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ver more than a century, the federal government has played a central role 

in creating and perpetuating racially segregated communities throughout 

the country. It has done so by blocking access to well-resourced and 

opportunity-rich neighborhoods for people of color and contributing to the 

disinvestment and neglect of neighborhoods in which people of color live. Today, 

separate and unequal neighborhoods divide our country and drive pervasive equities 

and injustices in safety, education, health, and employment. 

The essays in the Opportunity for All series offer six evidence-based ideas for federal action that 

would restore the vitality of disinvested neighborhoods, prevent displacement from revitalizing 

communities, and expand access to communities already rich with opportunity. The essays include 

ideas to strengthen the federal role in 

◼ investing in community-driven public safety, 

◼ attracting new streams of community development finance through a corporate compact, 

O 

The Opportunity for All project is based on a simple premise: every family should live in a 

neighborhood that supports their well-being and their children’s ability to thrive. But today, 

too many families, particularly families of color, live in neighborhoods that have suffered 

from decades of disinvestment, have been displaced from neighborhoods that are 

revitalizing, and are excluded from neighborhoods with opportunity-enhancing amenities. 

Racist public policies have created and reinforced this uneven landscape, but better policies 

can instead support fairer and more just access to opportunity. The federal government has a 

particularly important role because of the scale of its resources and its ability to level the 

playing field across places. 

In this essay series, Urban Institute scholars, community leaders, and national experts are 

working together to explore how the federal government can help all neighborhoods become 

places of opportunity and inclusion. Although these essays address multiple policy areas, 

they all aim to end the systems that tie Americans’ chances of success to their race or the 

place they grow up. 
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◼ creating a nationwide infrastructure for housing preservation, 

◼ preventing evictions through a renters’ housing-stability program, 

◼ lifting local zoning barriers to fair and affordable housing, and 

◼ scaling up housing mobility programs to improve low-income families’ meaningful access to 

opportunity-rich neighborhoods. 

These ideas by no means constitute an exhaustive agenda of essential federal actions for 

dismantling the legacy of racial segregation. Real progress will also require federal support for 

solutions to deep injustices in health, education, and environmental hazards. It will call for equitable 

responses to emerging challenges such as climate change and the accelerating automation and 

contingency of work. And it will demand that people too-long excluded from decisions about their 

lives and communities can exercise real voice and power. 

Given the scale and complexity of the federal government, progress in areas such as the six 

discussed in this series could inadvertently be undermined by other policy choices that fail to consider 

place, race, and access to opportunity. Today, the federal government not only underfunds equity 

goals in housing, education, and access to good jobs; it also undermines them by allowing state and 

local choices about land use and taxation that sustain inequities and drive up the costs of ameliorating 

them.1 The federal government also subsidizes sprawling and unsustainable development patterns that 

undermine racial equity and urgent climate action as well as the strategies that would link the two.2 

For many communities across the country (and the people who live in them), this is both unfair and 

self-defeating. How can the federal government ensure that its policies and actions consistently 

advance a place-conscious approach for dismantling structural racism and creating sustainable and 

equitable pathways to economic mobility across American communities?  

Here we offer three tools the federal government can use to expand access to opportunity 

through its policies and investments while leveraging local and state capacities to innovate and adapt 

to new equity challenges. Each tool aims to help sustain national commitment over the long term. 

◼ Vigorously enforce the long-neglected statutory mandate to affirmatively further fair 

housing (AFFH) by requiring local and state governments to develop place-conscious plans 

that lift barriers to opportunity.  

◼ Implement a place-conscious equity review process for all major discretionary spending and 

new federal policy designs that aligns agencies, programs, and spending to advance equitable 

placemaking. 
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◼ Launch a “race-to-the-top” competition that rewards the boldest regional and state equitable 

development strategies with substantial new resources for housing, transportation, and other 

infrastructure investments. 

These are not competing alternatives; rather, the federal government can use them in combination 

to catalyze and sustain a national commitment to equity and inclusion in the places we live. If all three 

tools were implemented, they could raise the “floor” for local plans and investments, reward 

innovative regions and states that raise the “ceiling” of what is possible, and align federal agencies’ 

commitments to unwinding the legacy of separate and unequal neighborhoods. 

Vigorously Enforce the Mandate to Affirmatively Further 

Fair Housing  

In 1968, Congress adopted the federal Fair Housing Act, which bans racial discrimination in all housing 

transactions. The act went further as well, requiring that federal, state, and local governments take 

steps to reverse racial segregation and concentrated poverty and undo their pernicious effects on 

protected groups as well as society at large.3 Successive administrations failed to adhere to this 

mandate, but in 2015, the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) finally published a 

rule interpreting the Fair Housing Act’s AFFH requirement and provided guidance, tools, and 

resources to local communities to help them comply.4  

An essential first step for effectively enforcing the AFFH mandate is to require and enable cities, 

counties, and states to develop locally relevant plans that effectively address the racial inequities 

caused by both public policies and private discrimination. Under the 2015 HUD rule, states and local 

governments that receive federal funds for housing and community development were required to 

identify and address the barriers that exclude and isolate people of color (as well as other protected 

groups, such as families with children and people with disabilities) and that undermine the well-being 

of the neighborhoods in which they live, and to create plans to overcome these barriers.5  

Alongside the 2015 rule, HUD provided data, resources, and questions that states and localities 

used to identify the primary factors undermining fair housing outcomes in their communities and to 

set goals for addressing those factors. Crucially, the rule also required that local governments engage 

constituents and affected communities through robust public participation and provided guidance on 

how to ground plans in “local knowledge” about barriers to fair housing and the housing needs of 

protected groups.6 The plans initially submitted to HUD identified specific actions and investments 

aimed at advancing four interconnected goals: 
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◼ Overcoming historic patterns of residential segregation and promoting more integrated 

neighborhoods 

◼ Reducing concentrations of poverty 

◼ Narrowing inequities in access to community assets and in exposure to environmental hazards  

◼ Responding to the disproportionate housing needs among people of color and other protected 

groups7 

Just as HUD had begun implementing the AFFH rule, the Trump administration suspended and 

then terminated it.8 It also deleted all data and resources related to fair housing planning from the 

HUD website.9 Some communities have forged ahead with robust fair-housing planning, and some 

states have stepped up to adopt their own AFFH requirements and processes.10 But today, some local 

communities continue to segregate by race and concentrate poverty through their policies and 

practices, and all local communities lack federal guidance, resources, and incentives to do better.  

To fulfill the Fair Housing Act’s mandate and its deferred promise of “truly integrated and 

balanced living patterns,” HUD can reinstate the 2015 rule and restore the tools and resources that 

communities need to develop and implement effective, community-informed, data-driven plans. But 

the agency can and should also improve and rigorously enforce the rule. It should provide adequate 

resources, guidance, and technical assistance to ensure every community is well-supported in planning 

and in engaging its residents; expand enforcement capacity to ensure every plan is reviewed and 

complies with the rule before funds are released; encourage regional collaboration among local 

governments in preparing plans; and build knowledge about what works by sharing completed plans 

publicly, identifying best practices, and supporting learning networks across grantees. Moreover, 

furthering fair housing should not be considered only HUD’s purview; rather, it should be a priority for 

the entire federal government. Ample experience and evidence exist to inform “AFFH 2.0.”11 

To be meaningful and effective, fair-housing plans must establish locally relevant outcome goals 

and define measures for tracking progress. At their best, these goals will factor how people in 

communities envision and value equity, recognizing that how government leaders envision and value 

equitable development can differ greatly from how the community prioritizes and values that 

development. Moreover, a concise set of standardized metrics that are applied across jurisdictions and 

over time could significantly help track and evaluate the nation’s progress. To define such metrics, we 

return to the basic premise that every family should be able to live in a neighborhood that supports 

their well-being and boosts their children’s chances to thrive. That would mean that more 

neighborhoods in every region have the attributes that support family well-being and boost children’s 
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long-term success and that more families of color, who historically have been excluded from such 

neighborhoods, have meaningful access to them. 

The concept of a neighborhood opportunity index is not new, and a substantial body of research 

has been built over recent decades to support it.12 We envision a neighborhood “score” based on 

attributes that evidence indicates support family well-being and children’s long-term success.13 Such a 

neighborhood opportunity index could include measures of 

◼ safety and just policing (including effective partnerships with health, mental health, and other 

social supports);14 

◼ quality schools and early-learning programs;15 

◼ decent and affordable housing;16 

◼ health-promoting environments (such as proximity to grocery stores and the absence of 

environmental toxins in the air, water, and soil);17 

◼ access to financial services (such as a bank account and credit lines);18  

◼ access to jobs (i.e., proximity to employment centers and access to affordable and reliable 

transportation);19 and 

◼ access to recreational and cultural facilities. 

Note that this neighborhood opportunity score would not include measures of residents’ race or 

income. It aims to measure what a neighborhood offers its residents, not who lives in it. In other 

words, crucially, it would not assume that a neighborhood occupied by people of color is by definition 

distressed. A summary score could be used to assess whether the share of residential neighborhoods 

offering low opportunity scores declines and the share with high scores grows. And, just as 

importantly, a summary score could assess whether historically excluded groups are gaining access to 

such neighborhoods. 

Implement a Place-Conscious Equity Review 

Federal grants provide major sources of funding for states and localities, including to support national 

goals for housing and community development, transportation and transit access, and environmental 

sustainability.20 The primary granting agencies that support these goals—HUD, the Department of 

Transportation, and the Environmental Protection Agency—already require local grantees to identify 

potential negative impacts of funding requests and report the relative share of funding that is invested 
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in low-income communities and communities of color. In many cases, however, state and local 

governments do not comply with these federal requirements, and they are not held accountable for 

investments that either fail to address disparities or that widen them.21 This is particularly the case for 

investments in infrastructure that could catalyze, promote, and support equitable development in 

communities of color and low-income communities.  

The federal government should adopt a robust equity-review process that requires state and local 

grantees to look beyond potential negative impacts and deploy their federal funding to proactively 

reduce disparities.22 This approach builds on the equity requirements of the Civil Rights Act, the 

National Environmental Protection Act, the Fair Housing Act, and Executive Order 12898 that 

collectively require recipients of federal funds for housing, transit and environmental infrastructure to 

identify disproportionate adverse impacts on communities of color and address these impacts “to the 

greatest extent allowable by law.”23 An equity review can cure the deficits and enhance the efficacy of 

these mandates, providing a streamlined and transparent process to deploy federal resources in ways 

that dismantle racial segregation and promote equitable development.  

A place-conscious equity review would focus on disparities in the physical, social, and human 

environment (e.g., housing security and affordability, transit access, civic participation, and water 

equity) that underlie segregation, exclusion, displacement, and disinvestment.24 The review would 

require disaggregation of data by both race and geography. And it would be standardized across 

agencies that provide funding for placemaking activities (both formula and discretionary funding). This 

would support agency-level evaluations of place-based investments toward equitable communities as 

well as assessments of how funds dispersed by different federal agencies work together to create 

more equitable development patterns.  

In conjunction with a formal equity review requirement, we suggest the federal government build 

on the Obama administration’s Sustainable Communities Initiative and its model of joint agency 

reviews by creating a new interagency council to center place-based equity in federal urban policy and 

practice.25 With support from the White House and the Office of Management and Budget, the 

interagency council would align agencies’ equity reviews and funding streams to support investments 

that provide the resources and opportunities that communities and their residents need to thrive. The 

council would also be responsible for developing compliance and enforcement tools across federal 

agencies with placemaking governance authority. It would play an important role in the coordinated 

and comprehensive enforcement of civil rights policies for these agencies.  
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The equity-review process and the interagency council should include federal agencies that 

support arts and culture. This would foster opportunities to identify and curate communities’ historical 

narratives and cultural identities and to leverage arts and culture investments in placemaking activities. 

Building on promising past practices and programs, agencies such as the National Endowment for the 

Humanities and the National Endowment for the Arts could strategically connect cultural investments 

to infrastructure investments. The recent removal of Confederate monuments in cities across the 

country provides evidence of the cultural harm, both inadvertent and intentional, that can be 

perpetrated against communities in placemaking.26 Finally, including arts and culture in the equity-

review process would support adherence both to civil rights policies and to principles of equitable 

development by incentivizing local governments to create additional innovative ways for communities 

to both bond and speak out. 

The interagency council should be staffed and funded adequately to collect standardized, 

disaggregated, place-based equity data from local jurisdictions and to prepare an annual report of how 

federal funds are being deployed for equitable placemaking investments. Nations such as Canada, 

Japan, and Mexico offer models of gender budgeting that can inform the proposed annual reporting.27 

Like gender budgeting, one primary goal of the reporting would be to normalize place equity and racial 

equity in the design, development, implementation, and evaluation of relevant public policies and 

budgets.28 The United Kingdom publishes a distributional analysis alongside its annual budget and 

requires all new federal spending proposals to consider their distributional impacts on affected places 

and affected groups.29 In the United States, an annual report that links federal investment to local 

opportunities for curing separate and unequal neighborhoods and promoting equitable placemaking 

could build upon these models.  

One major challenge to establishing an equity-review process for federal funding is ensuring the 

process encourages jurisdictions to prioritize place-based equity without penalizing those that are so 

poorly resourced they must use federal funding to support basic community services. Most federal 

grant programs are designed to leverage local or state investment to achieve a target goal or outcome, 

but this does not happen if funds are instead deployed toward a more pressing community need, such 

as public health services.30 This is a long-standing issue in public finance, especially for jurisdictions 

with limited fiscal capacity. An equity-review requirement for both formula and discretionary grants 

must not cause additional harm to populations that already lack access to basic services by reducing 

funding to jurisdictions that fail to prioritize equity over other compelling public interests.  

Accordingly, the equity review should be just one factor in discretionary funding decisions, 

requiring local grantees to identify and assess disparity and acknowledge any culpability in 



F E D E R A L  T O O L S  T O  C R E A T E  P L A C E S  O F  O P P O R T U N I T Y  F O R  A L L  9 

 

perpetuating inequity and disinvestment. For formula funding, local jurisdictions would be required to 

report how funds were used and identify investments that failed to meet required equity benchmarks. 

The review could also explicitly consider local jurisdictions’ fiscal capacity. Such a review could at best 

improve equitable outcomes; at the very least it can change administrative practices in jurisdictions 

that have been unable or unwilling to prioritize equity in placemaking.  

Another likely challenge is that an equity-review requirement may be perceived as too onerous for 

some communities to navigate without guidance about best and promising practices. Building capacity 

across agencies and levels of government was a high priority of the Obama administration, and the 

Partnership for Sustainable Communities offers a great example of how third-party intermediaries can 

provide technical assistance to local communities to help them shift toward more inclusive and 

equitable practices.31 

Launch a “Race to the Top” for Equitable Development 

Dismantling the discriminatory legacies of neighborhood exclusion and disinvestment requires 

fundamental changes to local development patterns and practices, and achieving those changes will 

take more than big federal spending. Doing so calls for changes in how government spends and, more 

specifically, what it rewards. As such, the federal government should invest in a bold Race to the Top, 

or RTT, for equitable development. The idea is to apply the model of reform-contingent aid (the model 

used for the $4.35 billion competitive grant program enacted as part of the Recovery Act in 2009) to 

promote equity in local development regulations, investments, and outcomes. 

An RTT would include a two-stage competition in which state and local grant seekers would enact 

certain threshold reforms on the front end as part of a “contest to qualify.” They would then compete 

for large federal grants based on how effectively and creatively their strategies promote equitable 

development. State and local reforms could include for example, more flexible by-right and 

inclusionary zoning and land-use regulations that allow a wider range of housing types and reduce 

costly procedural hurdles; tax and other public finance policies that give localities more resources and 

flexibility; strong affordable-housing preservation and development commitments; and enhanced 

tenant protections. Federal incentives could even lead some states to rethink and remove prohibitions 

(preemptions) on local government action to change such policies. By both restoring resources and 

opportunities in struggling neighborhoods and expanding access to opportunity-rich neighborhoods, 

these changes would help mitigate the place-based disparities that undermine racial equity and 

economic mobility.32  
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Currently, the federal government ignores state and local drivers of persistent inequities in 

outcomes for families and children and provides incremental aid as coping money. The approach 

outlined here would instead strategically encourage jurisdictions to reform the policies and investment 

decisions that drive inequitable and unsustainable development patterns, and it would reward those 

reforms with major new public investments that enable communities to make dramatic progress. 

Moreover, the RTT should encourage localities to collaborate in regional alliances thus mitigating 

“beggar-thy-neighbor” incentives that favor current inequitable development patterns.33 

The precedents in federal policy for an RTT for equitable development are wide ranging. First, the 

Obama administration’s education RTT, according to the best empirical evidence, did spur significant 

policy reforms (even among the “lottery losers”) as intended.34 Crucially, RTTs motivate reform not 

only through the prospect of new money at scale: they also animate state and local coalitions and 

provide elected officials with valuable external pressure and political “cover” to break through 

stalemates and controversies that have sometimes blocked reforms for years or decades. The right 

incentives from above can in effect create new or stronger constituencies and coalitions to make 

change happen. 

Further, two Obama administration initiatives—the White House Council on Strong Cities, Strong 

Communities and the Sustainable Communities Initiative—taught us much about building local capacity 

to use federal funds in more flexible and effective ways and about promoting equity and 

environmental sustainability goals simultaneously. Innovations included linking affordable housing with 

transit investments, deploying federal agency staff in city government offices to boost federal aid use  

where localities lacked staff capacity, promoting more balanced regional growth, and distributing 

resources more equitably between neighborhoods within a municipality or between municipalities 

within a region.  

The evidence suggests these initiatives had very positive impacts on planning and spurred some 

local reform in land use and other areas, but the lack of major funding to implement new development 

plans and to effectively “braid and blend” funding across federal agencies limited these promising 

impacts.35 These early initiatives were innovative and well designed, but neither program required 

reforms to the state and local rules that drive development, and neither could offer a game-changing 

shift in fiscal federalism. 

An RTT for equitable development would face several key limitations and challenges. The first is 

fiscal and economic. Some will claim that the US cannot afford to spend in these ways, especially while 

the country struggles to recover from the COVID-19 recession and faces funding shortfalls in critical 
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services. However, the estimated costs of the status quo to our nation’s economy (e.g., from lost 

productivity) run to the trillions each year.36 And these costs will climb steeply absent changes in 

current development patterns. 

Depending on how broad a geographic reach this new program would aim to achieve, an initial 

commitment of $5 to $10 billion would accelerate reform and learning, putting meaningful funding 

into equitable and sustainable development and rather than just plans. Crucially, if HUD were 

designated as the lead agency, its funding should not serve as a substitute for more equitable spending 

through the Department of Transportation, the Environmental Protection Agency, the Federal 

Emergency Management Agency climate resilience grant program, or other programs. In fact, active 

braiding and blending of federal funds should be the rule. For example, Federal Emergency 

Management Agency resilience funding and HUD disaster recovery funding should never work at 

cross purposes, but sometimes they do. The place-conscious equity reviews and interagency council 

discussed above would be one way to pursue vital cross-program, cross-agency integration. 

The second challenge is more fundamental. Do we know enough about the “right” reforms to 

urban and regional development to structure the RTT, score state and local proposals, and assess 

performance? And will enough states permit their local governments to make such reforms? The 

education policy RTT awarded points to state applicants that enacted certain reforms, such as in 

teacher evaluation, curriculum standards, and competition between charter schools and traditionally 

governed public schools. These reforms were not without controversy, but they were reasonably well 

supported by evidence and were nested within larger categories, such as “great teachers and leaders” 

and “standards and assessments.”37 

The key to solving this second challenge is in delimiting the primary goals of an RTT for equitable 

development and being confident about the broad kinds of rule changes that matter most for meeting 

those goals and how to structure incentives to create room for reform. In the context of equitable 

development, an RTT-style funding mechanism could operate particularly well in conjunction with the 

two other tools discussed here. Vigorous enforcement and explicit outcome measures for AFFH would 

help define the standards for an equity “floor.” And a place-conscious equity review of major federal 

funding programs and regulatory actions would illuminate the intended and unintended consequences 

of current federal policy and new proposals for allocating federal funds. Those complementary 

innovations would go a long way toward defining ingredients for success, starting with broad 

categories such as zoning reforms that allow more types of housing and reduce the costs of building 

them, equitable planning goals and standards, infrastructure investment plans, and property tax or 
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other revenue reforms. Evaluating whether those policies translate over time into measurable 

outcomes is entirely possible. 

Connecting an RTT funding model to the other innovations discussed in this essay would also 

compel federal policymakers to reconcile, as needed, any tensions between racial and social equity 

goals on one hand and goals such as environmental sustainability or inclusive recovery on the other.38 

Although a multifaceted funding pot for state and local reform is more complex to explain and 

implement than a more narrowly focused program (to promote zoning reform, for example), the 

former may win political support more readily. Using several reform levers to pursue multiple goals, 

such as racial equity and poverty reduction embedded in climate-smart development, invites a bigger-

tent coalition that cuts across generations, income brackets, race, and other differences. 

Conclusion 

All three of these tools can be shaped to recognize the profound health, economic, and fiscal shocks 

states and localities have suffered this year. And they respond to the grassroots political mobilization 

across communities large and small demanding racial equity in policing, in pandemic response and 

economic recovery, and in climate action. Acting now would also build on the progress made by tenant 

activists across the income spectrum who have powered a large-scale movement for housing 

affordability over the past few years.39  

The federal government has an opportunity and an obligation to begin dismantling the stubborn 

structures of separate and unequal neighborhoods. It can deploy its resources and influence to ensure 

every family can live in a neighborhood that supports their well-being and their children’s ability to 

thrive. Achieving this goal will require sustained commitment, but the time to start is long overdue. 
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