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LAST KERNER COMMISSION MEMBER 
HAUNTED, HOPEFUL ON RACE IN US
  By Russell Contreras    Associated Press  

Nearly 50 years after the Kerner Commission studied the 
causes of deadly riots in America’s cities, its last surviving mem-
ber says he remains haunted that its recommendations on U.S. 
race relations and poverty were never adopted.

But former U.S. Sen. Fred Harris of Oklahoma also said he’s 
hopeful those ideas will be embraced one day, and he’s encour-
aged by Black Lives Matter and other social movements.

In an interview with The Associated Press, the 86-year-old 
Harris said he still feels strongly that poverty and structural rac-
ism enflame racial tensions, even as the United States becomes 
more diverse.

“Today, there are more people in America who are poor ‚Äî 
both in numbers and greater percentage,” Harris told the AP 
from his home in Corrales, New Mexico. “And poor people 
today are poorer than they were then. It’s harder to get out of 
poverty.”

The nation’s poverty rate was 14.2 percent in 1967 compared 
to 14 percent last year, according to the U.S. Census.

And despite five decades of civil rights and voting rights 
advancements, cities and schools “have re-segregated,” Harris 
said. He cited recent federal data that showed the number of 
poor schools with mainly Latino and black students more than 
doubled from 2001 to 2014.

The resulting tensions sometimes play out in clashes with 
police, as seen recently in St. Louis, Baltimore and Charlotte, 
North Carolina.

Only by getting the general population concerned about 
racial disparity, poor housing and proper job training will the 
United States finally tackle the underlying causes of the urban 
riots of the 1960s and the police-minority tensions of today, 
Harris said.

“We can help people to see that we didn’t solve these prob-
lems,” Harris said. “No, they are still with us, and in some ways, 
poverty is worse.”

Of the Kerner Commission’s members, who included for-
mer Illinois Gov. Otto Kerner, New York Mayor John Lindsay 
and U.S. Sen. Edward W. Brooke of Massachusetts, only Harris 
remains.

The late President Lyndon Johnson created the 11-member 
commission in 1967 as Detroit was engulfed in a raging riot. 
Five days of violence would leave 33 blacks and 10 whites 
dead, and more than 1,400 buildings burned. More than 7,000 
people were arrested.

During the summer, more than 150 cases of civil unrest 
erupted across the United States.

With other commission members, Harris toured riot-torn 
cities and interviewed black and Latino residents and white 
police officers. Harris and his colleagues soon discovered that 
as black residents from the South moved into urban centers, 
white residents moved out and so did high-playing employment 
opportunities.

“Over and over, we were told, ‘we want jobs, baby,’ Harris 
said.

The panel concluded that the nation should spend billions 
revitalizing struggling cities, improving police relations and end-
ing housing and job discrimination.

But amid the Vietnam War and anti-war protest, Johnson 
refused to meet with the commission. Johnson concluded the 
report would “ruin” him and that commission members didn’t 
give his “Great Society” programs enough credit, Harris said.

“That was false,” Harris said, arguing that the report gave 
Johnson credit for tackling poverty and wasn’t aimed at hurt-
ing him.

Nonetheless, the report, released March 1, 1968, became a 
best seller and a classic study on poverty and racial inequality 
in the U.S.

Eric Tang, an African and African Diaspora Studies pro-
fessor at the University of Texas, said that before the Kerner 
Commission report, no government document had explicitly 
named institutional, systemic racism as an underlying cause of 
black unrest in the U.S.

“These issues haven’t gone away, because many of the key 
recommendations weren’t implemented,” Tang said.

After President Richard Nixon took office, the focus shifted 
to increased policing in cities and confining the poverty there, 
Tang said.

In recent years, high-profile police shootings of unarmed 
black and Latino men have sparked multiple urban racial con-
flicts, protests and calls for police reforms.

Last year, then-San Francisco 49ers quarterback Colin 
Kaepernick began taking a knee during the National Anthem 
before football games to protest the shooting of black men by 
police. Other NFL players joined, prompting President Donald 
Trump to declare that any football player who continued to do 
so should be fired.

Ronnie Dunn, an Urban Studies professor at Cleveland 
State University, said since many of the issues remain around 
racial inequality, the Kerner Commission “could have well been 
written in 2017.”

“Until America actually gets the political will to sustain its 
efforts to address the history and the legacy and segregation in 
the country our democracy ... is not guaranteed to succeed,” 
Dunn said. “We’re a more diverse society now.”

The Kerner Commission also criticized news coverage of the 
disturbances, saying “news organizations have failed to commu-
nicate to both their black and white audiences a sense of the 
problems America faces and the sources of potential solutions.” 
It also criticized the national media’s then racial makeup.

Several African-American journalists speaking at the ASNE-
APME News Leadership Conference in Washington, D.C., said 
the media still have some of the same problems in covering 
issues like Black Lives Matter.

“We learn from history that we do not learn from history,” 
said Charlayne Hunter-Gault, an award winning journalist who 
was the first African-American woman to enroll at the Univer-
sity of Georgia.

Harris is working on a book on the 50th anniversary of the 
Kerner Commission’s report, to be released in March.

“I think if we can get people to see that these problems are 
still with us,” Harris said, “that it’s in the interests of all of us, 
to do something about it.”

MOST DON’T WANT 
YOUNG IMMIGRANTS 
DEPORTED
    By Adriana Gomez Licon & Emily Swanson    Associated Press  

Just 1 in 5 Americans want to deport young 
immigrants brought to the United States as 
children and now here illegally, the focus of a 
politically fraught debate between the White 
House and Congress.

Americans also have largely negative opin-
ions about President Donald Trump’s signa-
ture immigration pledge to build a wall along 
the entire U.S.-Mexico border, according to a 
new poll by The Associated Press-NORC Cen-
ter for Public Affairs Research. Just under half 
‚Äî 49 percent ‚Äî oppose construction, while 
32 percent support it.

On Sunday, Trump told lawmakers his hard-
line immigration priorities, including the wall, 
must be approved if he is to go along with 
protecting the young immigrants from deporta-
tion.

About 800,000 young immigrants had been 
given a deportation reprieve under President 
Barack Obama’s Deferred Action for Child-
hood Arrivals, also known as DACA, until 
Trump ended the program last month. He’s 
given Congress six months to act.

About 60 percent of Americans favor 
allowing those young immigrants, commonly 
referred as “Dreamers,” to stay in the U.S. legal-
ly, compared to 22 percent who are opposed. 
Just 19 percent of respondents say all these 
childhood arrivals should be deported.

Sixty-eight percent of Hispanics, 61 percent 
of blacks and 57 percent of whites favor extend-
ing protections. Eight in 10 Democrats favor 
allowing the young immigrants to stay legally. 
So do more than 4 in 10 Republicans.

“For the ones who are already here, there 
should be a way for them to stay because it 
wasn’t their fault,” said Nik Catello, a 57-year-
old independent film producer from Orange 
County, California. “But you have to give them 
a path to citizenship.”

Showing sympathy for the young immigrants 

does not always translate into softer views 
on immigration. Catello, for example, favors 
the construction of a wall along the Mexican 
border.

Among those who favor a border wall, 38 
percent also favor allowing “Dreamers” to stay.

“What you see is growing support within 
the voters overall in giving Dreamers a path 
to citizenship,” said Todd Schulte, president 
of FWD.us, an immigration advocacy group 
founded by Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg. 
“Giving Dreamers the ability to earn citizen-
ship is the most popular bipartisan, not just 
immigration, issue, the single most united issue 
in the country.”

When Trump ordered the phase-out of the 
DACA program last month, he gave 150,000 
young immigrants the chance to quickly renew 
permits that are to expire before March 5. Offi-
cials say that more than 35,000 didn’t make 
his Oct. 5 deadline. And many others will see 
their status begin expiring after March 5, unless 
Congress acts before then.

Trump suggested at the time that he was 
eager for a deal to settle the matter, telling 
reporters, “I have a love for these people and 
hopefully now Congress will be able to help 
them and do it properly.” He also tweeted 
that if Congress was unwilling to find a fix, he 
would “revisit this issue!” in six months.

Trump had previously said he wanted a 
DACA deal to include significant money for 
border security and eventual funding for the 
wall. But the priorities released by the White 
House this week went far beyond that.

The White House’s demands include limit-
ing green cards to spouses and minor chil-
dren of U.S. citizens and lawful permanent 
residents, hiring 10,000 more immigration 
enforcement officers and making it easier to 
deport unaccompanied children. The White 
House says the measures are to soften the 

impact on the U.S. caused by granting benefits 
to DACA recipients.

Carolyn Kurtz, a 62-year-old retired engineer 
from Monument City, Colorado, who wants 
protections for young immigrants, said Trump 
hasn’t done “the research necessary” on immi-
gration.

“Do I believe that immigration should be 
more carefully monitored and maybe limited? 
Yes. But the way he wants to go about it is not 
the way to do it,” Kurtz said. She called the 
president’s stance “very close-minded.”

Two-thirds of Americans ‚Äî 64 percent 
‚Äî say they disapprove of Trump’s handling 
of immigration, and a similar percentage ‚Äî 
65 percent ‚Äî say the same of his handling 
of foreign policy. Both of those are similar to 
Trump’s overall approval rating.

The poll also revealed more Americans favor 
than oppose another aspect of Trump’s immi-
gration policy ‚Äî his latest travel ban. Forty-
four percent favor it compared to 37 percent 
who say they are against the new rules.

In September, the administration announced 
the most recent restrictions which affect citi-
zens of Chad, Iran, Libya, North Korea, Soma-
lia, Syria, and Yemen ‚Äî and some Venezuelan 
government officials and their families. They 
are to go into effect Oct. 18. It was the admin-
istration’s third try at limiting travel after a 
broader ban sparked chaos in January and was 
challenged in courts across the country.

The AP-NORC poll of 1,150 adults was con-
ducted Sept. 28-Oct. 2 using a sample drawn 
from NORC’s probability-based AmeriSpeak 
panel, which is designed to be representative of 
the U.S. population. The margin of sampling 
error for all respondents is plus or minus 4.1 
percentage points.

Respondents were first selected randomly 
using address-based sampling methods, and 
later interviewed online or by phone.
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