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Experts concerned over situation of African Americans


Geneva, 8 Sep (Kanaga Raja) -- The existence of a circle of poverty, inadequate education, limited employment opportunities, problematic access to quality health-care services and structural issues in the administration of justice, in particular incarceration rates, are among the challenges faced by people of African descent in the United States.

 

These and other concerns have been highlighted by a group of experts in its report (A/HRC/15/18) to the United Nations Human Rights Council, which is holding its fifteenth regular session from 13 September to 1 October.

 

In its report following a visit to the United States from 25 to 29 January 2010, the Working Group of experts on people of African descent said that these are not being sufficiently addressed, in a holistic and coordinated manner, at the federal, state and local levels.

 

The experts also said that a perception exists of racism being a thing of the past and that American society is now generally "colour blind". Given this process as well as the unique history of people of African descent in the United States, the experts were concerned by an insufficient recognition in the present day of the influence of the baggage of the past, which necessitates specific institutions and programmes tailored to the situation of people of African descent.

 

Among the concrete measures recommended by the Working Group are the adoption of an anti-discrimination act, the continuation and enhancement of educational initiatives such as magnet and charter schools, the adoption of an appropriate employment quota system in the private sector, the extension of the use of statistics in court proceedings to demonstrate a prima facie presumption of discrimination, measures to address the disproportionate incarceration rates of people of African descent and the discriminatory application of some laws.

 

The Group also recommended greater consultation with African American communities concerning urban development projects that affect them, the establishment of an independent human rights commission, and efforts to ensure to children of African descent all of the rights contained within the Convention on the Rights of the Child.

 

On a positive note, the Working Group members appreciated the very informative and frank discussions they had with Government and civil society representatives and were impressed with the comprehensive way in which attention to the situation of people of African descent is contemplated in all of the Government's programmes to ensure the fundamental rights of its citizens.

 

In the Working Group report, members of the Group found that the challenges faced by people of African descent in the United States related mainly to disproportionately high levels of unemployment, generally lower income levels than the rest of the population, access to education (especially to higher levels of education) and quality of education, problematic access to quality health-care services and the high incidence of certain health conditions, electoral disenfranchisement and structural issues in the administration of justice (in particular incarceration rates).

 

On the issue of employment, the members of the Working Group said that in their meetings with non-governmental organizations (NGOs), they were informed that unemployment is a very serious issue for the Afro-descendant community, with levels of unemployment, proportionately four times higher among this population than in the white community.

 

According to statistical information for 2009 provided in the Working Group's meeting with the Department of Labour, people of African descent were more likely than other groups to experience labour market problems.

 

While they made up 11% of the labour force in 2009, they represented 18% of the unemployed and 25% of the long-term unemployed (persons unemployed for 27 weeks or longer). Also, at 62.4%, people of African descent are less likely to participate in the labour force (persons 16 years and over who are working or looking for work) than whites (65.8%), Asians (66%) or Hispanics (68%).

 

Regarding occupational categories, says the report, the information provided indicated that people of African descent and Hispanics were less likely to be employed in management, professional and related occupations than their white or Asian counterparts and that they were more likely to work in service occupations.

 

Median weekly earnings for wage and salary workers who usually work full time were considerably higher for Asians and whites than for people of African descent and Hispanics.

 

On the issue of access to education, the Working Group said that in meetings with NGOs, the Group's members were told that lack of access to quality education is a major problem for people of African descent in the United States. The NGOs emphasized that more than 50 years after Brown v. Board of Education, many students of colour continue to struggle in inadequate schools.

 

One of the structural reasons for poor access by people of African descent to quality education is that the public schools are funded by the local property taxes and so the poorer neighbourhoods have less revenue to spend on their schools. As people of African descent often live in poorer neighbourhoods, the schools that their children attend often have inferior facilities.

 

On the issue of access to housing, the report notes that systematic discrimination persists in the mortgage lending and insurance markets related to housing. Recent studies by the Department of Housing and Urban Development suggest that one in five individuals of an ethnic or racial minority experiences discrimination during their preliminary search for housing.

 

In their meetings with NGOs, the members of the Working Group were informed that access to affordable housing is a serious problem for many people of African descent and that as neighbourhoods that were traditionally home to large communities of African descent, such as Harlem and Brooklyn in New York, are redeveloped, the African descendent population is being gradually forced to move out due to the now un-affordable cost of living there.

 

The members of the Working Group also found during their meetings that health and access to health care is an issue of great importance to the population of African descent in the United States, particularly to women of African descent.

 

They note that health disparities between people of African descent and the white population continue to be of concern. For example, the age-adjusted death rate for cancer for African Americans was approximately 25% higher than for white Americans in 2001.

 

According to the 2002 report of the Institute of Medicine of the National Academy of Sciences, the vast majority of studies indicated that minorities are less likely than whites to receive needed care, including clinically necessary procedures, in certain types of treatment areas. Disparities were found in treatment for cancer, cardiovascular disease, HIV/AIDS, diabetes, and mental illness, and were also seen across a range of procedures, including routine treatments for common health problems.

 

In a meeting with the Department of Health and Human Services, the members of the Working Group were informed that the particular health problems that are of most concern for people of African descent are obesity, heart disease, infant mortality (which is 2 to 3 times higher for mothers of African descent compared to the white population), diabetes, HIV/AIDS (17 times higher for women of African descent than white women and 7 times higher for men of African descent than white men) and certain cancers (which are 2 times more prevalent in people of African descent than in the white population).

 

The members were also informed that even with access to health services, the health outcomes for people of African descent are inferior to those of the white population. Other disparities include life expectancy: Americans of African descent have a life expectancy of 73 years compared to white Americans' life expectancy of 78 years.

 

With respect to participation in public life, in meetings with NGOs, the members of the Working Group were informed that the disenfranchisement of some voters was a structural issue that disproportionately affected people of African descent and their ability to participate in public life and influence Government.

 

According to those interviewed, at any given time, 5.3 million American citizens are denied the right to vote because of criminal convictions.

Given the racial differences in incarceration rates, Americans of African descent constitute a disproportionately large percentage of this electorally disenfranchised population. In many states, the right to vote is still denied to persons after they have completed their prison sentence.

 

In the United States, nearly 10% of adult Americans of African descent are barred from voting based on criminal convictions. The members of the Working Group were informed that in some states, the number is more than 20% and that in one state, Iowa, more than one-third of all African American citizens have lost the right to vote in this way.

 

On the issue of the administration of justice, the Working Group report notes that in 2004, 3.2% of males of African descent, 1.2% of Hispanic males, and 0.5% of white males in the country were incarcerated in state or federal prisons. Distributions were similar among the female population - the rate for African American females was more than two times higher than the rate for Hispanic females and four times higher than the rate for white females.

 

Overall, the prison population was estimated to be 41% African American, 34% white, 19% Hispanic, and 6% other or two or more races.

 

In meetings with NGOs, the members of the Working Group were informed that the over-representation of people of African descent in the United States as subjects of the criminal justice system and their disproportionately high rate of incarceration compared with the white population is of great concern and demonstrates structural discrimination against them.

 

The Group members were informed that women of African descent are three times more likely to be imprisoned than white women, while men of African descent are six and a half times more likely to be imprisoned than white men. The members were informed that at any one time 11% of all men of African descent in the United States between the ages of 30 and 34 are behind bars.

 

According to the report, one explanation given for the disproportionately high incarceration rate for people of African descent was the discriminatory application of laws. Discrimination was identified by NGOs in terms of perpetrators as well as victims.

 

According to them, black perpetrators are much more likely to be convicted than white perpetrators, and they tend to be punished more severely. Furthermore, it is likely that there will be a difference in convictions and punishment depending on the race or colour of the victim, with generally lower sentences in cases where the victim is black as compared to cases involving white victims.

 

An example of the discriminatory application of laws that was illustrated to the Working Group members was in the area of illegal drug use, in that whereas the available evidence shows that people of African descent use illegal drugs at approximately the same rate as white people, they are 10 times more likely, on a per capita basis, to go to prison for drug-related offences.

 

Another example is that under United States federal law, possession of 5 grams of crack cocaine (a drug associated in the public mind with African Americans) triggers a mandatory minimum sentence of five years in prison.

 

It takes 100 times as much powder cocaine (500 grams) to trigger the same mandatory five-year sentence.

 

Although African Americans constitute about 12% of the United States population, more than 80% of those prosecuted under the crack cocaine mandatory minimum laws are of African descent.

 

In many of the meetings that the members of the Working Group had, particularly with NGOs, poverty was identified as being a particular concern for people of African descent in the country, impacting as it does upon the enjoyment of a host of rights.

 

According to data provided by the Census Bureau for 2008, about 24% of people of African descent were living below the poverty level - considerably higher than the poverty rate for the total population, which was about 13%. About 33.5% of children of African descent lived in poverty, compared to about 18% of the total population.

 

According to the same statistics, in 2008, the median annual income of households of people of African descent was about $35,400. This compares to the median annual income of the total population, which was $52,000, said the Working Group report. 
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