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I agree with so many esteemed Austin voices from 
throughout the community suggesting that this 
time, like no other recently, our city, state and 
nation call for us to exchange in a deeper racial 

truth, promote intra and inter-racial healing and 
foster greater social, educational and economic 

well-being.

"For much of my life, I have recognized race as a 
force in my own life and in our society…and while 
… racism is not the only factor contributing to the 
diminished capacity of ALL people, and especially 

people of color…it is THE factor which so many 
people of power and authority fail to effectively 

recognize, understand and/or address…

Never have I had such an extraordinary 
platform…a combination of high level professional 

authority and a deep personal conviction to not 
only name this societal challenge but mobilize self 
and others to address it. ...I am leading the city in 

learning how to recognize, understand and 
address racism at its various levels: personal, 

institutional, structural and systemic.”   

-Mayor Adler, March 2017



A Letter to the Mayor on Behalf of the Task Force… 
 

Dear Mayor Adler: 

 

On behalf of the Institutional Racism and Systemic Inequities Task Force (the Task Force) and pursuant to 

our charge, we humbly present this report inclusive of a list of recommendations aimed at continuing the 

dismantling of institutional racism and systemic inequities in the Austin region.  We commend your goal to 

create a better Austin—one not plagued by persistent and deep disparities. We whole heartedly join you in 

this work. For in our everyday work in education, we witness all too frequently the devastating and 

compounding impacts of these twin evils. 

 

The Task Force was comprised of an extraordinary collection of concerned citizens who served on either the 

Steering Committee and/or one of the five Working Groups organized in the following sectors: education; 

real estate and housing; health; finance, banking, and industry; and civil and criminal justice.  

 
According to the Austin History Center, as early as 1890 local residents referred to Austin as the City of the 
Violet Crown.  The title is a nod to an atmospheric phenomenon creating violet and red horizontal bands 
visible before sunrise or shortly after sunset.  In 1938, then Congressman Lyndon Baines Johnson, who 
orchestrated the construction of water dams to usher in a wave of manufacturing and helped pass legislation 
to bring the first public housing in the US to Austin, delivered Tarnish of the Violet Crown, a radio address 
focused on the existence of slums, housing, and poverty in Austin.  During that nationwide radio address he 
posed contrasting ideas that demonstrated his pride of Austin as well as deep disappointment when he 
witnessed the plight of many living in Austin:  

 
 “Why, some may ask, should one who is elected to represent this district (District 10) take note of 
such unattractive spots when our city has so much to be proud of?  To those people I will answer 
that no one is more proud of the beauty and attainments of the city of Austin than I.  But for that 
very reason I am unwilling to close my eyes to needless suffering and deprivation which is not only a 
curse to the people immediately concerned, but is also a cancerous blight on the whole community.” 

 
Congressman Johnson recognized the pitfalls of a tale of two cities. A truly great city leaves no one behind.  
Combating poverty and giving even the poor a sense of fairness, respect and dignity would need to be an 
essential piece of his plan to improve Austin. Today, close to a century later, we find ourselves similarly 
situated, appreciating Austin’s prosperity —  2017 Best Place to Live in the United States, U.S. News and 
World Report  — while simultaneously experiencing deep discontent with persistent racial disparities. 
Additionally, there are local, state, and national events calling our community to recognize the stain of 
institutional racism that deprives those immediately impacted and the community as a whole.  Austin cannot 
be a great city if some of its citizens experience the Violet Crown, while too many others do not. Thank you, 
Mayor, for seizing this moment to lead our city in learning how to recognize, understand and address 
institutional racism and systemic inequities. This report from the task force is a step forward on this journey. 
 

After countless hours of great work, including meetings, frank dialogues, reviewing data, training, drafting and 

redrafting and contemplation, the Working Groups submitted their draft recommendations to the Steering 

Committee.  Thereafter, with additional input from the Steering Committee, the Working Group Co-chairs, 

the core team and a team of writers compiled the recommendations into this report. As per your request, we 

included every recommendation by the Working Groups in this final report to ensure diversity of thought. 

 

 

 



As you read through this report, you will notice common themes, such as: 

 Interrelationship among racism in the five sector areas. For example, institutional racism in education 

can impact an individual’s ability to obtain a livable-wage paying job, which effects one’s ability to 

obtain safe housing, which in turn can contribute to poor health outcomes. 

 Institutional racism and systemic inequities are not myths. Evidence of their impact exists in each of 

the five sector areas. 

 Historic and current data disaggregated by race is often incomplete.  Additional data, collection and 

assessment tools, and benchmarking are necessary to become smarter dismantling racism.     

 The need to continue to encourage and appreciate public and private champions of social justice 

where they live, work, and play.  

 The need to move from a collection of isolated and random diversity and inclusion acts to regional 
inclusive, coordinated, purposeful, interdependent, and strategic actions, so that we achieve a 
collective impact.  

 

As noted by each Working Group, this journey will involve concurrent work at three levels—individual, 

organizational and structural; and must begin with a commitment from all other elected officials, along with 

CEO’s, executive directors, and other inhabitants of the C-Suite.  Collectively, we must all make the personal 

investment to: 

 Engage in personal soul searching;  

 Commit to life-long intensive training; 

 Learn how to have courageous conversations about race; 

 Develop a deeper consciousness and more expansive literacy about the impact of race in personal 

life; 

 Commit to act as agent of change to de-institutionalize racism and eliminate racial disparities in ATX; 

and 

 Build on work of previous and current courageous activists. 

 

To be clear, this report is not the end, but rather a continuum, or next phase of building on the great and 

sacrificial history of work led by many talented others, some of whom contributed to this current report. 

Many of these recommendations are not new. It is our fervent hope that what is new is for the community to 

garner political will and resources necessary to move them from talk to action.  

 

Further, as discussed in greater detail in the Next Steps section, in order for this racial equity work to be 

transformational and sustainable, we stand committed to continue our membership on a team charged to 

proceed to the implementation phase.  As an example of work proposed for completion in the next phase, we 

invite Austin regional leaders in K-12 and higher education, business and government to participate in 

Beyond Diversity training.  Furthermore, we highly recommend that all executive leaders in the region 

conduct an internal racial equity audit/assessment to determine the presence of institutional racism in their 

respective organizations.  Both training and assessment are essential to our pledge for continued partnership 

with you and others as we enhance Austin’s racial intelligence and create a city where race is no longer a 

predictor of one's educational, housing, health, economic, or justice status.  

 
 
 
 
 



The members Task Force look forward to partnering with you to lead the city in recognizing, understanding, 
discussing and addressing racism at all levels. Finally, we would like to give a heartfelt thanks to members of 
the Steering Committee and Working Groups who passionately and tirelessly committed their time and 
talents to this work.  
 
Now, the even harder work begins – implementation.  We are encouraged and committed, and look forward 
to Austin becoming a center of excellence for equity – a true Violet Crown. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Colette Pierce Burnette                 Paul Cruz  
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