SOUTHERN POVERTY LAW CENTER

PRESIDENTIAL
TRANSITION
PRIORITIES

PROMOTE WORKPLACE JUSTICE,
CONFRONT FOOD INSECURITY AND REMOVE
BARRIERS KEEPING PEOPLE IN POVERTY

SPLC ACTION@



PROMOTE WORKPLACE JUSTICE, CONFRONT FOOD INSECURITY

AND REMOVE BARRIERS KEEPING PEOPLE IN POVERTY

The United States economy is deeply unequal and
undemocratic. The equality and dignity that we praise
in the political process is openly disdained on the fac-
tory or office floor. And this inequitable experience is
not confined to the workplace; its logic spills into main-
stream political thought.! Our recommendations offer
solutions to right the imbalance of power between
employers and workers.?

People are the engine of the U.S. economy. Yet, pred-
atory businesses and unequal access to opportunity
have prevented significant portions of the U.S. popu-
lation, particularly Black and Brown people, from fully
participating in the economy as business owners, work-
ers, homeowners, and students.

EXECUTIVE ACTION

© Create a White House task force on regional devel-
opment in the Black Belt.

The “Black Belt” encompasses roughly 300 rural coun-
ties in the South. It is home to more than half of the
country’s poor people living outside of metropolitan
areas, and has birthed many Black civil rights leaders
and politicians. Though it was once one of the coun-
try’s most prosperous regions, its wealth was built on a
cotton plantation system that relied on slavery, and the
region currently leans on industries such as timber and
paper that generate wealth for only a few, while many
residents struggle to make ends meet.

In the 1960s, John F. Kennedy created a presiden-
tial task force to address similar levels of poverty in
Appalachia by forging federal, state, and local partner-
ships for regional development. That task force has
since funneled $38 billion in federal funding to benefit
the Appalachian region and has largely eliminated the
high school graduation and unemployment gap and
nearly halved poverty there. The Biden administra-
tion should expeditiously create a similar task force to
unlock the potential of the rural South, which is rich
in history, culture, and resources.

Employers rely on the precarity of workers’ lives to
exert control and strengthen an inherent and uneven
balance of powe’r in the workplace.

© Reduce line speeds that threaten poultry workers’
health and safety.

Black and Brown workers in poultry plants are forced
to work at punishing line speeds by processing up to
140 birds per minute. Despite high rates of injury, the
poultry industry is pushing the U.S. Department of
Agriculture to deregulate even further, allowing line
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speeds up to 175 birds per minute. The Biden adminis-
tration’s Department of Labor should step in to regulate
line speed for worker protection.

© Reinstate and invigorate the Affirmatively
Furthering Fair Housing provision of the Fair Housing
Act to expand housing choices and redress racial segre-
gation caused by federal, state, and local governments.
The Fair Housing Act represented the promise of an
equal and integrated society after unrest in America’s
cities and the death of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968.
Fifty years after the passage of the Fair Housing Act,
however, America remains segregated and we have not
healed the century of racist housing policies enacted
after the First World War.*

The Obama administration issued a regulation to
implement the Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing
mandate, requiring state government agencies and
federal grantees to actively root out discriminatory
housing practices. However, the Trump administration
proposed three regulations seeking to undermine the
goals of the Fair Housing Act.® In particular, it sought
to gut the requirements that would ensure fair hous-
ing — a move that the Trump administration portrayed
as “saving our suburbs,” yet in practice would bar
lower-income people of color from higher-income, pre-
dominantly white neighborhoods. It was a throwback
to racist policies of the past.®

The Biden administration needs to clearly stand
for equity and inclusion. It can do so by rescinding
the 2020 Housing and Urban Development regula-
tions that undercut the Affirmatively Furthering Fair
Housing mandate and reinstating the 2015 regulations.
The Biden administration should take action to ensure
that Black and Brown communities can live in places
where racism doesn’t determine the quality of the edu-
cation their children receive orlimit the neighborhoods
where they can own a home or rent an apartment.

LEGISLATIVE PRIORITIES

© Empowering Workers

Over the past 50 years, we have seen a widening gap
between worker productivity and wages.” As a result,
many Americans, despite having full-time jobs,
now experience significant levels of financial insta-
bility.® Tackling income and wealth inequalities is
necessary to give workers greater power and to
restrain the inordinate leverage wielded by employ-
ers. Here are some legislative recommendations for
addressing this problem.
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© Raise the federal minimum wage to a living wage.
Families cannot afford to live on the wages most
employers offer. To afford a two-bedroom apart-
ment in the Deep South, a minimum-wage worker
would need to work two or three full-time jobs.” The
1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom
demanded the implementation of a federal minimum
wage. The federal minimum wage has since stagnated
and is less than half of what the marchers called for
when adjusted for inflation."

This situation has left the country with widely differ-
ent protections, as only 30 states have raised their own
minimum wage above the federal level. Only one state
in the Deep South has taken that step — Florida. This
accomplishment is due to residents’ ability to win popu-
lar ballot initiatives, bypassing their Legislature. Now is
the time to make the minimum wage a living wage.

© Eliminate work requirements, education loan
restrictions, and other discriminatory barriers affect-
ing immigrants in the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996.

Over the span of two decades, the American safety
net has gone from a system that imperfectly sought
to ensure that all people had a basic standard of living
to one with an unrelenting focus on whether people
deserved help at all." The change was made possible
by cementing in the national dialogue an association
between race, welfare, and crime. It’s an effort that
began in the Nixon administration and was perfected
during the Reagan administration as racist stereotypes,
such as the “welfare queen,” were used to attack social
safety net programs.

This shift in ideology culminated in 1996 when
President Clinton signed the Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (also
known as the Welfare Reform Act), which ended the
60-year guarantee of a safety net for poor children
and families. This law linked the receipt of benefits to
employment, and it greatly reduced or eliminated fed-
eral eligibility for legal immigrants during their first
five years of U.S. residence.”?

We must reject the racist ideology that undergirded
this law by eliminating such requirements, restrictions,
and discriminatory barriers.

We also cannot continue to exclude immigrants from
programs supported by a tax system to which they con-
tribute. In place of this legislation, we need to create a
safety net that focuses on what our communities need to
thrive and the potential contributions that members of
the community could make with adequate support.

© Include farmworkers and domestic workers in
worker protection laws, including the Fair Labor
Standards Act and the National Labor Relations Act.
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The exclusion of agricultural and domestic work-
ers in the New Deal was not an oversight.”* Southern
Democrats held powerful positions within Congress
after they re-established power in the wake of
Reconstruction. The exceptions that Southern
Democrats forced into the Fair Labor Standards Act
and the National Labor Relations Act sought to main-
tain power over Black workers by using the sectors of
the economy in which most workers were Black. This
discrimination is not simply a historical event — the
law continues to discriminate against Black and Brown
communities. We can no longer maintain an openly
racist law that hurts Black and Brown workers.

Two bills introduced in 2019 would address the
problem of overtime in farm work and create a basic
set of labor protections for domestic care work,
much of which takes place in the informal economy.
Congress and the Biden administration should prior-
itize the passage of the Fairness for Farmworkers Act
(H.R. 1080/S. 385)'* and the Domestic Worker Bill of
Rights (H.R. 3760/S. 2112).15

EQUITABLE TAXATION

Tax policy often perpetuates racial inequality and
oppression in the United States. Almost all states have a
regressive tax burden, forcing their lowest-income resi-
dents to pay the greatest proportion of their household
income on taxes.’® Similarly, the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act
of 2017 was designed to increase income inequality and
exacerbate the racial wealth gap.”” This administration
needs to create incentives for states to tax their citizens
equitably to help eliminate such disparities.

© Incentivize state and local governments to stop
policing for profit by reducing fees and limiting reliance
on fines and civil forfeiture.

Many communities in the South extract income and
wealth from Black and Brown communities through
over-policing to fund their law enforcement, courts,
and towns. Ferguson, Missouri, is perhaps the best-
known example,’® but more communities in Georgia
and Louisiana rely on revenues extracted by fines and
fees than in any other state.’ The Biden administra-
tion should encourage states to equitably fund their
governments. Eliminating the profit motive for local
communities will remove part of the drive to over- and
under-police communities.?® Focusing police on debt
collection work undermines safety* and leads to cycles
of poverty and incarceration.??

While the administration cannot directly legislate
how states or local governments allocate their budgets,
it can impose conditions on federal grants or additional
fiscal relief to states to make up for shortfalls in their tax
revenue during the coronavirus pandemic. Such condi-
tions could require a hard cap on the use of fines and fees
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as sources of revenue for states and, more importantly,
local government budgets.

© Increase revenue to help ensure that the federal
government can play a redistributive role in addressing
race, health, education, and economic inequalities; pro-
vide incentives for states to do the same.

The Unites States has failed to make good on its prom-
ise that it will be a land of opportunity for all. For those
born into low-income communities, opportunities are
often nonexistent® due to racial, health, educational,
and economic inequalities. This administration needs
to focus on how to fairly redistribute the fruits of our
economy so that income and wealth inequality does
not perpetuate a United States that is essentially two
nations — one prosperous and one impoverished.

Increasing the federal and state governments’
role in redistribution will allow our communities and
nation as a whole to equitably rebuild our economy.
The inability of local governments to raise revenues —
aside from those raised through fines and fees extracted
from those who can least afford it — has come as aresult
of many years of corporations exerting their influence
over city councils and statehouses to lower or elim-
inate their taxes with the implicit threat of moving
jobs or the promise of bringing new jobs. The resulting
competition between cities and states results in a race
to the economic bottom to cut taxes. This operates in
combination with white upper-middle-class commu-
nities that have segregated themselves to exert greater
political control and hoard municipal resources, par-
ticularly good schools.?* Families in those communities
that are not in the right neighborhood find they have
fewer community resources and their children attend
under-resourced schools. The administration should
incentivize state and local governments to create
sources of revenue where corporations pay their fair
share and that are more progressive, redistributive, and
that equitably fund all communities.*

CREATE HEALTHY COMMUNITIES

© Restrict state Medicaid waivers and reconsider
waivers previously given to states to partially expand
Medicaid.

Medicaid waivers were designed as demonstrations
to further the goals of the Medicaid program and test
how to best deliver health care services to low-in-
come people. The Trump administration sought to
undermine the program’s integrity and used Medicaid
waivers to create new, unlawful barriers to coverage
for low-income adults. In particular, the Department
of Health and Human Services approved several waiv-
ers which created a work requirement for people
seeking medical care. Work requirements alone, if
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imposed nationwide, could cause 1.4 million to 4 mil-
lion people to lose coverage.?¢

Kentucky was the first state in which the adminis-
tration approved the work requirements. The Southern
Poverty Law Center, the National Health Law Program,
and the Kentucky Equal Justice Center successfully sued
the Trump administration for approving Kentucky’s
Medicaid waiver plan.?”

The Biden administration should reevaluate the
implementation of these waivers and revoke work
requirements and other policies that undermine the
expansion of Medicaid in the Affordable Care Act.
Employment cannot be a prerequisite to receiving
health care. Such a policy only furthers the harm to peo-
ple who lack other resources for health care coverage.

INCREASE PARTICIPATION IN THE ECONOMY

© Create a public option for banking

The for-profit banking industry is riddled with dis-
criminatory and predatory practices. For instance,
in 2020, Black-owned businesses were dispropor-
tionately denied access to the Paycheck Protection
Program at twice the rate of white business owners
due to systemic inequalities in the banking sector.?®
Moreover, one in five Americans are “underbanked,”
forcing them to rely on payday lenders or other pred-
atory financial services that devoured $89 billion in
interest and fees in one year.*

Many of these people live in “banking deserts”
in majority-Black neighborhoods. A public banking
option, particularly one set up through the existing
network of post offices, would create greater access to
banking services while generating income for the postal
system. A public banking option would also open up
investment in affordable housing, green projects, and
other public investments typically overlooked by Wall
Street. Public banking is already gaining momentum at
the state level and has been proposed in the U.S. House
of Representatives as the Public Banking Act.*®

© Limit interest rates and fees by predatory financial
services companies.

Throughout the South, predatory interest rates
trap low-income people in a vicious cycle of debt. In
Alabama, the average annual interest rate on a two-
week payday loan is 456%. In Louisiana, the annual
interest rate is 391%, and the typical borrower will need
to take nine payday loans each year to pay off the debt
created by the original loan. On top of interest rates,
borrowers pay an average of $520 in finance charges.*
These rates and fees are designed to lock consumers
into inescapable debt traps and must be curbed so that
workers can hold onto their hard-earned income.
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© Enact a federal arbitration ban on consumer con-
tracts, including those of hospitals and nursing homes, to
allow consumers to fight abuse and deceptive practices.
Mandatory arbitration clauses are a regular feature of
consumer contracts for everything from health care to
student loans to cellphones. These clauses block peo-
ple from going to court when a company breaks the law.
Instead, consumers are forced into a notoriously biased
and opaque arbitration system that favors the company.
These clauses also typically ban class-action lawsuits,
a powerful tool for protecting consumer rights. Some
consumer protection groups have called arbitration
clauses “get-out-of-jail-free” cards.®> A federal arbi-
tration ban would ensure that people can protect their
rights when companies break the law.*?

© Amend the bankruptcy code to permit people to
bankrupt student debt more easily.

The student debt crisis is amajor drag on the U.S. econ-
omy and on the lives of everyday people.®* Whereas
prior generations took out loans to finance first homes,
young people today are saddled with student loans that
follow them for many years after they finish school.
Unlike nearly every other form of debt, student loans
are currently not dischargeable in bankruptcy. The
modest measure of putting student loans on the same
level as nearly every other form of debt by making it dis-
chargeable inbankruptcyis a first step toward unyoking
people from the exploding cost of education.*

© Amend the gainful employment rule to make for-
profit colleges accountable, and amend the borrower
defense regulations to permit students to discharge loans
taken out on their behalf by predatory for-profit colleges.
Predatory, for-profit colleges that don’t follow the
law are a growing problem in higher education. The
Department of Education under Secretary Betsy
DeVos has undone many of the protections that prior
administrations created to protect students from the
worst abuses. In the SPLC’s work, the organization has
encountered students whose schools failed to provide
them an adequate education, accommodate their dis-
abilities, and protect them from sexual harassment.
The Obama administration promulgated two rules
aimed at protecting students from predatory for-profit
schools that focused more on recruitment and collec-
tion of federal student loans than on the quality or value
of the education that students received once enrolled.
The first of these was the gainful employment rule,
which required for-profit colleges to ensure that grad-
uates of career college programs are gainfully employed
upon completion or risk losing their access to federal
student loans. DeVos rescinded the rule in 2019.% It
should be reinstated. The second, known as the bor-
rower defense® rule, allowed student borrowers to
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assert wrongdoing by the school as a defense against
repayment of student loans. In 2019, Devos made it
more difficult for students to access those protections
and weakened the protections available. This adminis-
tration should restore and enhance the Obama-erarule.

EXECUTIVE/CONGRESSIONAL FUNDING PRIORITIES

© Increase funding to make Section 8 housing vouch-
ers universally available to those who qualify.

Housing loss leads to unemployment,*® and our nation
is in the middle of a long housing crisis. Before the pan-
demic, renters across the Deep South struggled with
housing costs. Georgia reflected the average, with 67%
of renters paying more than one-third of their income
on housing costs. In Florida, more than three out of
four renters saw that amount go to housing costs.
Deep South families with lower incomes, however, suf-
fered the most, spending 50% or more of their monthly
incomes on housing.*

We need to increase funding to the Section 8 voucher
program to support rent-burdened households and
make stable housing available to many more families.*
It is not a long-term solution for our lack of affordable
housing, but it will expand housing options for millions
of families who struggle to find a place to live while we
work to increase our affordable housing stock.

© Replace Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
with a guaranteed basic income.
A major outcome of the Clinton-era Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act was to replace the Aid to Families with Dependent
Children with the Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) program. As designed, TANF fails to
address poverty and provides no support for working
families who experience financial insecurity because of
fluctuating hours and incomes. Nationwide, it serves only
22% of families in poverty. In most of the Deep South it
serves fewer than 10%.* The Deep South provides the
least support to families in the nation, and Mississippi’s
monthly benefit of $170 is the nation’s lowest.*> This
support is insufficient to cover utilities, let alone keep
someone from falling deeper into poverty during a crisis.
The program’s bureaucracy and intrusiveness are
unfathomable to most Americans and would be broadly
rejected if imposed on benefits widely enjoyed by
upper-middle class Americans, like the mortgage inter-
est tax credit.*® It needs to be replaced with a simpler
and more effective program that supports low-income
families. Congress enacted a model of guaranteed basic
income in the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic
Security Act, providing one-time stimulus checks
through the IRS based on family size and annual
income that supported families without the more
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intrusive means testing and without giving the wealth-
iest families checks they did not need.** We should
replace TANF with a similar, targeted financial support
so our families can maintain a basic standard of living
and weather income instability.

© Fund tribal, rural, and municipal expanded access to
broadband internet services and regulate as a utility to
ensure affordable access.

Access to the internet is a necessity in the 21st cen-
tury, much like running water, electricity, and gas.*®
However, an estimated 24 million people do not have
high-speed internet service at home and many of those
people live in rural towns and on reservations.*® The
Federal Communications Commission estimates that
at least 35% of Americans living on tribal lands lack
broadband access.

Across the nation, 78% of households subscribe to
internet service. Households in rural and lower-in-
come counties fall behind the curve by an average of 13
points. Data from the U.S. Census Bureau shows that
the more urban the area is, the more connected it will
be. The same data shows that counties with lower rates
of subscription are prominent throughout the South,
especially in the Mississippi River basin. Mississippi
counties like Holmes, Kemper, and Leflore have sub-
scriptions rates at or below 40%.*

The pandemic demonstrated how important it is to
be able to connect to the internet from home, as peo-
ple used it for work, education, and seeing friends and
family. It also exposed the great digital divide that
exists between tribal communities, rural municipali-
ties, and the rest of the U.S. The only way to close this
digital divide is to invest in the infrastructure necessary
to make high-speed internet accessible and affordable
in underserved communities.

© Support community land trusts focused on empow-
ering communities of color.
Community land trusts empower and protect people of
color by creating avenues to property ownership, which
in turn creates community wealth. Denying Black peo-
ple property rights during the 1960s was a method of
enforcing white supremacy. Despite efforts to fight
against those practices, the effects are still felt in 2020.
Gentrification in historically Black communities can
be seen in cities like Atlanta, Detroit, and New Orleans.
Communities that were once vibrant and thriving with
homes, land, and stores occupied and owned by peo-
ple who were born and raised there have been replaced
by large, private real estate investments. Community
land trusts can be a tool to combat the displacement of
low-income and minority families.

In an effort to show how collective ownership can
create and sustain affordable housing for the city’s
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long-term residents, the Detroit Justice Center took
on two community land trust projects. Eric Williams,
an attorney with this group, said, “The community
land trust model is the antithesis of gentrification.
Rather than development happening to a community,
the community shapes and drives development.”*® The
Biden administration needs to invest in communi-
ty-owned and community-led land trusts.

© Increase Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
benefits and make the program more available to working
people and immigrants.

Low-income families rely on the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) to avoid hun-
ger. Before the pandemic, more than 6 million people
received SNAP benefits in the communities the SPLC
serves. Nevertheless, nearly one in five children in our
communities had experienced food insecurity. The
Deep South now has the highest rates of food inse-
curity in the country, as we have seen more families
and children go hungry.* SNAP benefits fall short of
providing recipients the assistance they need to ade-
quately feed their families. This administration should
increase monthly SNAP benefits to improve food secu-
rity in our communities.*

In addition to increasing the assistance families
receive, we need to remove the administrative barri-
ers states have created to accessing those benefits. We
encourage this administration to further simplify our
safety net and make passing the Health, Opportunity,
and Personal Empowerment Act of 2020 (H.R.
3484/S.6217) a priority.

© Expand funding for the Legal Services Corporation
(LSC) and repeal limitations on use of its funding; repeal
the bar on class-action litigation and representation of
incarcerated people and certain noncitizens.

Since their creation in the 1960s, LSCs have been a
potent force for delivering critical legal representation
to people in crisis and for mobilizing systemic change by
mounting legal challenges to protect civil rights and the
social safety net. In many places, LSCs are the only ave-
nue forlow-income people to access free legal services to
represent them in eviction, domestic violence, and pub-
lic benefits proceedings. However, LSCs have repeatedly
been hobbled by attempts to defund them and limit their
scope of service and thus, their impact on behalf of the
poor. The Biden administration should increase funding
and repeal limitations on the use of funding so that LSCs
can once again bring class-action litigation and repre-
sent incarcerated people and noncitizens.*
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