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Letter from the Chairperson
May 3, 2010
Honorable Robert Astorino
Westchester County Executive
148 Martine Avenue
White Plains, NY 10601
Dear County Executive Astorino:
In response to County Legislation and former County Executive Andrew Spano’s mandate to us, the
African American Advisory Board engaged in very deliberate and focused research of four areas impacting the
quality of life of African Americans in Westchester County. These areas of focus included:
Economic Development
Education
Health and Human Services
Housing
The enclosed document entitled “Blueprint for Change” represents findings resulting from a series of
focus groups and a culminating Summit. This report reflects recommendations and solutions for concerns
raised in the areas mentioned above.
The African American Advisory Board of Westchester County intends to use these findings to shape
our focus and agenda. We will encourage the implementation of these recommendations with the input of
supporters, colleagues and citizens throughout Westchester County. In addition to publishing the “Blueprint
for Change,” the African American Advisory Board will review the progress of its recommendations quarterly
and present them to your administration.
We need the support of your administration, following review and discussion with you, to improve
African American communities in Westchester. As an initial step, we are asking that your administration
ensure the distribution of this “Blueprint for Change” to all decision-makers who impact communities of color
in Westchester County. This includes elected officials at all levels, key corporate, non-profit and faith-based
leaders.
We hope that you will review the findings and partner with the African American Advisory Board to
make Westchester County better for all of us.
Thank you for the opportunity to serve our community. It is our sincere hope that our work
contributes to the long-term economic, social and competitive viability of Westchester County.
Sincerely,
Barbara L. Edwards
Chair,
African American Advisory Board
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Executive Summary
The Blueprint for Change document is a compendium of statistical data coupled with analysis
and commentary. A distinguished array of experts, practitioners and advocates offered their
research, considered observations and practical experiences to inform, critique and recommend
action. Findings resulting from a series of Focus Groups and a Summit have been synthesized in an
effort to foster change.
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
A realistic assessment of the future economic status of racial/ethnic minorities must confront
several constraints imposed by the social and economic history of the United States. The future of
African Americans forward movement depends upon the nation’s economic progress, changes in
governmental policies and in the civic values that Americans hold.
Unfortunately, there has been no counterpart to the economic boom of the 1990s in the
realm of governmental policies. The economic boom of the 1960s was accompanied by increased
federal spending on a variety of social policies designed to reduce racial/ethnic disparities. There
was, in response to the War on Poverty and the Civil Rights Movement, a public and Congressional
willingness to move the nation in the direction of Equal opportunities in the hopes that equal
outcomes would follow. The Office of Federal Contract Compliance and the Equal Employment
Opportunities Commission encouraged employers to hire women and minority workers, the federal
courts upheld affirmative action programs that sought to increase both employment and the
occupational advancement of black and women.
In 2001, the Bush Administration adopted as its highest priority a very large personal income
tax cut that primarily benefited the highest – income families. As a result, it provided
proportionately less tax relief to racial/ethnic minorities. Given the tax cut, the fact that the
economy slipped into recession in early 2001, and the increased spending on defense and domestic
security in response to the attack of September 11, 2001, the federal surplus quickly disappeared.
This leaves the current Administration and Congress, even if they had the political inclination to
move forward, little in the way of federal funds to launch major policy initiatives to reduce poverty
in general, or ones designed to reduce racial/ethnic disparities in particular. Recessions tend to
increase the economic gap between African Americans and other groups because their
unemployment rates are more responsive to the business cycle.
Against this background, we now put forward a few public policy proposals that could reduce
economic and racial disparities. We would begin by trying to reverse the adverse effects of labor
market changes by implementing policies that both enhance the skills of job seekers, thereby
increasing their employment prospects.
Improving educational attainment and labor market skills offer the best prospect for raising
employment and earnings and closing racial/ethnic gaps in socio-economic status. Unfortunately,
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the skills and abilities needed to succeed in today’s labor market are not being learned by lowincome students in many-troubled school, especially those schools that are highly segregated.
In this modern technologically diverse world, all businesses must embrace related skill sets in
an effort to increase their competitive edge. Those interested in increasing their scale of operations
they must think outside the box, control costs and look at new and creative ways to collaborate with
other businesses. In today’s highly competitive business climate, Black owned businesses can no
longer rely on the federal government and other contractors as they did in the past. To remain
viable, small Black businesses (revenue of $10 million and under) must find new ways to expand
their market share. There are several vehicles that each company will have to look at individually,
including forming strategic partnerships with other minority businesses, exploring mentor/protégé
relationships with larger corporations, taking advantage of commercial markets in urban
development and recognizing the power of global marketing.
Primary growth in the U.S. economy over the last five to seven years has not been from
fortune 500 companies, but from small firms.
One of the greatest threats to Black businesses is contract bundling. Instead of renewing
smaller individual contracts, federal agencies are consolidating. What used to be a $1 million
contract is now $100 million or above. Minority businesses that are too small to bid on these larger
contracts are out of the competition. Their only solution is to collaborate with one another or to
form teaming arrangements with larger contractors. Small businesses employ 60% of the workforce,
contribute to 54% of sales, account for roughly 40% of the gross domestic product and are
responsible for 50% of private sector output. The fastest growing industries for Black businesses are
health care, social services and construction. Retail and business services industries are the largest
employers.
The fate of Black owned business will always be linked to their ability to raise capital.
Capitalization remains the number one barrier for all small business owners. Along with seeking out
new markets, black entrepreneurs need to look at new ways of seeking expansion capital While the
SBA’s initiative help small businesses just starting up, they do not address the needs of companies
reaching the next phase of growth. Black entrepreneurs must be more aggressive than in the past.
Discrimination and differential leaning practices can be discouraging, but Black entrepreneurs need
to research opportunities that are provided by capitalist and other private investors.
Promoting economic empowerment should be a strategic priority to accelerate growth in
African American and minority communities. In order to foster, a reduction of economic disparities
progressive activities should include:
Advocating for increased access of African Americans and other ethnic groups to credit,
capital and financial services;
Promoting financial literacy programs and technical assistance for minority owned
businesses;
Building partnerships with economic development agencies;
© African American Advisory Board for Westchester County, 2010, All Rights Reserved

vii
Promoting minority participation in government and private sector contracting
opportunities;
Implementing local efforts to spur home ownership and to promote community growth and
prosperity;
Working with partners to increase employment, stimulate job creation and promote
workforce diversity.
All policy makers are called on to join in efforts to eliminate economic disparities and
empower individuals, families and communities.
HOUSING
Access to a safe, livable and affordable home is a basic human right protected under the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights Act. While home is the most important asset for most
Americans, many Blacks especially low-income families continue to experience a housing crisis in
which owning or renting a home essentially become impossible. Because of high demand and the
limited supply for housing, home values continue to rise far beyond the reach of many Black families
in Westchester County. Consequently, the chasm of inequality in housing is widening for these
Westchester citizens.
African Americans have been the hardest hit by the recent economic crisis. Historically, in
touch economic times, discrimination increases and racist equity concerns in general take a back
seat. According to our findings, the African American community receives a disproportionate share
of sub prime loans regardless of income and creditworthiness. They continue to withstand the worst
of sub prime foreclosures in Westchester and the stimulus plans do not address this
disproportionate impact. In addition, in many Westchester County communities, exclusionary zoning
restricts construction of affordable and multifamily housing and makes it financially infeasible.
The housing crisis experienced by Blacks has far-reaching costs on the well-being of
communities. Inequality affects Black families in many ways including the disruption of education
among children whose families are forced to move from place to place in search of housing.
Employees are forced to absent themselves from work to seek affordable housing while qualified
employees and businesses move to other areas that can provide housing, leaving deteriorating
neighborhoods. Without decent, affordable homes and steady jobs, the breakdown of family and
personal life is inevitable.
Because studies show that educational and economic outcomes are strongly influenced by
homeownership and residential stability, public policies to overcome barriers and private initiatives
to increase homeownership among Blacks should be implemented to safeguard the right to housing.
As practical steps, local government must preserve existing affordable housing stocks, require
affordable housing in zoned areas, reduce the cost of new housing construction and build new
housing to increase the supply of housing. Collaboration with the private sector to provide low
interest financing and capital subsidies will improve access to affordable housing.
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HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES
One of the most disturbing findings is that some disparities in healthcare services are
associated directly with greater mortality among African Americans. Infant mortality, one of the
county’s most critical gauges of maternal and societal health, is twice as common in Black
communities and is prevalent through the entire socioeconomic range of the Black community.
Access to health care goes beyond whether or not people have health insurance and includes
such factors as the willingness of physicians to accept certain types of insurance (e.g., Medicaid), the
geographic location of services, and the knowledge of attitudes towards patients of color. Our
findings reveal that physicians of color are more likely to serve patients of color and are more likely
to serve poorer patients. Unfortunately, Blacks remain seriously underrepresented in the health
professions, including the ranks of physicians
What is beyond doubt, are the unsettling findings related to the quality of care. Why is it that
African Americans are less likely to be accorded a number of key medical procedures and that in our
findings patients with identical presentations received radically different diagnosis and treatment?
The answer is a complex one since so many factors contribute to disparities in health. However, to
begin to address these deficiencies there is an increasing amount of attention paid to the topic of
cultural competence, which refers to the quality of interaction between provider and patient.
Although this newly emerging focus on cultural competence is an important consideration for
providing quality healthcare to patients of color, it addresses only certain contributing factors.
Misdiagnosis and inadequate treatment may result from provider bias and ignorance; just as some
disparities may be the result of historically flawed systems that limit access to healthcare in certain
geographic areas and that provide inferior services to people of color. In some instances, the quality
of care is influenced not only by the interaction between the doctor and the patient but also by the
institution, it operates. Service hours, staffing, management policies and procedures that govern
overall operations and the “organizational culture” of the healthcare system all contribute to
unequal outcomes. Only by offering solutions to issues of institutional racism within the system itself
can practitioners, administrators and policymakers begin to understand how system wide policies
undermine the provision of quality care to patients of color, their families and their communities.
The experience of Blacks in the Westchester County has been paradoxical in that it can be
seen as a cup half-full or half empty. Westchester County has provided a wealth of opportunity that
has allowed a large and growing number of Blacks to move into mainstream society. However, far
too many experience persistent and considerable disadvantages in the area of health and human
services (the largest share are children). Some of the problems faced by Black children and their
families are long standing and the legacy of the cumulative effects of social and economic injustices
passed along over the centuries.
The work of implementing a new vision for health and human service systems will require
broad based support across many sectors. Findings presented by the Summit panelists revealed a
need to examine more closely cultural competency, neighborhood based models and social capital
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development. Such an examination is essential to the process of building an outcome-based health
and human service system, which is culturally and linguistically competent.
Family preservation has been an historic anchoring principle of American human service
policy affecting children and families. The intent of human service legislation of the last decades has
been to achieve the dual and often competing goals of ensuring the safety of children and
preserving families. Family centered practice endeavors to mediate these concerns and encourages
the use of broad based assessments and interventions that identify the families who are the focus of
attention. This approach is increasingly favored as one of the best hopes for improving outcomes for
children and families across many domains. Rather than fragmented approaches to addressing
problems that compromise family well being, the neighborhood model integrates comprehensive
strategies that draw upon multiple and interrelated problems solving approaches. Coordinated
efforts simultaneously target family and larger systems in an effort to improve family functioning
and restore the loss of community. Many believe the loss of community identity is the central cause
for the growth in social problems that create risk for Black families and undermine their ability to
carry out their essential roles. Concepts from the neighborhood-based approach are closely aligned
with an Afrocentric perspective, which is grounded in a holistic conceptualization of the human
condition.
Although yet to be clearly operationalized, cultural competency is integral to neighborhoodbased initiatives. A range of definitions is offered to capture the meaning of this concept for
understanding and planning interventions for Black families. The following synthesizes common
themes in the definition of culturally competent practice:
An understanding and respect for the unique strengths, needs and social capital of the
people being served; a familiarity with, and appreciation of and an ability to draw upon the social
capital- the relevant family structures, cultural beliefs and local institutions and resources – of those
communities in devising policy, administration practice, service plans and approaches; a recognition
that race and language matter – and that, therefore, the goal is not to be culture blind, but culture
responsive and commitment to have consumer representation in decision making forums, and to
hire people who have the appropriate community roots, linguistic and cultural competency ,have
the knowledge and ability to develop best practices based on what works best for people served.
This definition refers to a related concept of social capital. This concept is based on the
assumption that rapidly changing social and economic conditions contributing to dramatic changes
in population trends, unemployment and increasing inequality contribute to the decline in social
cohesion that in turn is reflected in the decline of the quality of community life and rise in social
problems of child abuse, school failure, teen age pregnancy, violence and family disruptions that
compromise the well-being of children and families. Building social capital endeavors to counteract
the effects of contemporary trends by developing social networks to build trust and collaborative
efforts that help many stakeholders work together to achieve shared goals that are of mutual
benefit. Enlarging our understanding of social capital and establishing objective measures of the
concept can provide useful information for identifying intervening variables, which influence child
and family outcomes that are not fully explained or captured by current indicators.
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EDUCATION
Despite the rhetoric of American equality, the school experiences of African American and
other students of color in the United States continue to be substantially separate and unequal.
Dramatically different learning opportunities exist due to disparities in access to well-qualified
teachers, culturally sensitive curriculum, appropriate class size and/or placement. These factors
strongly influence the resulting differences in student achievement. Standards based reforms have
been launched throughout the United States with promises of greater equity. However when
students fail to meet these common standards they experience serious sanctions. In addition, the
aforementioned contributory factors to educational disparities few school districts have equalized
funding or access to educational resources needed for learning. The result of this collision of new
standards with old inequities is less access to education for many students of color, rather than
more.
Experts from various educational facilities gathered as focus group participants to review
disparities evident to their specific environments. All reported similar dysfunctioning in
predominantly minority educational systems. Focus group findings outlined current disparities in
educational access, illustrated the relationships between race, educational resources and student
achievement.
Who or what determines the scope and quality of education in Westchester County? Who
are what determines the educational fate of African American children in Westchester County? The
Board of Regents, elected by members of the State Assembly and Senate, serves the ultimate
decision maker. To carry out its intricate and voluminous work, the Regents appoint a Commissioner
of Education who oversees the more that 3,500 employees of the Department located throughout
New York State. The Department monitors every jurisdiction in the state. Schools with African
American children still have the least qualified teachers, more special education placements,
suspension and ultimately, incarceration, are disproportionately high for Black boys. Retention rates
for Black college students are declining, Blacks are underrepresented among tenured professors and
distinguished chairs. Perhaps most destructive is the continued resistance to the development of a
curriculum that reflects the scope and breadth of the role of Blacks in the United States, in New York
State and in Westchester County. This exclusion exacerbates the disconnect between schooling and
reality.
The lack of Blacks in regular attendance at the monthly Regents meetings means that there is
no meaningful challenge to the curriculum content that supports the primacy of other groups.
Despite this problem, some excellent programs demonstrate what can be done when civic
groups, commit to transforming the system.
There is an ever-widening concern among educators, parents and civic leaders about the
inability of our school systems to address the needs of Black students. The dismal condition common
in many of our schools provide limited opportunities for enrichment in culture, reading, music and
the arts. Students attending many of our schools also experience higher teacher absenteeism,
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limited resources, overcrowded classrooms and instruction from teachers who are non-certified.
Black students who are educated in some of our schools are more likely to experience school failure,
excessive school suspension and an overall poor quality of education. As a result, they are less likely
to receive a high school diploma and go on to college. The facts clearly and consistently depict a
pattern of low graduation and high dropout rates for Black students throughout Westchester
County. Those that do graduate are often ill prepared for the rigor and challenges of college.
The expert panelists recommended the design of an educational system that aims for greater
countywide equity while allowing communities to make their own decisions about funding their
schools. Their examination of education in Westchester County shows us a school system with a rich
history, but an unpromising future. A system handed down over centuries that lack efficiency and
flexibility. The failures and enormous disparities of the school system raise concerns both ethical and
practical. On the one hand, these conditions do not match our values. Such vast inequity violates our
most basic concept of fairness, and America’s fundamental belief in equality of opportunity. From a
practical standpoint, our failure to meet the needs of so many students threatens the economic
viability of our region. In a post industrial, high technology society, this county’s economic survival
stands or falls on the talent of its workforce.
As we continue into the 21st century, education plays an increasing role in determining a
student’s life chances. Success in education is a key stepping-stone to full participation in society and
economic security. At the same time, having a well-educated workforce is an important component
in maintaining our county’s position in an increasingly complex and competitive world system. The
extent to which our schools are preparing our students is a significant success indicator.
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Introduction
The Westchester County African American Advisory Board (AAAB) is pleased to report
its Blueprint for Change—strategies to address those issues which impede the quality of
life for African Americans living in Westchester County. According to the 2000 US Census, an
estimated 131,132 African Americans live in the County of Westchester—14.2 percent of the
county’s total population. It is the second largest minority group in the county. Although this
report makes direct reference to the state of life in Westchester for African Americans, it also
recognizes the full spectrum of diversity and cultures that exist within the African American
community. To more accurately describe diversity, when reference is made to issues that
impede the conditions of African Americans living in Westchester, it includes American-born
African Americans, African Caribbean and first generation Africans who have recently migrated
from the Motherland. It is this combined group to whom this report refers when using the term
African American, people-of-color and or minorities.
Westchester’s close proximity to New York City and other major economic centers, its
reputation for excellent and well-funded public schools and public libraries, rich housing stock,
high quality healthcare systems and access to employment opportunities continues to make it a
magnet for people interested in living, working and investing in the Northeast. Westchester
County’s 450 square miles are comprised of breathtaking landscapes—surrounded by the
Hudson River, Rockland County and Long Island Sound.

Home to several fortune 500

companies and families with some of the highest incomes in the region, Westchester continues
to reign as one of the wealthiest counties in the country. In addition to being ranked second in
the region in terms of number of museums, historical societies and other cultural organizations,
it is endowed with an abundance of natural resources and a multitude of public and private
recreational facilities. The county’s more than 30,000 acres of park land offers square footage
of open space per resident well above what is recommended by the Parks and Recreation
Association. Residents may choose from golfing more than 45 courses, windsurfing on Long
Island Sound, horseback riding on miles of equestrian trails and bicycling or hiking on more than
100 miles of nature trails. Its rich topography and geographic proximity to all the major
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economic centers in the New York region makes Westchester among the most attractive
counties in the Northeast (Westchester County Department of Planning, 2005).
Historically, Westchester has always been a magnet for people of color interested in
living in the northeast region. Spruill (1993) chronicles the migration of the African American
and the African Caribbean dating back to the 19th century. He described how they migrated
from the south and the West Indies in search for a better life. They worked as domestic
servants, craftsmen and entrepreneurs, bought land, participated in politics and Black civic life,
built religious institutions and fought for equal rights throughout the 19th and 20th centuries.
Today, African Americans reside in almost every municipality, play a significant role in politics
and government and make up a significant part of Westchester’s middle class. Their religious
institutions, business enterprises and rich African traditions are interwoven throughout
Westchester’s cultural and economic landscape. In spite of the progress made on the part of
African Americans and all the wealth and growth potential that exists within the county, the
vast majority of African Americans living in Westchester (60%) are trapped in segregated
communities with limited access to the rich compliment of social, economic and educational
services and resources that define the greatness of the county (Westchester County
Department of Planning, 2005).
To respond to this disparity, in April 2009, AAAB hosted a Summit after a series of factfinding focus groups designed to gather public perception of the challenges and unmet needs of
African American families living in Westchester. More than 300 people assembled at Purchase
College to review solutions to quality of life issues. Among them were representatives from the
business sector, community leaders, public officials, service providers from the not-for-profit
sector and members of the at-large community. As a prerequisite to the Summit, AAAB held a
series of focus groups among leaders in the fields of economic development, housing, health
and human services and education. These sessions were designed to generate dialogue among
leaders for the purposes of recommending solutions to issues identified by AAAB relative to
conditions in the African American community. AAAB’s vision for the Summit was to:
I. Stimulate discourse around significant solutions and action plans
II. Foster collaboration among groups with shared value for change
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III. Promote solutions to disparity and inequity of access, and
IV. Reinforce alliances that will advocate for policy development and resources to
support recommended changes.
This report reflects the voices of people who live in the county as well as those providers
working on the front-line to create a network of programs and services for the residents of
Westchester. It is the intent of AAAB to offer findings outlined in this report as a guide for
policymakers responsible for ensuring Westchester remains one of the most vibrant counties in
the region.

© African American Advisory Board for Westchester County, 2010, All Rights Reserved

4

Summit Findings
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Economic Development
The State of Westchester’s Economy
The growth of the financial services industry, in particular, facilitated the transition of
Westchester County’s business community from one heavily dominated by large, corporate
employers to one more diversified and geographically clustered with small businesses. While
Westchester continues to remain home to a vibrant community of global headquarters, an
increasing number of service companies and investment firms have also selected Westchester
for its home base. Fortune 1,000 firms with headquarters in Westchester include IBM, PepsiCo,
Pepsi Bottling Group, ITT, Starwood Hotels & Resorts and Gardens. As of the end of 2006,
private businesses in Westchester County totaled 35,145, with total private-sector employment
of 349,159 persons. Between 2004 and 2006, the County added 867 private businesses and
3,622 new employees. At the same time, the average compensation increased by nearly 10%.
These increases occurred in health care services, finance, insurance and construction.
Computer and electronic product manufacturing and food manufacturing remained strong
through 2006. The growth of the financial community has led to significant increases in
compensation, with the average salary of the 21,630 jobs in the sector now reaching over
$111,000 per year. Westchester is also a magnet for retail sales businesses. In 2002, it was
generated an estimated $12 Billion in sales—ranking it fourth among counties in New York
State. Other sectors showing significant employment gains include a 500% growth in air
transportation and significant growth in the internet publishing and broadcasting business. The
gains in air transportation reflect the emergence of Westchester County Airport as the leading
corporate airport in the New York City region and affirm Westchester County as a strong
contender in the region’s economy (Westchester Department of Planning, 2008).
The shift to service industries in Westchester, as well as throughout the region, has
been accompanied by a decline in manufacturing activity. For example, in 2006, only 4.4% of all
jobs in Westchester were in manufacturing in comparison to 15% nationwide.

Although

average annual wages in the manufacturing sector grew over 25%, employment in the sector
declined by over 23%. Government sector employment represented approximately 15.4% of
© African American Advisory Board for Westchester County, 2010, All Rights Reserved

6
the total in 2006. Jobs in education accounted for 57% of local employment (Westchester
Department of Planning, 2008). As of 2009, there was an estimated 6,227 not-for-profit
organizations in Westchester County. The total Income generated from tax exempt/non- profit
organizations in the County was cited at $9,729,392,571 (TaxExemptworld.com). This industry
supported an estimated 2,900 full-time jobs (Westchester Department of Planning, 2005).
There is no doubt that Westchester is feeling the impact of the recent economic
downturn experienced across the nation. However, despite these difficult times, Westchester
continues to show signs of buoyancy.

For example, the Pace/Skill Proof IT Index (PSII), a

reliable measure of employment opportunities in the information technology sector, shows
information technology (IT) jobs in Westchester dropped during the first quarter in 2009 by 31
percentage points—from 53% to 37%. Although the decline is significant, losses were more
significant in other areas in the New York Metropolitan region, where the demand for IT
professionals declined by more than 60% during the same period (Seip, 2009). Another sign of
buoyancy is Westchester’s history of high employment. Residents make up a pool of highly
skilled professionals, which represents a valuable workforce for businesses dependant on the
intellectual capital so vital to today’s information-intensive industries.

When comparing

Westchester’s unemployment rate for 2007, its rate of 3.7% was lower than Hudson Valley
region (3.9%), New York City (5.0%), New York State (4.8%) and the unemployment rate for the
United States (4.6%). (See Table 1 for Trends in Labor Force and Residential Employment.)
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Table 1

Trends in Residential Labor Force—1995 and 2007
Civilian Labor Force

Unemployment

1995

439.5

4.4

1996

4449

4.1

1997

450.7

3.7

1998

452.0

3.4

1999

454.7

3.4

2000

464.0

3.4

2001

467.5

3.8

2002

470.9

4.6

2003

471.8

4.5

2004

478.6

4.5

2005

482.6

4.0

2006

487.3

3.8

2007

490.1

3.7

Source: Westchester County Department of Planning (2008)

Evidenced by trends in its low unemployment rate over ten years, regional businesses continue
to utilize the Westchester workforce in a significant way (Westchester County Department of
Planning, 2008).
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The State of the Economy in the African American Community
There is a solid African American middle class in Westchester, which is intricately woven
into the economic fabric of the County. Members of this group are represented at every
legislative level of government, holding elected and appointed positions. They serve in the
judicial system, in high-ranking administrative positions, in public education, and in key
positions in the not-for-profit sector. There are Black medical physicians as well as Black
ministers nationally renowned for their work, all of whom live and /or work in Westchester.
The County has been a magnet for upwardly mobile African Americans since the 19th century
and that tradition continues today. Mount Vernon, for example, has one of the highest
concentrations of middle class African American, African Caribbean and African-born residents
in the northeast region. Greenburg is another example of a community with a solid Black
middle class. African Americans are present in higher education, business, publishing and other
private sector industries. No doubt, progress has been made. Spruill (1993) describes the first
people of color who migrated to Westchester as Black southerners and Caribbean-born and
how many of them came to Westchester in search for a better life for their families. Some
sought and secured work as servants and laborers while others came as entrepreneurs, building
businesses out of their homes to serve African Americans living under de-facto segregation.
Today, African Americans live in communities throughout the county and are represented at
the highest pinnacles of society, playing significant roles in shaping life in Westchester.
In spite of the social, cultural and business progress made, economic indicators for
communities with high concentrations of African Americans depict a segment of the population
that is impoverished and not benefitting from Westchester’s rich economy. For example, in
2000, the median household incomes for all but one municipality with high concentration of
African Americans fell below the County’s median income of $63,582. In cities like Mount
Vernon, for example, the median income of $41,128 fell well below the County’s median; in
Yonkers, $44,663 and in Peekskill, $47,177. (Westchester County Department of Planning,
2008). Even more revealing of the economic disparities is the fact that the vast majority of
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African Americans live in municipalities where 41 to 77% total households have annual incomes
of under $25,000 (Westchester Children’s Association, 2008).
Another economic indicator is the high unemployment rate in communities where
African Americans live.

For example, the fact that Westchester enjoys high rates of

employment, a disproportionate amount of the workforce who live in Westchester’s urban
cities were unemployed. For example, while the County’s unemployment rate in 2000 was
4.4%, the unemployment rate for the city of Mount Vernon was 7.4%; for Yonkers, 6.7% and
Peekskill, 6.5%

(Westchester County Department of Planning, 2008).

There is also a

disproportionate amount of people living below the poverty level. (See Table 2 for Rates for
Median Incomes and Poverty Levels.) For example, in 2000 the poverty rate for Westchester
was 9%. The poverty rates for several communities where African Americans reside were in the
double digits: Mount Vernon’s poverty rate was (14%), Yonkers, (16%) and Peekskill (14%).
What is most significant is the rate of poverty based on age. The vast majority of people who
live below the poverty line are young children under the age of 18 and persons between the
age 18 and 64. These trends suggest a pipeline of young people positioned to sustain high
poverty levels for the next generation and beyond. With such a significant number of children
living in poverty, and without intervention and strong educational training, these children will
surely join the ranks of the under- and unemployed adults living in poverty as Westchester
transitions to a service economy and information-based economy.
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Table 2

Rates for Median Income and Poverty Levels—2000
Municipality

Total
households

Median
household
income

Total
persons
below
poverty

% of Age Group in Poverty

Persons
below

Persons
under 18

Persons 1864

65
and
over

poverty
level

Westchester

337,466

63,582

78,967

9%

11%

8%

8%

Mount
Vernon
Yonkers
New Rochelle
White Plains
Peekskill
Greenburg
Elmsford
Ossining

25,722

41,128

9,618

14%

73%

69%

62%

74,358
26,235
20,951
8,695
16,092
1,612
8,219

44,663
55,513
58,545
47,177
85,242
61,685
52,185

30,089
7,367
5,117
3,042
1,327
427
2,270

16%
10%
10%
14%
3%
9%
11%

86%
49%
20%
51%
5%
7%
26%

78%
43%
20%
40%
7%
5%
28%

73%
44%
15%
28%
11%
7%
18%

Source: Westchester Department of Planning (2008)

It is important to point out that these poverty indicators are reached through data
collected from US Census that oftentimes fail to capture the true picture.

Like many urban

communities throughout the nation, minority communities in Westchester realize significantly
undocumented higher unemployment rates—sometimes as high as 30%. These are reflective
of the many young adults who graduate from high school ill-equipped to compete in the
workforce, the estimated 30% who drop out of school, those older adults who simply give up
their search for a place in the workforce, the disproportionate number of African American
families classified as homeless, and the amount of people who show up at local soup kitchens
to supplement their food pantry or to eat a hot meal. With the current national unemployment
rate surpassing 10%, there is no doubt communities with high concentrations minorities are
heavily hit.
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Findings from Summit
Although data is not readily available, it is safe to assume that African Americans continue
to be underrepresented in Westchester’s private sector.
A. There are no indicators to suggest African Americans are advancing within
Westchester’s new service economy— For example, the health care industry represents
a large portion of Westchester’s economy.

According to the Center for Health

Workforce Studies (2007), 8% of physicians in Hudson Valley are from underrepresented
groups (i.e. minorities). This is in light of the fact that minorities (Black and Hispanic)
represent almost 30% of Westchester’s population. It is also in spite of the fact that
combined they represent the fastest growing racial groups in the county. In addition, it
is widely known that African Americans are underrepresented in senior level
administrative positions in this sector. Healthcare is only one sector where
underrepresentation is historical and continues to prevail. With the significant increases
in finance, insurance and information-based technologies, more needs to be done to
ensure African American professionals have the opportunity to compete for careers in
all sectors within this new economy.
B. African Americans are underrepresented in the area of Minority-Owned Enterprises—
Small businesses are at the core of Westchester’s economy. Given the potential of this
growing industry, in 2009 the Chair of the County Board of Legislature moved to initiate
a series of measures, including establishing the Committee on Minority and WomenOwned Business Enterprises to identify the needs of Westchester’s Minority and
Women-owned businesses. These measures were designed in response to the growing
concern of the underutilization of minority and women-owned businesses in the bidding
and awarding of government contracts. Much more can be done to ensure African
Americans gain certification as a Minority Business Enterprise and have equal access to
bid on government contracts. There is also the need to ensure the flow of financing is
available for small businesses, and barriers to developing business are removed.
© African American Advisory Board for Westchester County, 2010, All Rights Reserved
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C. Low income students are not being prepared for the skills and abilities
needed to compete in today’s new information and service based
economy— School districts with large concentrations of African American
students are not producing enough high performing students with the
capacity to compete as adults in the global economy. Urban School districts
have dropout rates significantly highe r than the county’s overall rate ; and
those students who do graduate, oftentimes lack the skills needed to
succeed in college or enter the workforce.
Many African American students do well in Westchester’s public
schools. Some have even gone on to 4-year colleges, been recruited by Ivy
League schools and secured successful careers in public and private sectors.
However, too few African American high school students are exposed to
advanced placement courses, too few score passing grades on New York
State Standardized Tests in Math and Science and too few go on to obtain
degrees in four-year colleges and professional schools. The degree to which
African Americans advance in this new economy will be contingent on the
degree to which they are academically prepared and equipped with the skills
needed to compete in the global economy. Judging from the indicators, the
prognosis is dim for African American youngsters attending schools in
Westchester’s urban and poor communities.
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Recommendations to Improve the Economic Conditions for African Americans
in Westchester
A. Maximize the leveraging power of County government— The County government of
Westchester has a tremendous power to leverage its ability to drive economic
development by utilizing an untapped pool of African American business owners,
business management trained individuals, corporate executives and government officials
that reside in Westchester County. Economic development for African Americans in
Westchester County represents an opportunity to promote and support an entrepreneurial
system that can create jobs, contribute to the growth of the business community, and
impact the development of policy and planning.
B. Promote strategies that result in the inclusion of African Americans into the new service
economy— This can be achieved by working with business associations like the County
Association of Westchester and the National Association of Black Engineers and other
Black professional associations who cater to the development and retention of African
American professionals in their respective fields. Additional research and data must be
collected on the African American workforce in Westchester and the extent to which it is
being tapped for careers in the new service and information-based economy. Privatesector enterprises that benefit from tax incentives and government contacts should be
held accountable for ensuring that people of color are included in the recruitment process,
hired and sustained.

Specifically, (i) create more opportunities to network by linking

potential employers to potential employees. (ii) Encourage peer-to-peer networking to
help with the issue of isolation.

(iii) Encourage better links between professionals

already in the field and new professionals interested in entering the market and, (iv)
Develop strategies to compete for jobs currently being outsourced to off-shore to other
countries.
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C. Eliminate barriers that keep minority business enterprises from participating in
Westchester’s economy and beyond— Create avenues for minority businesses to gain
access to capital and lines of credit so vital to competing for large contracts.

Create

new ways to inform minority business on the availability of opportunities and resources
for business development.

This could range from resources for developing business

plans to knowledge of available government contracts.

Create opportunities for

minority business owners to gain exposure to decision-makers in business. Create
incentives for new business opportunities for new entrepreneurs. For example, create
think tanks to generate new and innovative ideas for business. Invest in incubator
services where young entrepreneurs can share in start-up costs associated with building
new businesses; create opportunities for minority small business entrepreneurs to build
important networks with decision makers and opinion leaders in Westchester’s
economy.
D. Build on existing resources— Westchester residents enjoy its fair-share of revenue
generated from more than $16.4 billion in local property taxes for its school districts.
Residents also enjoy $13.5 billion in state aid and $1.2 billion in federal aid, which go to
districts like Westchester, located outside of New York City (New York State Commission
on Property Tax Relief, 2008.) State government is a tremendous asset with which
resources can be leveraged to respond to the economic inequities that exist in African
American communities. State and local governments can use its economic strength to
ensure hiring practices and contract procurement reflects the diversity of the
Westchester community.

At the bare minimum, state and local government should

impose policies and practices that require administrators and business that benefit from
tax dollars to show how people of color are being utilized in the workplace and
advancing within the sector.
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Historically the Black Church has been an intricate part of Westchester’s
economy. Shiloh Baptist, St Catherine AME Zion, Greater Centennial AME Zion, Straight
Gate, Grace Baptist, Calvary Baptist, Grace Baptist, Union Baptist, Kingdom Hall and
Church of God congregations are among the many religious institutions in Westchester
with congregations in excess of 1,000 parishioners. In addition, there is a cadre of
smaller churches, mosques and synagogues that contribute to local economies
stimulated by Black religious institutions. These institutions are known for incubating
and building businesses—from daycare centers, senior citizen homes, and religious
schools, to religious retail stores.

More can be done to use this resource as a way to

respond to the economic gaps in the African American community. For instance, the
church could better maximize its economies of scale by leveraging its combined
memberships to purchase goods and products in the marketplace. Taking advantage of
their collective purchasing power could have a tremendous impact on the economy.
Religious institutions can also institute policies and practices that encourage the
patronization of minority-owned businesses, and ensure when purchasing services, such
as catering halls for events, that minorities are given the opportunity to secure work.
Religious institutions have a long history of collaborating with government to
undertake housing and community development projects.

Grace Baptist Church and

Greater Centennial AME Zion Church in Mount Vernon are only two examples of
religious institutions that have raised millions from its congregation to leverage private
financing and government incentives to build major affordable housing projects, senior
centers and church expansion projects. This activity should be expanded and used in a
way to create jobs in the local economy.
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E. Ensure Westchester produces high performing students from all school districts— The
estimated per-pupil spending of $18,768 for counties outside of New York City is the
highest rate in the nation. Although state aid to these counties is below the national
average, (44% of school budgets) school districts outside of New York, like Westchester
receive an estimated $9,807 in state aid per pupil (New York State Commission on
Property Tax Relief, 2008). These combined revenue streams have the potential to
create a level playing field for all children in Westchester to receive high quality
education. The public needs to do a better job of holding itself as well and its public
officials accountable for using tax dollars to produce high performing students from
each community in Westchester County.
F. Recognize and address the economic consequences of low-performing schools—Public
education is everybody’s business. Voter turnouts for school board elections in urban
communities are very low. Low voter turnout is a travesty to the people who fought
and died for the African American’s right to vote. The entire community, not just adults
of children attending public schools, must take a greater role as owners of public
education. Regardless of the economic hardship and difficulty, some families may have
in becoming engaged in their local public schools, greater involvement in local school
policies is paramount.
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G. Raising higher standards for basic education requirements— Public education is a $22
billion enterprise in New York State. It is the highest budget item for local property owners.
Making sure taxpayers receive a return on investment their investment is prudent.
Improving student performance on standardized tests is a start.

However, passing

standardized tests is not the only indicator or best method to measure student
performance. New York State has been participating in a national movement to put in place
education policies that align students’ performance more closely with their capacity to
function in the new economy or attend a two or four year college. This includes aligning
school curriculum and graduation requirements with college and career-ready expectations.
Efforts should be made to ensure these higher standards are adopted by every public school
district in the county. Producing high performing students capable of competing in a 21st
century economy is critical to the future of this democracy.
H.Greater efforts must be made on the part of the community to create healthy learning
environments for children, in the home and their local communities— Efforts must be
made to create stronger relationships between schools and the business community so that
young people can be introduced, at an early age, to the many career options that await
them. Capitalize on the county’s business sectors by arranging internships and mentoring
initiatives for high school students. Build on the work of the church’s youth services and
other social service providers to improve the community infrastructures children
desperately need to grow and become productive citizens in society.

In essence, the Summit revealed a consensus that the African American communities in
Westchester are not benefitting from the rich and vibrant Westchester economy. Although
progress has been made, a large segment of the African American community remains on
the sidelines, ill-equipped to participate in Westchester’s new service economy. Much
more needs to be done before a full integration is realized.
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Housing
Overview of Residential Housing Conditions in Westchester
Westchester is divided into three sections—Northern, Central and Southern regions.
Within these provinces, residents have an array of housing choices nestled in 20 hamlets, 32
local centers, eight intermediate centers and four major urban centers. These municipalities
are supported by a rich compliment of retail economies, diverse housing stock, public and
private educational services, health care systems and a strong network of health and human
service organizations. In addition, Westchester is exceptionally rich in recreational and leisure
opportunities unparallel in the region. All of these features, coupled with its rich and diverse
housing stock, affords Westchester a reputation as one of the most desirable and sought-after
counties in the region (Westchester County Department of Planning).
Although the county is rich in housing options, affordability continues to be a major
impediment to Westchester’s low and moderate-income residents. In 2000, Westchester’s
total base housing stock consisted of 335,244 units. Over half (50.7%) was comprised of singlefamily housing units, 31.6% was multifamily units and 17.6% was comprised of 2-4 unit family
homes. An estimated 60% were owner-occupied and 40% were rentals. In spite of the
presence of rich housing options, the cost of housing is a major burden for many Westchester
residents.

For example, in 2000, an estimated 60% of all homes were valued in excess of

$225,000. More than a third of homeowner households during that same period had selected
housing expenses in excess of 30% of their household incomes—the federal government’s
standard for affordability. Housing affordability was an even greater problem for renters. For
example in 2000, and estimated 61% of market monthly rentals in Westchester went for $900
or greater. Almost 42% of all households living in rental units paid in excess of 30% of their
household incomes on selected rental expenses (DiGiovanna and Burchell, 2004).
Trends in new construction suggest increasing housing costs is becoming even more of a
burden on Westchester residents, especially low and moderate-income families who are
dependant on the rental market. Between 1990 and 2000 a total of 17,933 new units were
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built in Westchester County. Sixty-two percent of units built were single-family homes and the
vast majority (65.6%) was owner-occupied. Estimated market value of these homes was over
$450,000—almost doubled the value of Westchester’s base housing stock. Estimated monthly
household expenses for 45% of these new homeowner-households were $2,800 or more.
Some 34% paid in excess of 30% of their household incomes on selected housing costs—a 4%
increase from households living in Westchester’s base housing stock and burdened by excess
housing expenses. Affordability is an even greater problem for households in the rental
market. For example, 34% of new units built during that same time were rentals (6,994 units).
Fifty-nine percent of all households in the rental market paid in excess of 30% of household
income on selected housing costs—a 17% increase from the number of households living in
Westchester’s base housing stock who were burdened by excess housing costs (DiGiovanna,
2004).
The role of county and local governments in increasing affordable housing
Westchester County government works with towns, villages and hamlets eligible for
federal funding from the Department Of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) in response to
the housing needs of low and moderate-income families. Mount Vernon, Yonkers, New
Rochelle and White Plains are not eligible for funding from the County’s Consortium; however,
each is eligible and has directly applied, for HUD funding. (See Figure 1 for Consortium and NonConsortium Communities.) The County’s strategic plan has set a goal of 10,768 units to be built
between 2000 and 2015 with federal and private funding (Westchester County Department of
Planning, 2008). As of 2008, a total of 2,659 units is either under construction or has already
been created (DiGiovanna and Burchell, 2004).
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Westchester County Consortium and Non-Consortium Communities
Figure 1

Source: Westchester County Department of Planning (2009)
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The absence of affordable housing for the African American community
According to Westchester County (2005), although African Americans are represented in
almost every municipally in the county, the issue of affordability and access to the wide-range
of housing choices is quite pronounced. For example, 72.6% of all African Americans living in
Westchester are concentrated in Westchester’s six urban cities—Mount Vernon, New Rochelle,
Peekskill, Rye City, White Plains and Yonkers, and with the vast majority (66.1%) concentrated
in the cities of Mount Vernon, Yonkers and New Rochelle. These communities represent some
of the most densely populated urban cities with acreage-to-population well below the county’s
average per municipality. (See Table 3 for Residential Patterns for African Americans in
Westchester County.)

Table 3: Residential Patterns for African Americans in Westchester County

Municipality

Cities

Town
Villages

Westchester
Mount Vernon
Yonkers
New Rochelle
White Plains
Peekskill
Rye City
Greenburgh
Elmsford
Ossining

Total
Population
923,459
68,381
196,086
72,182
53,077
22,441
14,955
41,828
4,676
24,010

African
American/Black
131,132
40,743
32,575
13,848
8,444
5,732
190
8,489
949
4,858

% of Total
population
14.2
30.8
24.8
10.5
6.4
4.3
0.1
6.4
0.7
3.7

% of
Open
Space
36.7
13.5
25.7
21.4
34.4
29.9
32.9
38.5
30.5
28.4

Source: Westchester County Department of Planning (2005)
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Summit Findings
There was consensus among Summit participants that African Americans and Latino
households were trapped in segregated urban cities where the housing stock is old and in many
cases overcrowded. In addition, because many African American families have incomes below
the poverty line, housing options are quite limited. Efforts on the part of the county and local
governments have been made to increase housing options for African Americans. However,
those efforts have not been enough to respond to the magnitude of the need. In addition, it
has done little to help families who care to move to other communities within the county. The
unavailability of affordable housing for African Americans is particularly burdensome for those
low and moderate-income families who are dependant on rental housing.
Summit participant’s perceptions on major obstacles that impede African Americans from
gaining access to the rich compliment of housing options in the county are the following:
G. The need for affordable housing far out-weigh the availability of resources to help
minimize the burden— The vast majority of African Americans live in communities with
poverty rates well above the county’s 9% poverty rate: the poverty rate for Mount
Vernon was 14%; Yonkers 16% and Peekskill 14%. In addition, an estimated 18,000
people living in poverty live within consortium communities (Westchester County
Department of Planning, 2005). Because fair market rentals are so cost-prohibitive to
most families, the needs far outweigh available Section 8 and other subsidies.
H. Exclusionary zoning practices in local municipalities have severely hampered the
building of affordable multifamily housing in communities beyond the county’s urban
centers— Where developers have been successful in building affordable multi family
housing in non-segregated communities, oftentimes those developments have been
housing for senior citizens or for people who live or work within the sponsoring
municipality. Although some African Americans who currently live in these communities
may benefit from new housing, these restrictions subsequently preclude African
Americans who desire to relocate to other areas in the county.
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I. Although housing is being developed as a result of government efforts, the majority of
units are being built in areas already impacted by high concentrations of people of
color— Westchester suffers from the NIMBY syndrome—(not-in-my backyard).
Participants discussed the degree to which communities fight against the building of
affordable housing and how in many instances the underlining factors are based in racist
assumptions about minority and low income groups. There was consensus that the
presence of segregated housing is a result of country’s history of racial discrimination
and the laws that institutionalized its practice.
J. Re-segregation is a growing phenomenon in Westchester— Similar to many suburban
communities in America, Westchester is experiencing patterns of re-segregation
reflective of the segregated residential housing patterns that existed through the 1960s
prior to the establishment of anti-segregation laws.

Although discriminatory

segregation laws no longer bind African Americans, a city like Mount Vernon is an
example of segregated municipalities cropping up in suburbs and urban centers
throughout the country. African Americans in Westchester have had some success in
securing housing in most communities throughout the county.

However, their

percentages have been low. Although African Americans represent 14% of the county’s
population, the percentages they represent in places such as Ossining, White Plains and
Rye are in the single digits. (See Table 3 for Residential Patterns for African Americans in
Westchester County.) Even in these instances, African Americans live primarily in
segregated neighborhoods within the borders of these predominately-white
municipalities. Misassumptions and attitudes about people of color result in a tolerance
for the growing patterns of re-segregation taking place in Westchester. Not only is there
a presence of clusters of neighborhoods where people of color reside, but there are also
municipalities that are characterized as “Black towns” and a tolerance for accepting
them as designated localities for people of color.
K. African Americans have been disproportionately affected by sub prime loans—
according to Westchester (2008), 65% of all families living within the consortium
communities are homeowners, a total of 134,700 families. In comparison, an estimated
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4,940 African American (49%) living in consortium communities are homeowners. In
spite of this imbalance, African Americans received a disproportionate share of sub
prime loans regardless of income and creditworthiness. They will withstand the worst
of sub prime foreclosures in Westchester County and as currently configured, the
stimulus plans do not address the disproportionate impact.

Recommendations for Increasing Affordable Housing Options
A. A call for the public to hold its elected and appointed officials more accountable—
There are 46 different municipalities, all responsible for providing their share of
affordable housing. It is imperative the public play a bigger role in taking action to
ensure affordable housing is sustained for all residents throughout the county. It is
recommended that residents approach public officials on local boards, town councils,
planning boards and zoning boards and let their views be known about the need to do
more for making affordable opportunities available to low, moderate income and
vulnerable populations Stimulus money that helps neighborhoods that are run down
can also be used to help community and housing development.
B. Make greater efforts to stem the tide of racism— Local municipalities should have
action plans to remove racial inequities in housing. A new approach to educating real
estate professionals must be devised to incorporate racial equity training as an
educational requirement.

Finally HUD, New York State Division of Housing and

Community Renewal (DHCR), Westchester Commission on Human Rights and the
Judiciary should ensure that relief and negotiated settlements they grant compensate
victims for the harm they have endured and award significant civil penalties that act as
an effective deterrent to potential violators.
C. Provide more consumer education on the benefits of developing multifamily projects—
there continues to be a stigma attached to the expansion of multifamily developments.
Historically these negative perceptions are rooted in the establishment of land use
regulations in the 19th century, which were established to control urban sprawl. Some
zoning regulations were designed to segregate the working class and the so-called
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undesirables from the wealthy and to separate the workplace from residential settings.
Some viewed the erection of apartment houses as the beginning of the destruction of
stable communities. This view prevails in many corners of Westchester and is reflective
in the resistance some municipalities have for building multifamily affordable housing.
There is a need to educate the broader community about the benefits of multifamily
apartments and dispel the myths that have prevailed since the 19th century.
D. Establish a clearinghouse for information on low and moderate housing— There are a
great deal of programs and services available to people interested in improving,
maintaining or investing in affordable housing. However, more can be done to link
people to services that are available through the County of Westchester, local
municipalities and not-for-profit service organizations such as Westchester Residential
Opportunity Program (WRO) and Community Capital Resources. Ranging from Section 8
Certification to advocacy to rental assistance, these services offer one-stop places for
residents interested in information on a variety of affordable housing issues.
E. Monitor the privatization of public housing under local housing authority— Section 8
has been very successful in public housing, because it reduces a growing deficit on the
part of local governments responsible for its maintenance. However, there is a need to
analyze the extent to which privatization has preserved low-income families, not just
from the perspective of government, but also from the perspective of the people who
live in public housing.
F. Monitor the implementation phase of the Metro New York settlement— because of a
lawsuit filed by the Anti –Discrimination Center of Metro New York, Westchester has
agreed to build an additional 750 units of affordable housing throughout the county as a
part of the settlement with the federal government. Advocates for affordable housing
and the public at-large must ensure that these units go to the population intended and
that a fair and non-discriminatory process for selections is honored and maintained.
G. Establish clear ratios for affordable housing for large-scale developments— Clear
ratios for affordable housing in large scale developments need to be established and
monitored to ensure all households in need have a fair share of access. Access to
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affordable housing is very competitive in the County. People at all levels of income find
it difficult to manage the cost of housing. To make the program available to more
people, the Westchester officials were successful in raising the threshold for eligibility
for HUD sponsored programs to 80% of median household incomes. Although this
increase is in response to moderate income families who are priced out of the housing
and rental markets, it further reduces the availability of housing resources for people
with the greatest needs—the poor, elderly, single parents and other vulnerable groups.
African American families with income levels at 50% and 30% below the county’s
median are squeezed out of the housing market and have nothing upon which to
depend for gaining access to quality and affordable housing.
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Health and Human Service
The participants of this summit session consisted of professional leaders and
stakeholders invested in the interests of Westchester County’s provision of health and human
services to African Americans. Many, if not all, were residents of Westchester County.

Profile of the Health Care Landscape for Westchester County
Residents of Westchester County have access to a rich network of health care services
including community hospitals, neighborhood health centers and a variety of specialty hospitals
in areas ranging from children to elderly patients.

In addition, the county has a regional

tertiary-care facility with a strong reputation for clinical care.

All of these facilities are

interspersed throughout the county with higher concentration of services in densely populated
areas in the southern tier. Several Westchester hospitals are also affiliated with renowned
medical research and teaching institutions, which adds to the rich quality of medical care
services available to the people who live and work in Westchester. (See Figure 2 for Map on
Location of Hospitals in Westchester County.) The Westchester County Department of Health
(WCDH) provides an array of services that benefit Westchester County residents. Its Municipal
Public Health Services Plan (MPHSP) covers five mandated service areas of Community Health
Assessment, Family Health, Disease Control, Environmental Health and Health Education, as
well as several optional services provided by WCDH. People who live and work in Westchester
benefit from a robust and diverse healthcare network (Westchester County Department of
Health, 2009)
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Figure 2

Source:

Westchester

County

Department

of

Health
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In 2008, administrators from the Westchester Medical Center convened a meeting with an
array of constituents from seven counties in the Hudson Valley region who had agreed to serve
as members of the Medical Center’s Task Force on the Future of Westchester Medical Center
(Task Force). Members included health care leaders and clinicians, health commissioners,
college presidents and officials, representatives from research organizations and members of
the business community and county government. The Task Force was charged with identifying
gaps in medical care services and putting forth recommendations on how to strengthen the
regional health care system in the Hudson Valley. Several findings revealed how the MidHudson region was being impacted by the following national trends: (Westchester Medical
Center, 2008).
A. Shortage in primary care physicians who choose to remain in the region
beyond their residency— According to the Council on Graduate Medical Education,
as cited by the Center for Health Workforce Studies (2009), by 2020 the estimated
shortage of physicians needed to serve the nation’s population will increase from 85,000
to 96,000. Although the state of New York makes a significant investment in training new
physicians and enjoys modest growth in this profession, the demand in New York State is
expected to outpace growth in supply by 2030. With regard to gaps of supply and demand
among NYS regions, New York City and the Hudson Valley were cited with having the
greatest gaps—nearly 10%. For some specialties (urology, pathology and ophthalmology)
the gap is as high as 33% and the demand gaps for primary care physicians are higher than
12%. Currently less than 10% remain in Westchester beyond graduation.
B. Slow growth among nursing professionals lags current and future
demands— According to the Center for Health Workforce Studies (2009), between 2002
and 2007 the estimated growth in total sector employment in the Hudson Valley region
was 10% (9,997 new workers). During the same period, the number of licensed nurse
practitioners increased by 21.6%. Although the region experienced growth in the health
care industry and particularly in nursing, trends in growth among several selected
occupations suggest that shortages among some professionals will continue to be a

© African American Advisory Board for Westchester County, 2010, All Rights Reserved

30
problem for Hudson Valley health care systems (The Center for Health Workforce Studies,
2009).
C. The absence of diversity among health care professionals — The Center for
Health Workforce Studies (2007) found 70% of physicians in New York State were nonHispanic Whites. Under represented minorities, or URMs, (Black/African American,
Hispanic/Latino and American Indians) represented 10% of the physician workforce.
Based in a report on Health Disparities among Blacks in Westchester (Westchester
County’s Blue Ribbon Task Force, 2005) a survey of Westchester County Acute Care
Hospitals indicated that 13.8% of administrative and managerial staff was African
American. For physicians providing services at Westchester County hospitals, the surveys
indicated that the percentage of Internists/General Physicians (12.6%), Cardiologists
(12.9%), Obstetricians/Gynecologists (19.1%) and General Surgeons (21.2%) is either
similar or greater than the entire percentage of African Americans in the total Westchester
County population. In this same report, a survey of Westchester County Hospitals, 2005
indicated that 17.5% of physicians and 6.9% of nurses on staff were African American. For
community physicians providing services at Westchester County hospitals, only 6% were
African American. In the Hudson Valley, underrepresented physicians comprise 8% of the
physician workforce. The nursing population also struggles to recruit nurses that parallel a
diversity of culture and ethnic inclusion.
D. State of health among Westchester residents — According to data collected by
the New York State Expanded Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS), nearly
90% of Westchester County residents aged 18 and overrated themselves as having good to
excellent health status in 2008. There were no discrepancies among people with different
levels of education or with income levels. In fact, unlike New York State, among those
surveyed with reported incomes lower than $25,000, Westchester County residents had a
higher percentage of people reporting good or excellent health status (85%) compared to
the state average (62%). Ninety-one percent of people aged 18 and over reported having
health insurance coverage during the past 12 months in which the survey was taken.
Eighty-six percent of Westchester County adults reported having a regular health care
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provider and only 11% of people reported cost of visit as a reason for not seeking needed
medical services (County of Westchester, 2009).
E. State of health among Westchester res idents in comparison standards
set by the federal government — Although Westchester residents give themselves
high scores for their quality of health, trends in quality of health among residents lag
behind national standards. For example, through its Department of Health, Westchester
County government maintains a goal for the residents of the county to sustain a level of
health and well being consistent with those major health status indicators defined by the
US Department of Health and Human Services, Healthy People, 2010.

According to an

analysis conducted by the Westchester County Department of Health, when comparing
the health profiles of Westchester residents to those indicators outlined in Health People
2010, residents fall below the national average in 19 major medical indicators
(Westchester County Department of Health, 2008).
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State of Health within the African American Community
Healthcare disparities are one of the most prevalent and urgent issues impacting African
American life. Inadequate health care can result in earlier deaths, long-term illnesses, physical
sufferings and an overall decreasing quality of life. It is a major indicator that distinguishes the
quality of life between Caucasians and African Americans. Health care disparities translate into
loss of economic opportunities, less than optimal productivity, higher health care costs, and
strong evidence of social inequity. In spite of the rich network of health care services available
to residents in Westchester, residents in communities of color face major health challenges.
They include the following:
A. Higher incidents of chronic illnesses — Although African Americans
comprise 14% of Westchester’s population, they represent a significant percentage
of residents who lag behind those indicators defined by the US Department of
Health and Human Services, Healthy People 2010.

One indicator is low birth

weights: among infants born in 2006, 6.9% were born with a birth weight between
1,500 to 2,499 grams, and 1.7% was born with a birth weight below 1,500 grams. A
comparison of the percentage of infants with low birthrates (between 1500 and
2,499 grams) by race shows higher percentage of African Americans (9.2%) than
whites—(6.5%). The percentage of birth weights below 1500 grams) was 3.0% for
African Americans versus 1.0% for whites. Another indicator is the rate of HIV and
AIDS: among the 1,118 hospital discharges related to HIV and AIDS, over half (55.9%)
of hospital discharges were among people of color (Westchester County Department
of Health, 2009).
A third indicator is the rate of diabetics in the African American community.
There were a total of 17,755 hospital cases that identified diabetes as one of the 15
diagnoses for hospitalization. An estimated 25.4% were people of color. African
Americans are prone to develop diabetes at an earlier age than whites. In 2006, 21%
of cases were among people of color under the age of fifty in comparison to only
9.3% of whites who were under fifty. The prevalence of cancer is another problem
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within the African American community. Between 2001 and 2005, the average
annual cancer incidence rate was 554.4 per 100,000 among white males in
Westchester.

In comparison, it was 605.7 per 100,000 among Black males in

Westchester. Among white males, the top diagnosed cancer was prostate cancer,
with an average annual incidence rate of 161.1 per 100,000. Among Black males,
the top diagnosed cancer was also prostate cancer, but with an average annual
incidence rate of 255.1 per 100,000. Compared to white women in Westchester
County, black women had higher incidence rates for colon cancer (excluding rectum)
(44.3 per 100,000 vs. 33.4 per 100,000, for cancer of cervix uteri (13.8 vs. 7.0), and
multiple myeloma (Westchester County 2009).
B. The spread of sexually transmitted diseases is reaching epidemic proportion—
Sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) are a major problem in the county. Gonorrhea
was the second most prevalent STD in Westchester County—40.5 per 100,000,
followed by Syphilis 17.8 per 100,000. Between 2003 and 2007, the reported
infection rate for Chlamydia increased by 57.1% (from 169.9 per 100,000 in 2003 to
266.9 per 100,000 in 2007). The rate of infection for Syphilis increased by an
estimated 80% for the same period. In communities with high concentrations of
people of color, the prevalence of STDs is even more pronounced. For example, in
2007, although Blacks represent only 14.2% of Westchester County’s population,
they represented 40.5% of the reported new cases of STDs. Reported rates of
Chlamydia infection were higher in the Southeast and Southwest Health Planning
Regions of the County (459.3 and 374.8 per 100,000, respectively)—with the
communities of Yonkers, Mount Vernon, New Rochelle, and White Plains having the
highest concentration of cases (Westchester County 2009).
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Profile of the Human Service for Westchester County
Westchester residents enjoy an enriched quality of life because of the many services
and resources provided by the not-for-profit sector working in the county. As of 2009, there
were an estimated 6,227 organizations in Westchester County recognized by the IRS as not-forprofit charitable organizations.

The total income generated from tax exempt/non profit

organizations in Westchester County was cited at $9,729,392,571 (TaxExemptworld.com).
From more than 27 major historical sites to a host of United Way supported agencies to arts
organizations sponsored by the Council of the Arts and a variety of other private organizations,
Westchester residents can depend on a strong base of support from the not-for profit sector.
There is no one place in Westchester to obtain an accurate picture of the human
service landscape. However a study conducted by Seley and Wolpert (2002) on not-for-profits
in New York City, offers insight on trends in New York City’s landscape that can be used as a
guide to surmise some of the gaps in services that exist in Westchester. Seley and Wolpert
(2002) report the following findings from their study, some of which may be applicable to
Westchester:
 Performing arts centers, museums, universities and major hospitals that provide
citywide and regional services on a large scale bases are overwhelmingly
concentrated in the most accessible and higher income and commercial areas
 Non profits that provide direct neighborhood-based services are widely but very
unevenly distributed among all the city’s neighborhoods
 Middle and upper income communities have a rich network of virtually all types of
neighborhood based nonprofit services, while significant gaps exists, including a
shortage of virtually all types of services in lower income neighborhoods
 Due to the NIMBY syndrome, (i.e., not in my backyard ) most facilities, including
shelters and substance abuse centers are more concentrated in low income
neighborhoods
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Although historically Westchester human service organizations have benefited from wellfunded programs, they will no doubt be impacted by cutbacks in revenues from governmentcontracted programs and decreases in charitable giving that have resulted from the current
economic conditions. Budget deficits at both New York State and municipal levels will further
diminish the revenue capacity of local service providers. Similar to New York, impacts in
Westchester are also expected to be particularly severe for nursing homes, healthcare
providers, social service agencies, Head Start, children’s health insurance, senior and public
housing.
State of Human Services within the African American Community
A strong network of health and human services vital not only to the quality of life for
Westchester’s most vulnerable residents, but also the lifeline for survival of families trapped in
communities with limited pathways out of poverty.

The most troubling phenomenon is the

degree to which children in these communities live in poverty and are in such desperate need
for basic health and human services.

Westchester’s children represent 25% of the total

population—a 25% increase between 1990 and 2000 (Westchester County Department of
Planning, (2005).

Although this increase is largely attributed to the increase in the

Hispanic/Latino population (19%), the African American community is experiencing growth
consistent with growth in the general population (U. S. Census, 2006). A 2008 report produced
by the Westchester Children’s Association entitled Westchester’s Children by the Numbers,
documents the state of children in Westchester. The report provides insight on the level of
poverty that exists within communities of color and the degree to which children depend upon
a strong network of health and human services:
A. The increase in the immigrant population among people of color call s
for high levels of support services— There are an estimated 14,000 children
under the age of 18 who are classified as immigrants in Westchester. Twenty-eight
percent (28%) are children from the Caribbean. Africans from the Motherland are
among the 9% who are classified as “others” by the US Census (American Community
Survey for 2006). Combined, 37% of all immigrants are people of color. These numbers
are staggering in that 8.9% of all foreign-born immigrants live in households with
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incomes at 100% below the poverty line and 17% of foreign-born immigrants live in
households with incomes ranging from 100% to 149% below the poverty line
(Westchester Children’s Association, 2008).
B. Although most of Westchester’s children live comfortably and are well
educated, a significant number of children do not live or learn under
the same fortunate circumstances— While 33% of all households in
Westchester have children under the age of 18 years, an estimated 23% of all
households are headed by single parents. In contrast, more than 50% of African
American children under 18 live in households headed by single parents. In addition, in
2006, there were 15,045 grandparents (27% of all grandparents) in Westchester who
lived with their grandchildren.

Many of these grandparents living in minority

communities were responsible for the care and welfare of their grandchildren. This
suggests that a large segment of these children also live in poverty, given the likelihood
of aged Americans living on fixed incomes (Westchester Children’s Association, 2008).
A disproportionate amount of children of color live in households where adults
are unemployed. In 2006, a total of 19,980 children lived in households where either
one or two parents were unemployed. While only 3% of white children lived in two
parent households where one of the parents was unemployed, more than double that
amount (6%) of Black children lived in two parent households where one parent was
unemployed. Thirty five percent of white children lived in single parent households
where the parent was unemployed. In contrast, 52% of African American or Black
children lived in single parent households where the parent was unemployed
(Westchester Children’s Association, 2008).
These indicators are a few examples that provide insight on the level of services needed
in the African American community where children of color reside. The statistics outlined in
this section do not take into consideration the growing number of Africans who have migrated
to Westchester. Human service organizations struggle to provide direct services to these
communities, in the midst of economic downturn and growing community needs.
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Summit Findings
Participants in the health and human service session of the summit expressed how
national trends on the impact of inadequate health and human services in minority
communities are consistent with disparities in Westchester’s African American communities.
For example, participants affirmed that although African Americans comprise 14% of the
county’s population, they represent a disproportionate amount of Westchester’s unhealthy
residents. They also affirmed that a disproportionate number of households depend on human
services not just for maintaining a decent standard of living, but in many instances for sheer
survival. Specifically:
A. African Americans lead in suffering with several chronic illnesses— A
disproportionate number of babies are born with low and very low birth weights; a
greater percentage of people under fifty years of age are diagnosed with diabetics.
There is a higher incident of prostate cancer among African American men versus white
men and colon cancer among African American women in comparison with white
women. African Americans represent the highest level of hospital discharges due to HIV
and AIDS. In addition, the rate of sexually transmitted diseases has reached epidemic
levels in Mount Vernon and other communities with high concentrations of people of
color. These are only a few examples of poor health conditions suffered by people of
color in Westchester.
B. African American children are in dire need for a strong network of
human services—Many children of color live in families ill-equipped to provide them
with the safe and supportive household so vital to their successful growth and
development. There is little refuge in public schools for children in desperate need of
services. After school programs, mental health services, counseling and other health
and human services are simply not available to fill their complex needs. The vast
majority of these children live in segregated public school districts that are underfunded
with little capacity to provide services beyond state mandated educational programs.
Many children in the African American community fall victim to teen violence, gangrelated crime, drugs abuse and other anti-social behaviors. Although these children
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represent Westchester’s most vulnerable populations, they live in communities where
the need for services far out weigh available health and human services.
C. There is a disproportionate number of African American children who
transition from child welfare to juvenile justice systems— Participants
discussed how disparities within practices, procedures, policies and laws are major
contributing factors underlying disproportionate outcomes in human services systems.
Disparities in child welfare have been linked to findings that African American children
are more likely to be reported, investigated, substantiated and placed in the care of the
child welfare system. Simultaneously, it was found that African American children stay
longer in care and are less likely to be reunited with families (Westchester Children’s
Association, 2008).
With twenty years of measuring data towards addressing disproportional
outcomes,

the

fact

remains:

African

American

children

continue

to

be

disproportionately overrepresented in the juvenile justice system as well as the foster
care system. According to Westchester Children’s Association (2008), Westchester
County averages approximately 150,000 (63%) white youth up to age 17 while the
African American youth population estimates close to 37,000 (16%). With a population
of only 16% of African American youth, documented evidence of disproportional
measures in Westchester County amongst this age category are as follows: (i) For every
10,000 white youth an estimated 21 arrests occurred. In contrast, for every 10,000
African American youth in Westchester, an estimated 119 arrests were made. (ii) Child
welfare statistics for the year 2005 indicated that for every 1,000 white youth, referrals
for PINS (Persons in Need of Supervision) were referred at a rate of 3.6, whereas African
American youth were referred at a rate of 12.4%. (iii) Finally, in 2007, only 3% of the
youth in Westchester’s Adult Correctional Facilities were white, while 75% were African
American. For nearly twenty years, the federal government has supported means to
reduce the over-representation of African Americans in juvenile justice systems.
Despite such supports, disproportional rates significantly increased as the juvenile
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justice system’s population of African Americans practically doubled (Westchester
Children’s Association, 2008).

Westchester County Intervention
Health disparities amongst African Americans have been a long-standing challenge not
only within Westchester County but nationally. Inequities have been identified and related to
causes such as lack of access to quality care and specialized services, lack of culturally sensitive
providers, uninformed or ill-educated communities on early intervention and prevention.
These are just a few barriers negatively impacting African American communities and
preventing quality healthcare services.
A. Westchester County Blue Ribbon Task Force Committee - In 2005, Westchester
County appointed a Blue Ribbon Task Force to specifically review health disparities
amongst African Americans within Westchester. This Task Force Committee, comprised
of advocates, experts and a variety of leaders in the medical profession, published their
findings in the report “Healthcare Disparities Among Blacks In Westchester: A
Snapshot”. The report illustrated an array of statistical data evidencing the many levels
of health disparities within Westchester County.
B. The report on healthcare disparities generated concern and action on
behalf of Westchester County .- Westchester County executed and put into action
specific recommendations aimed at reducing healthcare disparities within African
American communities that were identified to have had the highest needs. These
programs helped to reduce healthcare deficits by providing educational and outreach
services, accommodating access to adequate healthcare; provided preventive health
screenings identifying many citizens with previously undiagnosed conditions. Services
were coordinated to refer individuals for necessary medical care with patient navigation
and patient education systems.

A Westchester County Mentoring Initiative was

implemented geared towards promoting African American healthcare careers and
increasing the number of African American medical professionals in Westchester.
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Programs and projects were successful in providing over 1000 African Americans
with free health screenings; identifying numerous cases of undetected diabetes,
whereby assisting each client with the necessary health and supportive services. Health
educational outreach services infiltrated faith-based organizations. Health and cultural
events were provided to educate communities on healthy cultural changes.

The

mentoring initiative reached well over 850 middle and high school students with African
American professionals volunteering their time and services.

Current Recommendations for Improvements for the Health and Human Services
Industries
Participants agreed that systemic disproportionality and racial disparities are all
lingering effects of racism whether intended or not.

Practical resolutions are reportedly

controversial and complex while more often uncomfortable and un-welcomed. Changes will
require a more proactive agenda that looks closely at racial disparities as social forces that
negatively influence our efforts to overcome the perils of racism. Participants discussed how
the Westchester County African American Advisory Board could use its influence to infuse
change with a coherence of strategic solutions composed from this report.

The following

recommendations were offered:
A. The need for cultural and racial competencies — Organizations and
institutions within Westchester County serving a majority of African Americans lack the
level of cultural competency to efficiently respond to the needs of African Americans.
Best practice standards in human services are consistent with the knowledge about the
population being served. The meaning of cultural competency should be clearly defined
and consistent amongst all practitioners.

Cultural competent mandates must be

uncompromisingly enforced with measurable outcomes that can be closely monitored.
A standardization of cultural competency should be imposed upon students, professors
and practitioners within health and human service disciplines.

The county should

develop clear guidelines of culturally competent requirements of staff and services and,
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when possible, perform periodic evaluations to ensure compliance. Sanctions for noncompliance should be immensely effective with a zero tolerance standard.
In an effort to expand the public awareness on the current faces of racism, utilize
programs that address identification of disparities as racism, such as Undoing Racism—a
comprehensive training organization that targets institutionalized racism by providing
organizational analysis. Workshops and trainings should be widespread to increase
public awareness and provide better understanding of the impact of institutionalized
racism on the welfare of the community and the health- care of individuals. Upon
establishing clear guidelines for culturally competent practices and mandates, there
needs to be a solid form of monitoring those guidelines. A watchdog group needs to be
established to review guidelines along with other monitoring roles. Benchmarks should
be established with other groups such as Institute of Urban Health or Child Welfare
League of America.

In addition, increase oversight of state and federal funding

designated for cultural competency and other legislative directives of great significance
to minorities.
B. The need to improve upon quality of care by identifying and
replicating best Health and Human Service practices within the county
and beyond— Successful models of best practices in health and human services, such
as the state of Kentucky’s model (which can be found at www.jointheconversation.com)
should be replicated and mandated in institutions and organizations evidencing racial
disparities. Following implementation of best practices, sustainability and accountability
will be paramount. Along with best practice models, health institutions should clarify
evidence-based standards of care and quality of care standards.
Quality of care standards will require revisions in current healthcare conditions.
One such revision could be improving and increasing methods for assisting people with
navigation of healthcare systems.

Many low poverty and elderly populations are

disadvantaged and incapable of understanding the medical jargon or procedural
requirements often affiliated with accessing proper healthcare. Healthcare advocates
could access supports and interventions often rejected or overlooked when unfamiliar
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or incomprehensible. Responses to major service deficits, such as access to patient
navigation programs and health advocates, should be expeditious and timely.

Of

significant importance is the promotion of overall care as a quality of care standard. The
notion of health should be expanded to include oral care and mental health care.
In addition, the County Legislature should promote funding and support of
neighborhood health centers and help-lines addressing a number of access issues such
as transportation, filling prescription medications, insurance eligibility, and access to
specialized care and payment concerns.

Finally, much more should be done to

encourage stronger collaboration between health institutions within the Hudson Valley
healthcare systems and local community public and service providers to address those
chronic illnesses prevalent in the African American community.
C. Focus on leadership development in the form of African American
representation at upper levels in Health and Human services — The
absence of representation of people of color at policy-making levels is daunting.
Diversifying leadership at the administrative and policymaking level is paramount
especially where the majority of populations served are African American. Recruitment
practices should be expanded and refined to ensure the selection of competent African
American professionals are included in the process and incentives are provided to
attract diverse talent to work in the health care industry in Westchester.
In addition to the need to diversify the healthcare industry at the administrative
level, more needs to be done to diversity at all levels. There is a dire need for new
professionals in the medical field, particularly in the areas of recruiting new physicians,
nurses and other healthcare technicians for primary care dedicated to servicing lowincome communities. This shortage of professionals in the medical care industry
undoubtedly has a significant impact on African American communities.

While it is

difficult to recruit and maintain experienced nurses and primary care physicians in
general, it is even more difficult to recruit and maintain healthcare professionals to work
in communities where the needs are so great and resources so limited. As the region
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works to diversify its medical staff, attention should be given to recruiting and
maintaining people of color at all levels within the healthcare industry.
D. Create

opportunities

for

out-of-the

box

strategies

for

communications— Participants proposed the inclusion of nontraditional centers
such as bodegas, hair salons and supermarkets as resources for providing information
and educating communities.

It is important to increase the utilization of faith-based

institutions and other credible voices and media outlets to expand community
awareness supporting efforts to reduce racial disparities. This includes, making available
literature in multiple languages and English dialects. More also needs to be done in the
way of providing more screenings in communities that educate residents to the benefits
of healthy living alternatives. Finally, participants proposed to expand public awareness
and reading materials on benefits of preventive care to promote and market healthcare
information through various technological modes such as the internet, Facebook,
Twitter, radio, telemarketing, etc.
E. Motivate youngsters to consider the medical profession as a viable
career by introducing them to health care as a profession in their
earlier studies— Much more needs to be done to encourage young people to
pursue educational careers in the medical, health and human service industries. In spite
of the growing need, there are little to no partnerships between public schools and
health care institutions within the county. Students at the middle and high school levels
are failing. Drop out rates from high school in some communities are as high as 40%.
Students struggle with math and science and few take advantage of advance placement
courses.

Much more can be done to encourage young people, to improve their

academic performance at the high and middle school grade levels and to further their
education by pursuing careers in the fields of health and human services. Finding
creative ways to replicate mentoring programs, such as Today’s Students Tomorrow’s
Teachers, should be used to identify and support young people of color with the
potential for successfully pursuing careers in the health care industry.

In addition to

mentoring programs, efforts should be made to develop a curriculum tract that
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prepares students for health care careers and to provide health care job development
programs in high schools with high populations of African American students.
F. Create opportunities for one-stop shops for healthcare facilities and/
or partnerships— Navigating the array of health and human services programs can
be daunting to the most sophisticated consumer. Families in African American
communities are so inundated with life’s challenges; there is little time to decipher the
complex web of health and human service network of services and resources. Much
more needs to be done to help them to learn about and gain access to services.

By proactively addressing racial disparities and building stronger information networks, the
opportunity to address the health and human service needs of the African American
community becomes a more realistic and manageable objective.
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Education
The education focus group and Summit discussions concentrated on public perceptions
of school policies and practices that offer the promise of access to equal and high quality public
education for all students. The discussion concentrated on solutions to issues pertaining to
racial and ethnic disparities and its impact on African American children attending public
schools in communities throughout Westchester.

Overview of the State of Education in Westchester
Westchester offers a rich educational environment for the children who live within the
county. From a network of highly funded public and private schools in elementary education to
higher education, Westchester as well as New York State is recognized for its commitment to
academic excellence. According to New York State Commission of Property Tax Relief (2008),
62% of local taxes collected in the state are allocated to public schools--$17 Billion a year. New
York State has the highest local tax rates in the country—78% higher than the national average.
In addition, residents in NYS benefit from more than $22.2B in state aid to school districts.
These combined revenues make New York State, and in particular Westchester, a magnet for
families interested in locating in the region.
In comparing Westchester’s public schools in the New York Metropolitan, region
(Dutchess, Nassau, New York City, Orange, Putnam, Rockland and Suffolk) Westchester scored
high points. Students enjoyed the lowest student-to-support staff ratio (120.5 students per
support staff member); the lowest student-teacher ratio (13 students per teacher); the second
highest per-pupil instructional expenses ($8,588) and the highest per-pupil expenditure
($14,834). In addition, Westchester reported high scores for student achievement levels. Not
only did Westchester students outperform their peers in New York City and in public school
districts throughout New York State in 4th and 8th Math and English, but 89% of all students
graduated and went on to attend college (Westchester County Department of Planning, 2005).
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The state of public schools for African American children in Westchester
In their research findings, entitled A multiracial society with segregated schools: Are we
losing the dream, Frankenberg, Lee, and Orfield (2003) describe increased patterns of racial
enrollment and segregation in American public schools in the year 2000. Their findings were
based on NCES Common Core of Data for 2000–2001, which contained data submitted by all
U.S. schools to the Department of Education. Among their many findings, they cite the growing
trend in resegregation occurring in suburban schools. Frankenberg et al., (2003) state the
following:
In 1967, the nation’s largest suburban systems were virtually all White. Despite a huge
increase in minority students in suburban school districts, serious patterns of
segregation have emerged in some sectors of suburbia as this transition takes place.
Many of the most rapidly re-segregating school systems since the mid 1980s are
suburban. Clearly, segregation and resegregation are no longer merely urban concerns,
but wider metropolitan issues. (p. 6)
Orfield and Eaton (1998), as cited by Kozol (2005), suggest that segregation in New York
City and its suburbs has been influenced by several forces including discrimination, court
decisions, immigration trends, and government enforced programs. However, they believe that
the single most important factor in determining the cause of segregation in New York schools
and suburbs lies in the housing patterns. New York City’s housing, like its schools, is among the
nation’s most segregated. Racial segregation in the New York City area remains relatively the
same as in the 1960s. The authors point out how little is being done to successfully stem the
tide of segregation that is taking place in cities like New York City and its surrounding suburbs.
For example, in Roosevelt, New York, on Long Island, nearly 100% of students enrolled at the
high school are African-American or Hispanic.

In contrast, African-American and Latino

enrollment at Plainview High, a twenty-minute drive away is 1%, while White enrollment is
97%.
Despite the rhetoric of American equality, the school experiences of African American
and other students of color in Westchester continues to be substantially separate and unequal.
In the city of Mount Vernon for example, African American and Latinos represent 90% of
student enrollment, while in Bronxville, less than one mile away, white students represent 98%
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of enrollment.

Although Westchester has a reputation for well-funded, high-performing

schools, the vast majority of African American students attend schools that are underfunded
and ill equipped to respond to the many needs of young children. In contrast to Westchester’s
reputation for producing high performing students, student performances in districts with high
concentrations of minority groups are lagging. According to a 2004–2005 needs assessment
conducted by the Westchester County Department of Social Services and the Westchester
County Youth Bureau, student performance in Math and English among elementary school
children in communities with families with special needs is competitive among students
attending schools in New York City school districts and their peers in comparable districts in
New York State. However, test scores for Math, English and Science for middle and high
schools are significantly low in school districts with high concentrations of minority students. In
addition, graduation rates in urban centers are below the graduation rates for the county. For
example, according to the Westchester County Department of Planning (2005) the graduation
rate for Westchester is 90%. In contrast, graduation rate for schools in Westchester’s urban
cities are below the county’s rate—Mount Vernon, 61%; Yonkers, 75%; Ossining, 79%; Peekskill,
78%; White Plains, 84% and New Rochelle.

Focus Group and Summit Findings
Participants of the Focus Groups discussed how dramatically different learning
opportunities exist in Westchester and how it is due to disparities in students of color having
access to well qualified teachers, culturally sensitive curriculum, and appropriate class size
and/or placement.

These factors strongly influence the resulting differences in student

achievement. Participants concluded the following:
 There is a tremendous difference in the amount of funding districts spend per pupil.
Although the state funding formula is supposed to equalize the disparities between
districts, the results remain uneven.
 With the high level of poverty rates in Westchester’s urban centers, the educational
needs of students in these districts are significant and divergent.
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 Per pupil expenditures are significantly lower in areas where the needs are the greatest
and unsurprisingly, outcomes are the lowest.
 High-needs students in relatively wealthy districts significantly outperformed high needs
students in poor districts. It appears that access to more resources and interaction with
a more diverse student body promotes better achievement.
The panelists who participated in the Summit outlined current disparities in educational
access, illustrated the relationships between race, educational resources and student
achievement. The panelists proposed the following reforms needed to equalize opportunities
to learn.
A. Integrative school environment—Successful integration requires more than
creating a numerical balance of students at the school level. Discriminating policies in the
areas of tracking ability grouping, special education, and discipline very often creates
segregation within a school even though it is desegregated in the aggregate. In addition to
equitable policies in these areas, creating a truly integrated school requires the creation of
an environment that is welcoming and accepting of all students. Panelists suggested that
integration in schools cannot be accomplished unless the following key components are
included: (i) personal interaction among all students; (ii) student involvement in cooperative
action to achieve mutual goals, (iii) social norms favoring cross-ethnic contact; and (iv)
equal-status contact among all students. Other studies report the benefits of increased
interracial contact, provided students are brought together under conditions of equal status
with an emphasis on common goals, rather than individual and intergroup competition. One
way to accomplish this is to promote extracurricular activities that encourage equitable
interracial contact.
B.

Multi-cultural curriculum—Curriculum is also extremely important. To be

integrated, a school must teach multicultural curricula. Such curricula are designed to
enable students to function in and value the various cultures that exist in the United States.
It requires an assessment of the content of academic programs and, where necessary,
amending this content by integrating information about the perspectives of a variety of
cultures.
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C. Funding equity—Revenue streams for schools in Westchester are complicated and
vary greatly from district to district. The principal sources are 1) local real estate taxes, 2)
state aid to education, and 3) local commercial taxes. Federal funding is relatively evenly
distributed. In each of these revenue streams, there are great anomalies and disparities. Put
together, educational revenue seems inconsistent and capricious. Because property values
vary so greatly between communities, reliance on real estate taxes produces enormous
disparities. Wealthy districts are able to raise far higher revenues than poor districts.
Property owners in districts where income and property values are low, pay a
disproportionate amount of taxes for their local schools.

In spite of high taxes, these

property owners are still unable to raise adequate funds for their schools.
All districts receive funding from the State. Because wealthier districts raise so much
more money from property taxes, state aid is provided disproportionately to poor districts.
The additional state aid, however, does not come close to bridging the gap. Fiscal policies
result in the wealthiest districts ending up with more revenue per student than the poorest
districts. School districts with higher percentages of low-income students of color also tend
to have limited funds available for educating students with special needs. A 1996 report of
the U.S. Department of Education found that the wealthiest school district in the state of
New York spent seven times more money per pupil than the state’s poorest district.
Although the size of such disparities are often mitigated to some extent by state and federal
programs that provide added funding for teaching high need students, such funding tends
to be insufficient to fully address achievement gaps.
D. Reform of State fiscal plan based on “need .”—We have seen how the educational
landscape creates anomalies and imbalances in revenues. Turning to school expenditures,
we find similar inconsistencies and irrationalities. Often schools with the greatest needs get
the fewest resources, while elsewhere large sums are spent that do not improve
educational achievement. The vastly different revenues raised by school districts result in
huge differences in per-pupil expenditures. Lower expenditures translate into substantial
educational disadvantages for Westchester County’s poorest schools. Comparing key
factors reveals the following:
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 Schools in the poorest communities have larger numbers of students than those in
wealthier communities
 The poorest communities have higher student-teacher ratios
 More teachers in the wealthier communities have a Master’s degree as compared to
the poorer communities
 Schools in the wealthier districts have more computers and essential educational
tools compared to the schools poorer districts
 Wealthy districts also provide newer text books, better facilities, more advanced
placement courses, and more specialized classes, such as art and music
 Differences in resources make Westchester County’s poorest and wealthiest schools
very different places.
E. Creating small schools and small class sizes—According to the U.S. Department of
Education, teaches in larger schools are more likely to report serious problems
associated with apathy among students, including tardiness, absenteeism, dropping
out, and drug use. Conversely, the benefits of schools with enrollments of less than 400
offered the following educational advantages for smaller school and classroom sizes:
 Increased potential of students to benefit from rigorous teaching, academic
supports, and higher standards as well as deeper engagements with local
communities.
 Increased intimacy that allows for a stronger bond to be created between the
teacher, student and parent, along with, greater opportunities for students to
develop strong roles in leadership
F.

Maintaining standards for high teacher quality— Another mechanism for

addressing racial disparities in student achievement is through programs that provide
equal access to quality teachers. Studies have found that students perform better in
schools that have higher percentages of fully certified teachers. It has also been found
that teacher education and experience are among the most significant predictors of a
student’s performance. Current data indicates that schools with high percentages of
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students of color and low-income students are less likely to have qualified teachers than
other schools. These segregated schools are more likely to have teachers that did not
major, minor or gain certification in the subject that they are teaching.

These

segregated schools are also more likely to have teachers with fewer years of teaching
experience and teachers that were hired on an emergency basis and thus subjected to
lessened licensing requirements.
F. Measuring the effectiveness of federal and state policies—Consistent with trends in
other areas of policymaking, recent developments in education policy at the federal and
state level have placed strong emphasis on monitoring and accountability. For example,
enacted in 2001 with bipartisan support, the No Child Left Behind Act continues the
federal tradition of targeting federal funds at high need students. In addition this
legislation ties funds to accountability measures for students, schools and districts
predicated on student performance and high stakes tests. In 1995, New York State
adopted its own high stakes tests to determine which students will graduate from high
school.

Recommendations for Reduction and Elimination of Disparities in Education
Participants explored the role of education disparities in schools and its impact on
students. Multicultural, psycho-social and academic issues were addressed and strategies for
the eradication of inequitable policies were recommended. Participants highlighted ways to
identify educational disparities by pointing to test scores, grades, retention/ drop-out rates,
special education placement, gifted programs, extracurricular involvement, tracking and
disciplinary rates. They emphasized how these variables disproportionally impact African
American students. In response to their assessment summit participants offered the following
recommendations:
A. Monitor the equitable distribution of school resources— As a result of a 1995 Court
ruling in favor of the Campaign for Fiscal Equity, the State of New York is mandated to
recognize the right of every child within its jurisdiction to a basic quality education. In
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addition the State’s fiscal policy must be used in ways to ensure students with the
greatest need benefit from federal and state subsidies. In an effort to ensure resource
equity, federal, state and local educational agencies should develop mechanisms to
track and publicly report the distribution of school resources. Sound educational policy
warrants that schools with relatively higher populations of poor and minority students
are provided sufficient educational opportunities to perform on par with other students
in wealthier districts. Earlier decades of unequal expenditures must be reflected and
addressed in state and local resources allocations. Funding formulas should be designed
to remedy the unfair funding disparities of the past. Evidence of greater resource equity
should be measured by academic outcomes for disadvantaged students. State and local
educational agencies should come into full compliance with the existing public reporting
laws and regulations.
B. Create policies that demand all students are taught by qualified teachers and ensure
teachers receive the support necessary to do their jobs effectively—The consensus
among education researchers is that teacher quality is the single most important
determinant of academic success. The evidence shows, for example, that students
whose teachers have been trained in their subjects perform better than students whose
teachers lack subject-matter preparation. Students who experience poor teaching year
after year probably never recover from the learning deficit this imposes on them. High
poverty schools often found in high minority school districts have the least experienced
teachers, the highest percentage of out of field teachers, the highest teacher mobility
rates and the greatest incidence of teachers who use classroom methods found by
research to be ineffective. Equally important, a teacher’s capabilities and motivation can
be undermined by a variety of conditions common to high poverty schools, including
inadequate facilities and learning resources and excessive student-to-teacher ratios.
One possible strategy is for Federal, State and Local educational agencies to use
stronger financial and professional incentives to attract and keep effective teachers,
especially in schools that have large numbers of minority students.

Educational

agencies should establish loan forgiveness programs for college graduates with teaching
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degrees who agree to teach in high poverty schools for a certain number of years. Local
districts should provide effective incentives to retain experienced teachers who have
demonstrated their talents and can mentor new inductees.
C. Ensure policies and practices that promote a racial and culturally diverse school
faculty and administrators—According to the U.S. Department of Commerce, about
one-third of public school students are members of racial or ethnic groups, but teachers
from the same groups make up only 13.5% of the workforce. The National Education
Association predicts that the number of minority teachers will shrink to 5% in the early
part of the century, as racial and ethnic student groups grows to over 50% of the
student population. The problem is particularly acute in low-income and urban areas,
where minority students are making up an increasing proportion of the highest risk
students. Racial and ethnic students make up 69% of the total enrollment in urban
school districts, but only 36% of the teaching force. Improving teacher quality is an
essential element of closing the achievement gap.
D. Improve parent and family engagement— Most experts agree that parent
involvement can be crucial to children’s success in school. Students can be strongly
encouraged by their parents to excel academically. Parents can help with homework,
providing guidance and monitoring of productive uses of free time, and reinforce within
the home values and lessons taught at school. As educators and policymakers
increasingly acknowledge the importance of parent involvement, they must recognize
that they face significant challenges in fostering it. Families in today’s modern society
are increasingly fragmented and harried. Parents face ever-growing demands on their
time, more competition for children’s attention and more economic burdens that force
more of them to work outside the home. Minority parents are even more often
confronted with these conditions.
E. Promote policies that reflect the notion that public schools belong to the
public—Public school administrators as well as the public at-large typically recognize
parents as the primary stakeholder in public education.

Although parents are an

important element, the entire public is owners of public schools. This includes
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representatives from the business sector, government, community-at-large and
education professionals working in public schools. Public dollars pay for public schools
and the public needs to play a greater role in shaping education policy. School policies
need to reflect a new school culture which embraces the notion of the public as owners
versus consumers of public schools. In addition, more needs to be done on the part of
the public to ensure public schools reflect the education goals it has for its children.
Voter turnout in school board elections is low and in urban communities they are
dismal. There needs to be greater accountability on all part of the citizens, for the
delivery of high performing schools that produces high performing students.
F. Promote policies that encourage the redesign of an educational system that
aims for greater countywide equity while allowing communities to make their
own decisions about funding their schools—Although an examination of education
in Westchester County shows a school system with a rich history, it also reveals an
inequitable system handed down over centuries which lack efficiency and flexibility.
The failures and enormous disparities of the school system raise both ethical and
practical concerns. On the one hand, these conditions do not match our values. Such
vast inequity violates our most basic concept of fairness and America’s fundamental
values of equality of opportunity. From a practical standpoint, our failure to meet the
needs of so many students threatens the economic viability of our region. In a post
industrial, high technology society, this county’s economic survival stands or falls on the
talent of its workforce.
It was the consensus of the Summit participants that education must be elevated to the top
of the agenda in our county with an unbound vision to not be restrained by the way it has
always been. As we continue into the 21st century, education plays an increasingly important
role in determining a student’s life chances. Success in education is a key stepping-stone to full
participation in society and economic security. At the same time, having a well-educated
workforce is an important component in maintaining our county’s position in an increasingly
complex and competitive world system. The extent to which our schools are preparing our
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students is a significant success indicator. The extent to which our society prepares minority
youth as the new majority will be a testimony to our Country’s success or demise.
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