including some equity-ori-
ented approaches such as book studies
on race, restorative justice in discipline
and culturally responsive teaching. Yet,
despite these approaches, disparities
persist.

Like many, school officials may place
blame for this problem on others (e.g.
lack of government funding, lack of pa-
rental involvement, students who just
don’t care). But, if these officials truly
care about, and are indeed committed to
the students and families recognized in
their public statements, they must be
willing to demonstrate it by publicly
recognizing their complicity to the sta-
tus quo and their willingness to action-
ize equity.

As previous school leaders and cur-
rent professors who prepare education-
al leaders, we know most educator
preparation programs do not seriously
take up equity and social justice. Just as
we are coming to understand that our
K-12 curriculum has hid the truth about
systemic racism and white supremacy
in this country, so too have many educa-
tor preparation programs.

In recent years, our leadership prep-
aration program has taken responsibil-

ity for not adequately preparing our
school and district leaders for the task
at hand. We have rebuilt our program to
ensure that students who complete it
will demonstrate leadership competen-
cy in the execution of systemic equity.

Although we are hopeful that dis-
tricts will also seek out ways to trans-
form their systems, we are concerned
that districts will choose easier, non-
systemic “piece-meal” approaches that
create the illusion of a commitment to
equity but perpetuate the status quo.
Districts should reassess their present
efforts and discontinue

h Reading, theorizing and pontificat-
ing about race and justice in white-cen-
tered book clubs, which do not lead to
action.

h Practicing asset-based language in
the absence of asset-based pedagogies,
policies, procedures and leadership.

h Assuming every Black, brown and
indigenous body is “acting out” in re-
sponse to some community-based trau-
ma and trying to assuage them via so-
cio-emotional learning strategies;
school-based trauma is often the cul-
prit.

h Wasting resources on peripheral
positions, “Band-Aids” and additional
programming that do not threaten the
status quo and simply re-segregate the
most disenfranchised students.

h Making symbolic tweaks to curric-
ula, programming, images, signage and
other forms of visible propaganda, in
hopes of appearing more equitable. 

These practices merely layer Band-
Aids on hemorrhaging, oppressive sys-
tems.

Many of our aspiring leaders ask
“well, what are we supposed to do?” We
respond: let us begin by acknowledging
that equity and justice should be central
to school and district leadership. Hence,
we invite all educational leaders to join
us in actionizing our commitments to
equity and justice in our communities
by:

h Taking ownership of our role, as
educators, in maintaining the status
quo

h Learning about the ways in which
our systems contribute to the inequities

h Seeking out community-engaged
solutions that disrupt and transform
entire systems

h Building our equity capacity by
partnering with experts who lean into
the research for guidance while reject-
ing profit-driven, add-on equity pro-
grams

If school leaders are serious about
living up to their public statements on
injustice, let us all see that seriousness
in the transformation of policies, struc-
tures and practices. May they also re-
member that our greatest assets and re-
formers often reside in our most mar-
ginalized communities. Accordingly, we
must leverage their expertise and sup-
port, in any efforts to improve their con-
ditions.

Our children cannot continue to wait
for their educational leaders and teach-
ers to feel comfortable learning about
the causes of inequities or contemplate
their roles in meaningful change. In
truth, that work should have already be-
gun. True equity and justice work must
be what it has always needed to be: rad-
ical, subversive and immediate.

Darrius Stanley is an assistant pro-
fessor of educational leadership at
Western Carolina University. Jess Weil-
er is an assistant professor and program
director of educational leadership at
Western Carolina University.
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