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Good morning.  

It is good to be here this morning and see so much interest in addressing one of the fundamental 
issues facing our community: poverty and its impact...not only those who may be poor at a given 
moment in time, but all of us. 

I thank Hope in the Cities and Virginia Center for Inclusive Communities for organizing this 
event and inviting the City to participate as a partner. I am also heartened that we have the 
participation this morning of Supervisor Tyrone Nelson from Henrico County, as well as School 
Board representative Ms. Carrie Coyner of Chesterfield County.  

Today’s event is a testament to the difference that citizens, working together with policymakers, 
can make. 

Five years ago this month, the “Unpacking the Census” event was held. It was at that event that I 
announced the formation of the Mayor’s Anti-Poverty Commission. The Commission consisted 
of about fifty civic leaders and residents from a diversity of backgrounds. They were given a 
herculean task: work together to not only understand poverty in Richmond, but to develop 
realistic strategies for serious change. 

The work of that Commission, the work of the subsequent Maggie L. Walker Initiative for 
Expanding Opportunity and Fighting Poverty, and the work of many members of my 
Administration has not been in vain. 

What we have started in the City of Richmond over the past two years with the formation of the 
Office of Community Wealth Building has already been recognized nationally as a promising 
model for implementing a holistic approach to poverty reduction working across all the key 
sectors—employment, housing and education. 

More importantly, the work undertaken by the Office of Community Wealth Building and its 
partners has the potential to change this City—as well as our metropolitan area and the 
Commonwealth of Virginia itself.   

Richmond is a resurgent City, but it is not yet a City in which everyone is thriving. One quarter 
of us live in poverty, and that includes two out of every five children. And we all need to 
understand that this is no accident—it’s the result of policy decisions made generations ago to 
cement in place the patterns of segregation that have defined our City’s history for so long. 
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No one would create a capital region like that today. If we could start from scratch today, people 
would be horrified at the idea of creating a region where people are separated by race and class. 
No one today would create a region in which almost all the public housing is packed into one 
part of one jurisdiction. No one today would create a region in which jobs are spread out, but the 
bus lines barely stretch beyond the capital city.  

I’d like to think that no one today would create a region with so many economic and social cards 
in the deck stacked against the capital city. But that is the challenge that I face as Mayor and that 
every future Richmond elected official will face: how to tackle these basic structural problems 
that have extended severe poverty in our capital city, generation after generation.  

The problem is so immense that most would shrink from it. But Richmond embraces our 
problems. We’ve been deliberate and realistic. We understand that simply throwing money at 
programs won’t work. When I created the Mayor’s Anti-Poverty Commission, I challenged our 
citizen volunteers to do more than simply come up with a few recommendations for a handful of 
new initiatives.  

Instead, I charged them with developing a comprehensive strategy to begin overcoming the 
structural barriers to prosperity in Virginia’s capital city, piece by piece.  

It quickly became clear that it just doesn’t work to talk about one aspect of the problem in the 
absence of the whole picture. It is about employment, it is about education, it is about better 
housing, but it’s not about any ONE of those things alone. It’s about everything, together. 

We also realized that we could no longer simply wait for help from somewhere else to start 
changing the situation—we had to start with making changes ourselves. We may not always like 
the policies that come down from the federal government, or that have come down from the 
General Assembly going back generations, and we may wish we had more money and help from 
them. But we’re banking on something else. OUR strategy is to figure out how we do better with 
what we have—both as a local government, and as a capital city.  

Moreover, we’ve also learned that the more we work to be smarter with what we already have, 
and the more collaboration we build to tackle complex problems, the more support we’ll earn. 

Along the way, we also discovered that it’s not quite good enough just to be against poverty. We 
have to be FOR something. And we’re FOR building wealth in the community--in a way that 
empowers people, that encourages responsibility and initiative, and that leads to truly inclusive 
economic development. That’s what we mean by community wealth building. We also 
understand that we need only look to our own history, to the example set by Maggie L. Walker, 
to remind ourselves that a remarkable Richmonder has already shown us the way. 

Finally, we realized that building wealth and reducing poverty is a long-term proposition. So 
what’s most important is to create a structure and platform for sustainable change, and to build 
support from every corner of the City, among people who are rich, poor, and middle class alike.  
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You can’t undo 400 years of history overnight. So we created an Office of Community Wealth 
Building, and City Council voted to make it a permanent part of city government. We needed a 
team to lead a coordinated approach tackling employment, housing, and education at the same 
time. We needed a team that could promote effective collaboration inside the government and 
with our partners in the Public School system, the Richmond Redevelopment and Housing 
Authority, and many more. We needed a team that could drive positive community change, 
engaging both grassroots leaders in our neighborhoods and institutional leaders who can make 
things happen.  

Let me say it again: this is not a strategy that aims at marginal change.  

We have set big goals. I have set forth a path to reduce poverty by 40% by the year 2030, 
including a 50% reduction in child poverty.   

That is hugely ambitious. We can’t afford not to be.  

Let’s imagine what that Richmond of 2030 could look like if we achieved our goals.  

Richmond would become a city in which schools have greater economic diversity and kids come 
to school less stressed and better rested because parents are working and their home is stable. A 
city in which every kid of modest means grows up not only being told there’s an American 
Dream out there somewhere, but they can see it and touch it by living in neighborhoods where 
people are working and there are examples of success, and can also know that it’s for him or her 
too because the community has established a scholarship fund to help all Richmond graduates 
attend to college. It’s a Richmond where you can find a job—and get there on the bus. And it’s a 
Richmond where if you can’t find a job on your own, you can find the support services to help 
you find one, or get the skills you need to find one. And it’s a Richmond where more people are 
working and earning, so more revenue is coming in, and we have more room to meet all our 
needs, from education to infrastructure.  

Later this morning you will be hearing from Dr. Thad Williamson, who will fill in some of the 
details on the work of the Office of Community Wealth Building and the specific strategies it is 
employing. But I can summarize the ambition in one sentence: We want to help 10,000 
Richmond families escape poverty, one family at a time. 

That ambition is stated not as an unrealistic promise, but a challenge to the entire community. 
How serious are we in fact about changing long-standing patterns that have perpetuated an 
unequal tale of two cities? The fact that we now have a dedicated Office to fighting poverty is 
important, and the fact that we have committed to clear goals and established measures of 
progress is also significant. But we also need the help, support, engagement and yes resources of 
the entire community. And yes, we need the engagement and commitment of our regional 
neighbors and the Commonwealth of Virginia as well.  
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We have to make the commitment that we can and will get this work done. We have to get out of 
the habit of saying “no we can’t do this” and create a Richmond where we know and believe we 
can. It’s easy to be a naysayer in this town. What’s harder is actually making real change and 
solving real problems. That’s what we have started to do with respect to overcoming poverty and 
building community wealth. When this City and this community unify behind this effort, we can 
heal our city and bring real hope to all our citizens.  

And in the 40 years since I came to Richmond to go to college, I’ve never been more hopeful 
about Richmond’s future. 
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