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ABOUT US
Arkansas Black Vitality (ABV) is a statewide, Black-owned lifestyle magazine that is focused 
on the life, health, news, events, people, issues and information of importance to the Black 
community. ABV's goal is to be the place to go— in print, web, digital or social—about what is 
going on within the Black community in the Natural State.

ABV will be hand-delivered, free of 
charge, to targeted rural and urban 
locations across Arkansas' Black 
footprint, including churches, businesses, 
organizations and "Black Carpet" events. 
Our magazine will also be distributed to 
locations in the broader Little Rock area.

We will also offer a free digital copy of 
our magazine at ArkansasBlackVitality.
com and offer paid subscriptions to our 
readers who want to receive ABV by mail 
each month.

We embrace Life. We promote Healthy lifestyles. 
We love Community.
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The new year is here and so is Arkansas Black Vitality magazine. We are walking into 2023 
super charged to bring inspiring stories about Black life into print from across the state. 
Stories from South Arkansas to the Delta to Northwest Arkansas to Central Arkansas. 
We want our readers to be inspired by Black entrepreneurs, musicians, authors, health 
professionals, educators, and farmers.

We are super committed to educate Arkansans about health issues that plague African 
Americans while pursuing to live a healthier lifestyle. We want this publication to be a 
vehicle to help bring facts on health issues told through the testimonials of everyday 
Arkansans. With each issue, we strive to be the trusted messenger for readers who seek 
ways to combat COVID-19 and understand the importance of vaccines. 

We are super focused on delivering a publication that is vital to the Black community and 
a trustworthy source for its readers. Arkansas Black Vitality is a tangible product that tells 
our story and amplifies our voice, and we are honored to bring it to life to you!

Many thanks, 
Debrah Mitchell 
Executive Editor
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Members of the Arkansas Black 
Mayors Association (ABMA) are set 
to receive a $95.9 million investment 
for nineteen watershed projects that 
will transform Black-led communi-
ties across the state. 

The association in partnership 
with the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture’s (USDA) Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NCRS) 
submitted a funding request for 
infrastructure projects in Arkansas 

over a year ago. Under the Infra-
structure Investment and Jobs Act 
approved by Congress in November 
2021, NRCS received $918 million in 
funding for three USDA watershed 
programs.

ARKANSAS BLACK MAYORS   
TRANSFORMING BLACK-LED ARKANSAS CITIES AND TOWNS 

WITH $96 MILLION INFRASTRUCTURE INVESTMENT
By Debrah Mitchell

“The Watershed Project is a 
game changer for the communities 
receiving funding,” said Association 
Executive Director Frank Bateman. 
ABMA was established in 1972 to 
help develop, grow, and sustain 
Black mayors. Currently, there are 55 
Black mayors in 27 counties.  “As we 
viewed pictures of these communi-
ties, we realized the importance and 
need to get the application com-
pleted and funded,” he said.

The funding represents a sig-
nificant investment of discretionary 
appropriations for these programs 
and the allotted funding they 

receive through the federal Farm 
Bill. Initial project funding selec-
tions were made in January 2022, 
but NRCS has continued accepting 
funding requests on a rolling basis 
as long as funds are available.

The initial investment included 
$420 million for 132 infrastructure 
projects in 31 states, including the 
ABMA projects in Arkansas. “This 
historic award targets historically 
underserved communities with 
stormwater runoff and flooding 
issues. The project for these cities 
will have a significant and critical 
impact on the residents that experi-

ence regular or flash flooding in their 
homes, yards, and neighborhood 
streets, said ABMA President Ethan 
Dunbar, mayor of Lewisville in south 
Arkansas. 

“We hope this is the beginning 
of future funding to alleviate these 
conditions in areas that never 
seemed to make the funding cut in 
the past. These underserved com-
munities deserve these resource 
allocations as much as any other 
areas of their community.” As part 
of this investment, NRCS is working 
with ABMA, East Arkansas Enter-
prise Community, conservation dis-
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ARKANSAS NEWS TIDBITS

Sharon Lanier named executive 
director for Delta Dental 
Foundation in Arkansas 

Delta Dental of Arkansas has pro-
moted Sharon Lanier, Ph.D., to Execu-
tive Director of the Delta Dental 
of Arkansas Foundation, effective 
immediately. She previously served 
as the interim director. 

As head of the foundation, Sharon 
will spearhead statewide partner-
ships to develop long-term programs 
and initiatives to prevent severe oral 
health issues and avoid costly inter-
ventions later on. The Foundation 
donates an average of $1 million each 
year to Arkansas non-profits, gov-
ernment organizations and schools 
to support oral health education 
and dental disease and prevention 
projects. Arkansas ranks among the 
bottom five states in dental health. 

"With her strategic vision, keen 
analytical skills and passion for 
philanthropy, Sharon has already 
opened new doors and strengthened 
the impact of both Delta Dental of 
Arkansas and the Foundation," said 
Kristin Merlo, President & CEO of 
Delta Dental of Arkansas. "Her future 
contributions will further acceler-
ate our mission to improve the oral 
health of all Arkansans." 

Through its business and phil-
anthropic operations, Delta Dental 
of Arkansas is deeply committed 
to advancing the oral health and 
well-being of Arkansans. It facilitates 
access to dental care by offering 
affordable insurance rates, main-
taining the state's largest network 
of participating providers and fully 
funding its own Foundation to serve 
low-income, uninsured residents. It 

directs a significant proportion of 
net income from operations annually 
to the Foundation, a total of more 
than $25 million since its inception in 
2008. 

The Foundation has served as 
the primary funder of a multi-year 
community water fluoridation effort, 
which was mandated by Act 197 by 
the Arkansas Legislature in 2011 as 
a cavity-prevention measure. As a 
result, more than 90% of Arkansans 
have access to optimally fluoridated 
tap water compared to the national 
average of 75%. 

It has since expanded its focus to 
collaborate with local and statewide 
organizations to develop strategic, 
systemic solutions that increase 
access to dental care, advance oral 
health equity and strengthen com-
munities across Arkansas. 

"I am grateful for the opportunity 
to lead the Foundation's efforts in 
creating transformational change in 
oral health for Arkansans.," Sharon 
said. "Delta Dental is uniquely posi-
tioned to address the oral health 
disparity in our state, and I am com-
mitted to integrating learning and 
sharing through community partner-
ships into the Foundation's organiza-
tional strategy." 

A 10-year veteran of the non-profit 
sector, Sharon joined the Foundation 
in early 2021 as a community impact 
analyst. Previously, she held a leader-
ship position in community partner-
ship development with the American 
Heart Association. Sharon earned a 
bachelor's degree in broadcast jour-
nalism from UA LR, a master's degree 
in psychology from the University of 
Phoenix and a doctorate in interdisci-
plinary leadership studies from UCA. 
She is also a graduate of Leadership 
Greater Little Rock, Class XXXII; a 
board member of Just Communities 
of Arkansas, and a Racial & Cultural 
Diversity Commissioner for the City 
of Little Rock. She lives in Little Rock 
with her husband and sons. 

Delta Dental of Arkansas is the 
largest dental benefits provider in 
the state, helping more than 800,000 
Arkansans keep their smiles healthy 
through commercial and Medic-
aid coverage. As a not-for-profit 
company, Delta Dental is commit-
ted to improving the oral health of 

Arkansans through the philanthropic 
efforts of its Foundation, which 
donated more than $3 million to 
support oral health education initia-
tives in the last three years. For more 
information, visit  
www.deltadentalar.com. 

Walmart debuts new 
“Pardon My Fro” hair-
care line founded by 
New York-based entre-
preneur

Pardon My Fro, an exclusive lifestyle 
brand of clothing, accessories and 
chic home decor crafted specifically 
for women proud of their hair and 
heritage, debuted its first haircare line 
exclusively with Walmart on Feb. 13.

Founded by entrepreneur and self-
taught graphic designer Dana Bly, 
the six SKU collection of fresh, clean-
scented hair products were developed 
and formulated for hair types up to 
4C. The packaging color is Ms. Bly’s 
signature vibrant green and features 
her original and funky illustrations on 
each item.

“I am so excited to share Pardon My 
Fro with Walmart customers,” said Bly. 
“Hair is a huge part of black culture, 
and this line caters to the unique 
needs women of color when they con-
dition and style their hair.”

The Hair & Scalp Oil stimulates and 
nourishes your scalp with almond, 
avocado, and Jojoba oil. Edge Boss 
controls, holds, and smooths hair 
with Biotin, the B7 vitamin known to 
stimulate hair’s keratin production. 
The Curl Enhancer Cream, infused 
with Shea Butter, Aloe Leaf Juice, 
and Castor Seed Oil, purifies, revives, 

By The Arkansas Black Vitality Staff 

tricts, and others on these projects.
USDA’s Natural Resources Con-

servation Service (NRCS) Chief Terry 
Cosby made the announcement con-
cerning the Arkansas projects at the 
Forrest City Civic Center in April 2022 
before visiting one of the project 
sites in Marianna. These projects 
include rehabilitating dams, flood 
prevention, and watershed restora-
tion projects, and they are part of the 
Biden administration’s implementa-
tion of the Bipartisan Infrastructure 
Law (BIL), building on a $166 million 
nationwide investment announced 
earlier this year.

“These investments will help 
protect communities and their 
residents here in Arkansas that are 
impacted by floods, natural disasters, 
and other watershed-scale resource 
concerns,” Cosby said. “For example, 
our project here will benefit three 
communities with residents who not 
only faced socioeconomic challenges 
but those from flooding and the 
other impacts of severe weather. This 
project and others across Arkansas 
will create a more climate-resilient 
future and will help these communi-
ties thrive in the years to come.

As part of this project, NRCS is 
also working with communities of 
the Helena-West Helena, Lake View, 
Marvell, Forrest City, Haynes, Mari-

anna, Hughes, Jennette, Pine Bluff, 
and Camden for potential PL-566 
projects, where flooding has caused 
significant problems for these his-
torically underserved communities, 
including deteriorating highways, 
streets, and bridges. These projects 
aim to alleviate flooding of subur-
ban and rural homes, cropland, and 
grazing lands as well as improve wild-
life habitat and water quality.

“These projects create good-
paying jobs and improve economies 
in rural America. USDA offers several 
watershed programs that help com-
munities rebuild after natural disas-
ters and build resilience,” said Mike 
Sulivan, Arkansas state conservation-
ist. “We encourage communities to 
connect with their local NRCS office 
to learn more about Watershed 
Program assistance.”

As noted, NRCS received $918 
million of BIL funding to allocate 
through its watershed programs. 
In addition, NRCS is also using the 
Watershed Rehabilitation Program 
(REHAB) to upgrade existing NRCS 
dams and the Emergency Watershed 
Program (EWP) to help communities 
recover from natural disasters. 

NRCS officials said the USDA will 
continue assisting communities as 
they receive disaster requests. The 
federal agency is currently review-

ing additional requests and compil-
ing a third round of BIL watershed 
funding as funds are available. ABMA 
is working closely with each member 
community to provide proper assis-
tance, including Camden, Dumas, 
El Dorado, Eudora, Altheimer, Bly-
theville, Cotton Plant, Forest City, 
Haynes, Marianna, Fountain Hill, 
Fulton, Hughes, Jennette, Madison, 
Menifee, Pine Bluff, Stamps, Lewis-
ville, Turrell, and Wilmot.

“If we are blessed to receive full 
funding for construction, we have 
a number of areas that will benefit 
greatly,” commented Lincoln Barnett, 
mayor of Hughes, a small commu-
nity of little more than 1,000 resi-
dents about 30 miles from Memphis. 
“Two areas of high priority are the 
Kinney and Ridgecrest subdivisions 
in Hughes. Both areas are known 
to flood heavily during heavy rains. 
These improvements would relieve 
those residents from having flooded 
yards and standing water near their 
home during those heavy rains.”

In September, ABMA celebrated 
its 50th Anniversary gala where it 
honored current and former Black 
mayors for their servant leadership 
in communities throughout Arkan-
sas. A year ago, AMBA member and 
Little Rock Mayor Frank Scott Jr., was 
sworn in as the ongoing president of 
the African American Mayors Associ-
ation (AAMA). Today, the Washington, 
D.C.-based organization exclusively 
represents over 500 African Ameri-
can mayors across the U.S. 

ABMA President Ethan Dunbar

The Arkansas Black Mayors Association has received federal funding to address infrastructure needs 
across the state, including the after-effects of flooding in Hughes, Ark.
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U.S. Air Force selects Howard 
University to lead Department 
of Defense science research 
partnership

The U.S. Department of the Air 
Force has selected Howard Univer-
sity as the first Historically Black 
College or University (HBCU) to lead 
a University Affiliated Research 
Center. The center will be focused 
on tactical autonomy technology 
for military systems, and Howard 
University will receive $12 million per 
year for five years to fund research, 
faculty, and students. 

"Autonomous systems make our 
military faster, smarter, and more 
combat-credible," said U.S. Secre-
tary of Defense Lloyd Austin, the 
nation’s first Black Pentagon chief. 
"They equip commanders with the 
best possible information to support 
life-and-death decisions. And I 
have no doubt that the advance-
ments coming out of Howard's new 
research center will do even more to 
protect our most precious asset- our 
men and women in uniform." 

The Department of Defense (DoD) 
currently has 14 university-affiliated 
research centers. Such centers 
provide dedicated facilities and share 
space with Defense Department 
officials and industrial participants to 
conduct basic, applied, and technol-
ogy demonstration research. 

"We need a team of decision-
makers, researchers, scientists, 
engineers, and leaders who are com-
mitted to security and liberty and 
are excited to work on some of the 
world's most important problems. 
If those with the intent to preserve 
peace don’t solve these technical 
challenges first, those with malign 
intent will acquire a significant 
advantage," said Air Force Secretary 
Frank Kendall. “This is a momentous 
historic occasion for the Department 
of the Air Force, the Department of 
Defense, and Howard University. "  

In leading the DoD initiative, 

Howard's primary mission will be to 
establish or maintain the essential 
engineering, research, or develop-
ment capability in the field of tacti-
cal autonomy in support of critical 
Air Force and Pentagon missions.   
Howard will lead a consortium of 
HBCUs that include Jackson State 
University, Tuskegee University, 
Hampton University, Bowie State 
University, Norfolk State University, 
Delaware State University, Florida 
Memorial University, and Tougaloo 
College.

Specific desired outcomes will be 
higher matriculation rates of gradu-
ates with autonomy and related 
education and skills and research 
products enabled by additional 
capacity built in the schools.

"We are excited to learn from the 
great minds at Howard University 
and see what they'll bring to the 
Department of the Air Force," said 
Dr. Victoria Coleman, chief scien-
tist of the Air Force. "Their motto is 
'Excellence in Truth and Service' and 
I know we will see that excellence in 
their scientific research and develop-
ment work."  

The Department of the Air Force, 
along with the Air Force Research 
Laboratory, is partnering with 
Howard University to:

•	 Establish and maintain 
essential research and devel-
opment capabilities for the 
Department of the Air Force to 
deliver operationally relevant 
autonomy.

•	 Advance the field of autonomy 
by focusing on the Secretary 
of the Air Force's Operational 
Imperatives.

•	 Generate robust Research 
& Development efforts with 
HBCUs that is expected to 
build institutional research 
capacity to a research classifi-
cation of "very-high-research 
activity" in the Carnegie Clas-
sification of Institutions of 
Higher Education.

•	 Grow and diversify the avail-
able pool of scientists and 
engineers to support the 
Department and establish a 
source of organic technical 
excellence. 

•	 Seed a unique science, 
research, and development 
ecosystem of small and large 
businesses, academia, and the 
Department of Defense

A-State alums create $50,000 
endowment fund for Black 
Student Association 

An endowment gift made to Arkan-
sas State University will help provide 
leadership support for the Black 
Student Association (BSA). The $50,000 
endowment creates the Thomas and 
Billye Hill Black Student Association 
Endowed Leadership Fund. 

 The endowment from Dr. Thomas 
and Billye Hill will provide financial 
support to the president of the BSA. 
The funds will enable the student presi-
dent to devote more time to leadership 
activities and eliminate or minimize the 
need to work. 

 The endowment funds can also be 
used to support activities including 
attending leadership conferences and 
purchasing leadership literature. 

 “Our family’s principles and core 
values focus on hard work and educa-
tion and sharing our time, talent and 
treasure. God has blessed our family 
to bless others and we are committed 
to being good stewards of the gifts we 
have been provided. We feel it’s impor-
tant to share our gifts,” said the couple. 

 The Hills said Arkansas State Uni-
versity has played and continues to 
play a significant role in their lives. “We 
believe it is critical that we support our 
university in any way we can. Therefore, 
creating this endowed fund helps our 
family to fulfill our mission and sup-
ports the mission of the university.” 

 “I have many special memories of 
my experiences at Arkansas State,” said 
Thomas Hill. Thomas and Billye Hill met 
and married while students at A-State 
in the 1970s. While living on campus in 
family housing, they welcomed their 
son Thomas II. 

 “One of my most fond memories 
was my recruitment and enrollment at 
Arkansas State. Coach John Rose took 
a chance on me as a student athlete 
and awarded me a full athletic scholar-
ship,” Hill continued.  

 “This was the only full scholarship 
offer I received. Coach Rose had confi-
dence in me from the very beginning 
that I would become an outstand-
ing performer. His confidence never 
wavered and created an environment 
where I could excel academically, 
athletically and personally. This was the 
opportunity of a lifetime.” 

 Hill is an Olympic Medal winner, 
taking home the bronze medal in the 
110-meter high hurdles at the Munich 

and refreshes. The Moisturizing Hair 
Milk shields, softens, and prevents 
hair damage, and contains Jojoba 
Oil & Argan Oil, which are rich in 
antioxidants, vitamins, and minerals. 
The Detangler Leave-In Conditioner 
detangles, conditions, protects and 
helps seal in moisture while still being 
lightweight. And the Volumizing 
Mousse volumizes, calms, hydrates, 
fights frizz, and nourishes curls to form 
the perfect masterpiece.

Pardon My Fro was one of five 
beauty brands selected to partici-
pate in the Walmart Start Accelerator 
Program, which gives opportunities for 
small beauty brands with high growth 
potential to be in Walmart stores and 
on walmart.com. Participants receive 
one-on-one sessions with a brand 
management consultant, a series of 
virtual classes, support from Walmart 
Connect, and activation support.

“Walmart Start focuses on finding 
the next innovative brands and setting 
them up for success,” said Creighton 
Kiper, merchandising vice president for 
Walmart’s Beauty division. “We are so 
excited to bring Pardon My Fro to our 
customers and fill an important gap in 
the market with an inclusive hair care 
line.”

Founded in 2010 on the premise 
of women lifting each other up and 
inspiring girls and other entrepreneurs 
like herself, Pardon My Fro captures 
vibrant moments in everyday life and 
the dynamic styles of the natural hair 
movement. Dana Bly has authentically 
woven these stories and snapshots in 
a fun and meaningful way and Pardon 
My Fro is now the top-selling African 
American brand on HSN.

“Pardon My Fro represents bring-
ing your natural self out,” stated 
Dana. “And launching a haircare line 
in Walmart furthers that mission to a 
much bigger audience.”

For more information on Dana 
Bly and Pardon My Fro, visit 
pardonmyfro.com.

Little Rock native Briahna Willis 
becomes 10th African American 
female elected as PGA golf pro

Little Rock native Briahna Willis’s 
experiences playing golf was one 
that many of her competitive coun-
terparts shared.

Being introduced to the game 
at a very young age by her father, 
Emmett Willis, she wasn’t very pas-

sionate about the sport. Although 
she started playing in events before 
the age of 10 with her share of suc-
cesses, she was more inclined to play 
other sports like softball, basketball, 
and volleyball.

 “I wouldn’t say I hated golf, but I 
just didn’t like the sport (at the time),” 
said Willis, one of several University 
of Maryland Eastern Shore (UMES) 
students who received their degrees 
during the Dec. 16 commencement. 
“But when I got to eighth grade, my 
dad told me to pick a sport to play 
for high school because in order to 
be great, you have to pick one and 
continue to master it.”

Willis turned to her faith to deter-
mine what her chosen sport would 
be. Following a month of prayer and 
fasting, she decided to pursue golf at 
a competitive level. During her fresh-
man year in high school, she had to 
deal with the lack of opportunities to 
compete at the state and conference 
tournament levels and bigotry.

“I’m from Arkansas,” she said, “And 
some of my teammates didn’t like a 
black girl playing golf. So, I had some 
racist comments said to me by my 
teammates and their parents. But I 
knew I just had to keep working.”

Willis made all-conference in her 
sophomore year and her team won 
all-conference. Those honors ulti-
mately fueled a dominating junior 
year culminating with a state cham-
pionship and being named the top 
player in the state. Then, two more 
all-conference honors in her senior 
year.

When Willis started looking at 
college opportunities she planned 
to attend a school in Portland, Ore., 
where she would play golf. Those 
plans changed as that school discon-
tinued its golf program, ultimately 
leading to her chance to play Division 
I golf at UMES and hushing naysayers 
who doubted her.

At UMES, Willis made her mark as 
a three-time scholar-athlete, two-

time coach’s award winner, 2020 
team MVP, and was selected to rep-
resent the women’s golf team at the 
Name, Image, Likeness 2022 Athlete 
Summit.

Also, during her time at UMES, she 
found herself after difficult times 
that included the loss of a best friend 
during Willis’s freshman year.

“It was just a lot of stuff adding 
on top of it, to where I had a point 
where I had an encounter with God 
and it changed my life and I’ll never 
be the same,” she said. “College really 
makes you the person you are today 
however you decide to look at it.”

As part of her change, Willis said 
her outlook was the most important 
part of making progress.

During her time at UMES, Briahna 
Willis made her mark as a three-time 
scholar-athlete, two-time coach’s 
award winner, and 2020 team MVP. 
She was also selected to represent 
the UMES women’s golf team at the 
Name, Image, Likeness 2022 Athlete 
Summit.

“When I was able to change my 
outlook, it really let me know how 
grateful I was to be in a place that 
molded me to become who I am,” 
she said. “There’s something special 
about UMES that transformed and 
shifted people I know. I’ve heard a lot 
of people’s testimonies indicating the 
same thing. My life won’t be the same 
and I love this school because it has 
created growth in my life.

“I don’t think that every college can 
say that.”

Willis has completed her studies in 
Pro Golf Management, her major, and 
will be a PGA director of golf instruc-
tion at Tulsa Golf in Tulsa, Okla. She 
said her experiences with the game 
of golf not only offered a variety of 
opportunities she had never dreamed 
of but also helped shift her mindset.

“In golf, as in life, it’s the follow-
through that makes the difference,” 
she said. “If you hear and see things 
that are said in the classroom, and 
you hear the things that are said by 
your friends, and you don’t apply the 
things and shift to what you’re given 
in those conversations it’s not actually 
following through.

“Just apply the things that are 
given to you and follow through and 
it will shift your thinking in a higher 
way.”

(Story courtesy of University of Mary-
land Eastern Shores)

CONTINUED ON PAGE 16
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You wouldn’t know it by meeting 
her, but Anika Dixon has weathered 
a lot in her real estate career. She’s 
been underestimated by clients and 
competitors based on her age, her 
gender and her race. She’s come 
through a pandemic and a once-
in-a-generation real estate market 
boom, during which she didn’t close 
the doors of her company, Goss 
Management & Realty, the better to 
serve jittery property owners and 
nervous agents. She’s about two 
years overdue for a vacation, as she is 
the first to tell you. 

But as the saying goes, that 
which doesn’t kill you only makes 
you stronger and if ever there was a 
living embodiment of that, it’s Dixon. 
Over nearly 30 years, she has solidi-

fied herself as a fixture in the real 
estate industry, as a visible commu-
nity servant and leader who works 
to promote and advance her indus-
try and the business community at 
large. 

And it all stems from a deceptively 
plainspoken philosophy, imparted to 
her by her husband Anthony, when 
she was first offered the chance to 
buy her company from its founder, 
Sally Goss. 

“My husband and I, we’re totally 

opposite. I say God has a sense of 
humor for putting us together,” she 
said. “I came home and told him 
about the deal and I started talking 
about getting attorneys and CPAs. 
He says, ‘Nik, don’t overthink this.’

“I just kept hearing that, ‘Don’t 
overthink it, don’t overthink it,’ and 
I knew it was just such a blessed 
opportunity to be able to purchase 
a company that had been in the 
landscape of Little Rock and well-
respected for over 30 years. It wound 
up basically a handshake deal. The 
rest is history.”

Dixon was born in Ashdown to 
David and the late Mary Ellis and 
spent much of her formative years 
in Forrest City. After a passing fling 
with college, an experience she 

laughingly described as “majoring 
in partyology,” she went to work in 
the hotel industry and retail before 
entering the real estate field. 

“Real estate is a true entrepre-
neurial path, but you need some 
experience,” she said. “I was with 
two African American brokers and 
learned so much. From there I went 
with a company where I actually 
learned property management.”

It was while working on the 
property management side that the 

idea of owning her own company 
started to come into sharper focus. 
She opened A.C. Dixon & Associates 
Realty in 2004 at age 33 and quickly 
discovered the hard realities of 
betting on yourself.

“Racism, agism and sexism are 
so real; sometimes I tell people, ‘The 
“ism’s” are hell out here.’” she said. 
“It was a lot of clients who were like, 
‘OK what is this young lady doing 
talking to me about this and how 
does she know anything about it?’ 
Other agents would laugh at me 
and say, ‘Do you know what the hell 
you’re getting yourself into?’ So, 
there were walls and barriers, and 
there still are.”

Dixon doesn’t relay these stories 
with a hint of bitterness, but a 

knowing edge to her voice, the kind 
of edge that drove her to succeed 
despite the challenges in the 
market. Her first year, she closed 
more than $3 million dollars of busi-
ness. Her company, purchased a 
few years ago, is today the largest 
Black-owned property manage-
ment company in the state. Again, 
the formula for success comes down 
to the simplest elements.

“Customer service, bottom line,” 
she said. “During COVID, our office 

THE REAL DEAL:  
CENTRAL ARKANSAS’  

PROPERTY MANAGEMENT MAVEN 

ANIKA DIXON  
By Dwain Hebda 

was open the whole time. Property 
owners were calling, freaking out. I 
was constantly communicating and 
just being that touchpoint, keeping 
communication open with the 
tenants. I started saying, ‘Don’t have 
the turtle syndrome. You cannot 
hide in your shell and think it’s going 
to go away. If you cannot pay your 
rent, if you’re losing your job, let us 
know and let’s figure it out.’ 

“There were so many pivot points 
and ebbs and flows with all of this. 
During the pandemic, the mainte-
nance calls were going up, because 
people were home like we didn’t 
expect, so the wear and tear on 
properties was tough. Then the real 
estate market goes haywire, crazy. 
Some owners are like, ‘I’ve owned 
this for about 20-plus years, I could 
make some good money.’”

Dixon kept a steady hand through 
all the challenges. Inventory is cur-
rently down due to the great sell-off 
by some building owners but on the 
whole, things have levelled off and 
she can focus on growth. She also 
continues to invest time and exper-
tise in industry groups and the local 
community to help improve condi-
tions for today’s real estate profes-
sionals and the next generation. 

She’s a past president of the 
National Association of Residential 
Property Managers and Arkan-
sas Realtists, the Black real estate 
agents trade group. She’s also 
currently on the board of the Little 
Rock Chamber of Commerce, vice 
president of Hall High School Alumni 
Association and a past officer of the 
Little Rock Realtors Association. 

“I’m really big on giving back, 
especially giving back to youth,” 
she said. “I love volunteering in 
high schools. I love it because I’m 
able to talk to them and I can keep 
their attention and I’m able to teach 
them. 

“I’ve had people say, ‘My child told 
me you were in their school. They 
loved hearing you talk, and they 
said we need to buy a house,’ or, 
‘They’re thinking about going into 
real estate.’ I’ve had that happen and 
I think that’s so important, to make 
those connections. If we don’t slow 
down and give back, then where will 
our future be?” 

I’M REALLY BIG ON GIVING BACK, ESPECIALLY GIVING BACK TO YOUTH...IF WE 
DON'T SLOW DOWN AND GIVE BACK, THEN WHERE WILL OUR FUTURE BE?
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Quantia Fletcher is the executive 
director of the Mosaic Templars Cul-
tural Center (MTCC), one of only three 
African American history museums in 
the South. She proudly explained that 
the Cultural Center is accredited by 
the American Alliance of Museums, 
an accomplishment only three 
percent of the 33,000 museums in 
the United States have achieved. 

Pre-COVID-19, Fletcher began a 
four-stage campaign, “Same Mission; 
New Vision,” to renovate and expand 
the center in downtown Little Rock. 
A $250,000 grant from the Institute 
of Museum and Library Services has 
helped MTCC achieve some of the 
campaign goals. The campaign is 
nearing its second stage and to cel-
ebrate this milestone, the museum 
will have a grand re-opening in Sep-
tember.

By partnering with Exhibit Con-
cepts, an award-winning event 
marketing partner based in Ohio, 
MTCC has updated and expanded 
the exhibits. Music has been incor-
porated and the exhibits are now 
interactive. Visitors will step into an 

impressive 360-degree theater upon 
arriving. Next, guests can guide 
themselves through the museum at 
their own pace using their phones 
and explore the expanded timeline 
of the museum, which now ends in 
the 1970s. As you exit through the gift 
shop be sure to support local Black 
artisans and check out the items for 
sale which are “Arkansas Made, Black 
Crafted.” 

The already family-friendly 
museum just got better for those 
with little ones. The Cultural Center 
is now home to the only children’s 
museum for African American history 
in the country. The common thread 
is equality and fairness but set in the 
context of African American history, 
activism, and civil rights. During the 
planning, accessibility was a prior-
ity. All children will have equitable 
access to the space and the tour is 
self-guided.

The play centered approach cap-
tures the attention of children and 
makes for a memorable experience. 
“Lack of knowledge of Arkansas Black 
history is due in part to the lack of 
exposure to museums as children,” 
said Fletcher. “African American 
museums are relatively new.” 

Exposing children and young 
people to museums is a tool to 
educate the next generation. When 
asked if  there is a field trip or family 
visit to a museum that she still 
reminisces about, Fletcher said the 
Cultural Center will make a lasting 
impression on its youngest visitors. 

MTCC, located on historic Ninth 
Street downtown, has acquired land 
adjacent to the building and will 
soon host events and festivals for 
the community. New opportunities 
for sponsorship and philanthropy are 
on the horizon as well. In celebration 
of Black History Month, the Cultural 
Center has events planned all month 
long. 

Every Saturday at noon, there is 
a kids storytime. An event honor-
ing Scipio Africanus Jones, who was 
a defense attorney and civil rights 
activist, is also on the calendar. 
Be sure to check out all the Black 
History events offered. 

As part of the Division of Arkansas 
Heritage, Mosaic Templars Cultural 
Center, a museum of Arkansas 
Heritage, is dedicated to preserving, 
interpreting and celebrating African 
American history and culture in 
Arkansas. 

The 2023 study measures how 
brands have been able to use culture 
efficiently and effectively to connect 
across the Black segment. According to 
the findings, Walmart, YouTube, Lysol, 
Sprite, Visa, McCormick, Dove, Febreze, 
Netflix, and Google resonate the best 
among Black consumers.

“These brands were so successful in 
reaching Black America because they 
effectively engaged the passions of 
Black consumers,” said Sudipti Kumar, 
Collage Group’s director of multicul-
tural insights. “Each of the top brands 
displayed that they understand Black 
consumer values and made intentional 
efforts to engage and support them.”

In assessing the top brands, Collage 
Group employed the Brand Cultural 
Fluency Quotient (B-CFQ) score to 
determine brand resonance across six 
different cultural factors. The quo-
tient takes into account fit, relevance, 
memories, values, trust, and advocacy.

McCormick, for example, put forth 
a winning campaign by tapping into 
Black interests and creativity, and saw 
it embraced by the Black community. 
The brand partnered with award-
winning chef Millie Peartree, an African 
American woman famously known for 
her tasty dishes and affordable recipes.

Through the partnership, McCor-
mick acknowledged the history and 
prominence of soul food by transform-
ing traditional charcuterie boards into 
“Soul-Cuterie” boards in celebration of 
Black History Month 2022.

McCormick also teamed up with 
another popular African American food 
influencer, Tabitha Brown, working 
with her to form her own seasoning 
line. “Pairing with these two women 
– Peartree and Brown – helps McCor-
mick connect with the Black commu-
nity on the point of Relevance,” Kumar 
explained.

Beyond that, an extensive inven-

tory of seasonings and recipes drives 
Fit and Values, according to Kumar, 
while the commitment to celebrating 
Black traditional soul foods, further ties 
into Values, as well as Memories, and 
Advocacy.

Sixty-four percent of Black Ameri-
cans express that they find joy in 
cooking at home versus eating out, 
compared to 54% of the population. 
Furthermore, 63% of Black Americans 
say they seek new things to do, try, and 
see, including new foods and meals.

From a social media perspective, 
88% of Black consumers follow influ-
encers or content creators on social 
media platforms, while 42% of the 
segment follows food and cooking influ-
encers and content creators.  
McCormick’s campaign was a huge 
success with these Black social media 
users. 

MOSAIC TEMPLARS GRAND RE-OPENING 
SCHEDULED FOR THIS FALL 

WALMART, YOUTUBE RESONATE AS STRONGEST 
BRANDS AMONG BLACK CONSUMERS

By Kesha Zaffino and Angel Burt  By Arkansas Black Vitality Staff  

CONTINUED ON PAGE 38

NEW INSIGHTS FROM CULTURAL INTELLIGENCE LEADER, COLL AGE GROUP, REVEAL AND 
EX AMINE THE TOP 10 CULTURALLY FLUENT BRANDS AMONG BL ACK AMERICANS.



14 15

Touted as a fun board game laced in history, Harlem-
Opoly (https://www.harlem-opoly.com) brings the tra-
ditions of monopoly to the streets of Harlem during 
its renaissance period. The board game takes players 
through the highs and lows of the Harlem Renaissance 
including the famous personalities, landmarks, and 
events that forever shaped the history of Harlem. Jose-
phine Baker, Fats Waller, Florence Mills, and Countee 
Cullen are among some of the personalities highlighted 
in the game. Harlem-Opoly also features exclusive land-
scapes of the time that still exist to this day.

Originally a white upper-class neighborhood, the rapid 
overdevelopment of Harlem in the 1900s resulted in 
empty buildings and landlords who were desperate to fill 
them. Consequently, many middle-class black families 
began to move to Harlem resulting in a population boom 
that prompted an economic revival. The Harlem Renais-
sance lasted from the 1910s-1930s and was regarded as a 
golden age for African American artists, musicians, and 
writers.

Far from the average board game, Harlem-Opoly is 
loaded with twists and turns, such as learning the most 
throughout the game and gaining supremacy on all 
that's in Harlem., Players will have to look out for four his-
toric churches in the neighborhood instead of railroads. 
There are also opportunities to purchase properties such 
as the Savoy Ballroom, Apollo Theater, and more.

At the heart of this unique board game is a vision 
to inspire Black excellence and generational wealth. 
The Harlem-Opoly Board game is a fantastic resource 
designed for those who want to improve their knowledge 
about Harlem history and is guaranteed to deliver hours 
of competitive entertainment. It is ideal for family game 
nights, as a home-schooling resource, friends' night-in, 
and after-school programs. 

Carolyn D. Johnson is the mastermind behind Harlem-
Opoly. She is also president and founder of Welcome to 
Harlem, https://welcometoharlem.com/, a company that 
is focused on the rich history and cultural diversity of 
Harlem. The company's educational arm, Harlem Roots, 

teaches children about the people, events and places 
that shaped Harlem's history.

When asked about the motivation for creating the board 
game, Johnson explained, "We designed Harlem-Opoly 
because we knew we wanted more people across the 
country to have an opportunity to learn and experience the 
rich history of the Harlem Renaissance. We've been educat-
ing youth in the area since 2004 and know that people are 
interested in learning even more. This board game adds 
to the excitement and discovery of a neighborhood with a 
history that will never be forgotten." 

 

NEW BOARD GAME 
“HARLEM-OPOLY”  
AIMS TO SHARE HISTORY 
ON FAMOUS PEOPLE, 
PLACES AND EVENTS 
DURING HARLEM 
RENAISSANCE PERIOD

By Arkansas Black Vitality Staff   

The Microbusiness Empowerment Project is available to approximately  
50 low-income microbusinesses based in Arkansas through July 2023. 

Microbusiness
EMPOWERMENT

PROJECT

DO YOU HAVE A BUSINESS THAT MEETS ONE OR MORE OF THESE CHARACTERISTICS?

This project will provide accepted microbusinesses with mentorship, technical assistance (TA), and 
business leadership skills they need to prepare for capital acquisition and deployment.

Funded in part through a Cooperative Agreement with the U.S. Small Business 
Administration. All opinions, conclusions, and/or recommendations expressed herein 

are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the SBA.

APPLY TODAY
bit.ly/MEPApp

Contact: Shay Kaldem  |  571-402-8856  |  skaldem@winrock.org 

A PROJECT OF

CLIENT 
FACILITATION TA

FINANCIAL 
MANAGEMENT TA

MARKETING & 
SALES TA

ACCESS TO 
CAPITAL

INCREASE
knowledge of business best 
practices, tools, and local 

service providers

EXPAND
knowledge of basic 

accounting concepts, 
financial reports, and 
financial statements 

IDENTIFY
specific target markets, 
strategies for customer 

retention, and marketing 
strategies

PREPARE
information for a variety 
of lenders and sources of 

capital 

Minority or  
woman-owned?

Have five or fewer  
employees?

Identify as low to  
moderate income?

Harlem Fine Arts Show 
(HFAS) will celebrate the 
15th year of being the largest 
traveling arts show featur-
ing Artists from the African 
Diaspora in late February. The 
event will feature up to 100 
artists of African, Caribbean, 
and Black descent over a 
monumental three-day cul-
tural experience and festival 
at the end of Black History 
Month in New York City.

The 15th Anniversary 
Celebration, entitled “Cel-
ebrating Art and Culture in 
America,” is inspired by the 
Harlem Renaissance. For the 
first time, the Harlem Fine 
Arts Show will take place in 
midtown Manhattan at The 
Glass House, located at 660 
12th Avenue in New York City.

The 2023 curator for the 
three-day experience will be 
Debra Vanderburg Spencer, 
the award-winning and 
museum-trained Curator 
and Art Historian who has worked 
with U.S. Congress, Architect of the 
Capitol, National Endowment for the 
Arts, William J. Clinton Foundation in 
Little Rock, and The Romanian Cul-
tural Institute in Bucharest, Romania. 

Spencer has guided numerous 
art initiatives for institutions such as 
Harlem's 125th Street Improvement 
District, New York Foundation for the 
Arts and the Harlem Arts Alliance. 
She holds a graduate degree from 
Harvard University.

The Harlem-based traveling show 
provides a platform for African Dia-
sporic Artists and American Visual 
Artists to exhibit and sell their works. 
The three-day event serves as an 
economic platform for the multi-cul-
tural, general market, and arts com-
munities to empower and increase 
representation across the U.S. and 
globally. 

Organizers say the expansive new 
venue will open up endless pos-
sibilities for the art show as it looks 
to amplify the voices of artists from 
the African Diaspora to a global 
audience. The annual event will also 
source with Black vendors, caterers, 
and other Harlem-based businesses, 
restaurants, and cultural centers.

"HFAS prides itself on a sole tenet: 
creating economic empowerment, 
educational opportunities, and pro-
fessional recognition for the artists in 
our shows. These artists have been 
forced to make hard pivots in how 
they showcase and sell their work in 
the new-normal of a Post-COVID-19 
economy,” said  HFAS President Dion 
Clarke. “However, the poignancy 
of their individual works is more 
important now than ever. This work, 
created by African Diaspora, will 
tell the story of this unprecedented 
moment in history, (including) the 

choices we made in this 
moment of historical change, 
and most importantly, how 
we felt.”

Community Day - HFAS 
will invite community 
members including NYC 
students, seniors and other 
community-based organiza-
tions to preview the art show 
for FREE. The early program 
will include select panel 
discussions and other special 
engagements. The com-
munity members will be the 
first to see 2022 cavalcade of 
participating contemporary, 
fine and visual arts including 
from:

Feature artists participating 
in the show are Frank Frazier, 
Dr. Myrah Brown Green, 
Anthony Lucas, Woodrow 
Nash, Andrew Nichols, and 
Dane Tilghman. Galleries 
that will showcase their art 
include Band of Vices, LLC, 
E&S Gallery Inc., Soweto Fine 

Art Gallery, and Waterkolours Fine 
Art Gallery.

On Feb. 24, HFAS will host the 
“Red Dot VIP” opening night recep-
tion for art collectors, media, corpo-
rate sponsors, elected officials, and 
celebrities. The red-carpet evening 
will include a cocktail reception with 
live music performances and an art 
auction. Proceeds from the ticketed 
event will support the work of  the 
Harlem Arts Alliance; Touch: The 
Black Breast Cancer Alliance; The 
Links, and the Tau Omega chapter of 
the Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority Inc. 
in New York City.

The VIP evening will be a ticketed 
event that will benefit four special 
organizations - Harlem Arts Alliance, 
Touch: The Black Breast Cancer 
Alliance, The Links, and Tau Omega 
- NYC Chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha 
Sorority, Inc. 

HARLEM FINE ARTS SHOW TO HOST 15TH 
ANNIVERSARY FOR TRAVELING EXHIBIT

By Arkansas Black Vitality Staff  
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Olympics in 1972. In addition to his 
time as an athlete and student, Hill 
gained leadership experience with the 
BSA and the advanced Army Reserve 
Officer Training Corps (ROTC). 

 Billye Hill said while she didn’t com-
plete her degree at A-State due to her 
husband being commissioned into the 
U.S. Army and then stationed at West 
Point Military Academy, her time as a 
student set her up for success. 

 “I believe my experience and atten-
dance at A-State set the foundation 
for my success in completing over 145 
hours of leadership training from the 
Federal Executive Institute,” said Hill. 
“My most fond memories at Arkansas 
State were competing in intramural 
sports - my twin sister Bobbye and 
I winning a collegiate table tennis 
tournament and maintaining lifelong 
friendships.” 

 The criteria of the fund provides the 
student recipient must be the elected, 
sitting president of the BSA. The award 
will be for a one-year term of the 
sitting president. The student must 
be enrolled full-time on the Jones-
boro campus and have a cumulative 
minimum 2.5 grade point average. 

 The purpose of this endowment is 
to allow the BSA president to enhance 
his or her leadership knowledge, skills 
and abilities. The BSA was established 
in 1969 and seeks to promote univer-
sity spirit, academic achievement and 
cultural enrichment. 

 Anyone interested in contributing 

to the Thomas and Billye Hill Black 
Student Association Endowed Lead-
ership Fund may do so through the 
Arkansas State University System 
Foundation. Gifts can be made online 
through the university website. Addi-
tional information about this and other 
endowment opportunities at A-State is 
available through the Office of Devel-
opment, 870-972-3940 or Develop-
ment@AState.edu.

Think Rubix Elevates Rhonna-
Rose Akama-Makia to Manag-
ing Director 

Little Rock-based Think Rubix 
recently announced the appointment of 
Rhonna-Rose Akama-Makia to manag-
ing director. A trailblazer and champion 
for women in leadership, Akama-Makia 
brings nearly two decades of experience 
in strategic communications, public 
affairs, and management, expanding 
the company’s aptitude for multicul-
tural engagement campaigns, and its 
diversity and inclusion practice.

A second-generation African immi-
grant, the Think Rubix marketing 
executive is passionate about igniting 
engagement, motivation, and innova-
tion in diverse teams. She has a record 
of success in identifying and disman-
tling racial and gender barriers, coach-
ing thousands of individuals across the 
country, empowering multicultural and 
intergenerational leaders, and striking 
a balance between organizational goals 
and community expectations to drive 

results that truly matter.
“I am truly humbled to continue my 

journey here. My passion for making 
a difference drives me and I am eager 
to lead this amazing team toward our 
shared goal of creating a more just and 
equitable world for all of us. I deeply 
believe in the transformative power of 
belonging - where we feel accepted, 
valued, and connected. But it's not 
something that just happens, it requires 
effort and commitment from all of us. 
I see belonging as a force that ignites 
our soul, fuels our passions, and makes 
us feel like we are part of something 
greater,” said Akama-Makia.

“I couldn’t be more proud to entrust 
Rhonna to steward the growth and 
future of Think Rubix,” said founder and 
former managing principal, Tristan Wilk-
erson. “Rhonna’s leadership is emblem-
atic of the very ethos of Think Rubix. 
Her work to bring diversity into focus 
has had a prodigious impact across a 
barren landscape, and she’s just getting 
started.”

In her new role, Akama-Makiad will 
lead the Black-owned marketing and 
public relations firm's day-to-day opera-
tions, providing thought leadership, 
managing business strategy, business 
development, and supporting service 
delivery. Her efforts will drive the orga-
nization’s mission to organize business, 
nonprofits, and governments in concert 
to address complex social challenges at 
their roots in order to create purpose-
driven prosperity. 

ARKANSAS NEWS TIDBITS  
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 9 PYRAMID ART, BOOKS, AND 

CUSTOM FRAMING CELEBRATES 
BLACK HISTORY 365

Black on Black
by Daniel Black

Daniel Black spent the majority of 
his childhood in Blackwell, Ark. He is an 

associate professor at his alma mater, Clark 
Atlanta University, in Atlanta. Black offers 
a debut essay collection examining issues 
that range from police brutality to the role 

of queer representation in the Black church. 
Along the way, he celebrates the strength 

of Black Americans--and indeed anyone on 
the margins--and the ongoing struggle for 
fairness and equality.  Published by Library 

Journal.

The Rebirth of African Civilization
by Chancellor Williams

The Rebirth of African Civilization 
"expounds on the philosophical and 

spiritual dimensions of African life and its 
prospects for the future. Amidst the current 

debates concerning multiculturalism and 
political correctness, this publication moves 

the discussion beyond the vagueness 
of ethnicity to the reality of African 

empowerment."

The Mis-Education of the Negro
by Carter G. Woodson

"When you control a man's thinking you 
do not have to worry about his actions. You 
do not have to tell him not to stand here or 

go yonder. He will find his 'proper place' 
and will stay in it. You do not need to send 

him to the back door. He will go without 
being told. In fact, if there is no back door, 
he will cut one for his special benefit. His 

education makes it necessary."   
Carter G. Woodson
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A-State receives CDC grant to study vaccine hesitancy
Thanks to a newly acquired 

grant, initial research will soon 
begin at Arkansas State Univer-
sity to better understand vaccine 
hesitancy. The purpose of this 
grant is to advance health equity 
and address COVID-19 health 
disparities among higher risk  and 
underserved populations.

Dr. Amanda Carpenter, assis-
tant professor of public health in 
the College of Nursing and Health 
Professions, and Dr. Cameron 
Wimpy, assistant professor of 
political science and interim 
department chair, will serve as 
the co-primary investigators.

They will be conducting initial 
research to determine why some 
have vaccine hesitancy, develop-
ing and piloting informational 
messages based on the initial 
research, and working with 
student ambassadors to dis-
seminate information to reduce 
barriers and challenges to vaccine 
hesitancy among high-risk popu-
lations.

“There were several popula-
tions at higher risk of contracting 
COVID-19 who were also more 
likely to be living in rural com-
munities,” said Carpenter. She 
said those in these communities 
had limited resources for testing, 
treatment, and vaccines. 

The $32,042 grant allows Car-
penter and Wimpy to begin the 

research for their grant titled 
“Arkansas Initiative to Address 
COVID-19 Health Disparities for 
High Risk and Underserved, 
Including Racial and Ethnic 
Minority Populations.”

“We are planning to conduct 
formative, qualitative research 
with higher-risk populations to 
better understand the reasons for 
vaccine hesitancy,” said Carpen-
ter. After this phase is complete, 
she said they plan to develop 

messages with the intention to 
change the minds of those who 
are part of the high-risk popula-
tion and their behavior toward 
vaccinations.

Carpenter said that this topic is 
necessary to study. “Vaccination 
is one of the best responses that 
we have to reduce both the rate 
and severity of disease. Vaccines 
teach our immune systems to 
recognize pathogens that cause 
disease,” she said. 

A R K A N S A S  B L ACK  V ITA LIT Y 
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VACCINATION IS ONE OF THE  
BEST RESPONSES THAT WE HAVE 
TO REDUCE BOTH THE RATE  
AND SEVERITY OF DISEASE.
DR. AMANDA CARPENTER
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NIH launches Home Test to Treat, a pilot COVID-19  
telehealth program 

The National Institutes 
of Health, in collaboration 
with the Administration 
for Strategic Prepared-
ness and Response (ASPR) 
at the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human 
Services, has launched 
the Home Test to Treat 
program, an entirely virtual 
community health inter-
vention that will provide 
free COVID-19 health ser-
vices—at-home rapid tests, 
telehealth sessions and 
at-home treatments—in 
selected communities. The 
program, first announced 
by the White House in 
September 2022, will make 
antiviral treatment avail-
able for eligible individuals 
who receive a positive test result, which could prevent 
severe illness, hospitalization or death.

“At-home testing for COVID-19 is now widely avail-
able in the United States, as are antiviral treatments, 
and this program combines easy home access to 
both,” said Bruce Tromberg, Ph.D., director of the 
National Institute of Biomedical Imaging and Bioen-
gineering (NIBIB) at the National Institutes of Health 
and leader of the Rapid Acceleration of Diagnostics 
Tech program. “The Home Test to Treat program 
allows those who are sick an alternative to venturing 
out for testing or treatment, potentially reducing the 
spread of COVID-19 in the community.”

In late January, local and state officials in Berks 
County, Penn., were the first to pilot the Home Test to 
Treat program. Up to 8,000 eligible residents partici-
pated in the program. Additional communities across 
the country will be selected to participate based on 
level of community need, access to healthcare treat-
ment, expected COVID-19 infection rates and socio-
economic factors. Through collaborations with local 
health departments, Home Test to Treat aims to offer 
services to approximately 100,000 people across the 
United States in the coming year.

Telehealth services provider eMed will implement 
the Home Test to Treat program. Their services are 
provided under a contract award by NIBIB contractor, 
VentureWell. Having administered millions of veri-
fied at-home telehealth sessions during the pan-
demic, eMed will host the user-friendly Home Test to 
Treat website, where participants can sign up for the 
program, report symptoms, receive telehealth and 
antiviral treatment delivery, and coordinate tele-
health-enabled test kits.

NIBIB also has issued a contract with UMass Chan 
Medical School, whose researchers, in collaboration 
with eMed, will analyze data collected from each 
participating community, including the impacts of 
a home-based process for testing and treatment, 
individual attitudes about the Home Test to Treat 
program, and clinical outcomes from treatments.

HHS, through ASPR, has led a national COVID-
19 Test to Treat initiative since March 2022, which 
includes thousands of treatment access points 
nationwide. These include the CDC’s Increasing Com-
munity Access to Testing (ICATT) program, composed 
of federally funded health centers, long-term care 
facilities and community-based sites. Participants in 
the Home Test to Treat program can be tested at local 
ICATT centers. The Test to Treat initiative has evolved 
to include more mobile and telehealth-based models 
that reduce barriers to access for the highest-risk indi-
viduals. NIH’s Home Test to treat program will provide 
an important additional pathway to access lifesaving 
treatments for COVID-19 in vulnerable communities 
rapidly.

Home Test to Treat will promote equitable solutions 
and help to identify best practices that may save lives 
in this and future pandemics. In each community, the 
research team will identify and implement improve-
ments that leave us in a much better position to 
respond to specific local, state, and federal needs.

The National Institute of Biomedical Imaging and 
Bioengineering (NIBIB) has supported the develop-
ment of Home Test to Treat through the RADx Tech 
program.

“Get Me Vaxxed” campaign kicks off during  
Black History Month

Black Health, a New York City-based nonprofit that 
champions the promotion of health and prevention 
of diseases to reduce disparities and achieve equity 
within the black community, recently launched its 
“ Get Me Vaxxed” campaign during Black History 
Month.

The campaign is part of a broader endeavor to 
boost black health at a time when health outcomes 
for black communities generally continue to be 
concerning and lag behind those of other groups. 
The campaign aims to raise COVID-19 vaccinations 
amongst black children aged 6-months to 5-years old.

Get Me Vaxxed comes on the heels of a November 
2022 CDC report which concluded that just 8.8% of 2- 
to 4-year-olds had at least one dose of the vaccine, a 
rate that researchers, pediatricians and others con-
sider to be way too low. Those vaccination rates trail a 
Kaiser Family Foundation analysis alarmingly showing 

that, in most states collecting the data, fewer Black 5- 
to 11-year-olds than white kids in that age group had 
been vaccinated against COVID-19.

"My upper arm bears a mark left by a life-saving 
vaccine I received back when I was an Alabama 
schoolgirl. With Get Me Vaxxed, we are centering our 
overriding determination that Black children will be 
protected against a disease that now is endemic, just 
like the flu is," said Black Health President and CEO C. 
Virginia Fields.

The new campaign will launch in six key demo-
graphics facing racial disparities in vaccinations 
and where Black Health has extensive partnerships, 
including Atlanta, Baton Rouge, La., Columbia, S.C., 
New York City, Syracuse, N.Y., and Tuskegee, Ala. Black 
Health will target black families using grassroots out-
reach and traditional and social media channels. 
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Alyssa Robinson, Nurse Project Manager for e-Link at the University of Arkansas for Medicine Sciences’ (UAMS) Institute for Digital Health and Innovation (IDHI).

 As the nation enters into a post-pan-
demic era following three years of remote 
living and the six-foot rule of separation, 
healthcare is evolving unlike any other 
time in modern medicine.

Telemedicine.
That’s the big ticket. That’s the ultimate 

game changer, according to Alyssa Rob-
inson, Nurse Project Manager for e-Link 
at the University of Arkansas for Medicine 
Sciences’ (UAMS) Institute for Digital 
Health and Innovation (IDHI).

“Telemedicine is the future of health-
care,” said Robinson. “All eyes are on 
telehealth, and if it isn’t it should be.”

Tucked away on the 5th floor of the 
UAMS Central Building, Robinson and 
a team of next-generation healthcare 
professionals are making use of phone, 
video, internet, and technology to deliver 
long-distance clinical health care, imple-
ment telemedicine across the state, as 
well as provide telemedicine modules 
that provide education on what it is and 
its benefits.

Much to the surprise of many, Robin-
son said digitally delivered treatment can 
be as diverse as in-person treatment. The 
most straightforward approach is a one-
on-one session between a healthcare 
provider and a client via a HIPAA-compli-
ant, secure teleconference platform called 
the e-Link Portal. On the other end of the 
scale, the National Institutes of Health is 
now conducting research on the role of 
telehealth in delivering cancer-related 
health care, a practice that became more 
prevalent during the COVID-19 pandemic.

At UAMS, IDHI has provided digital 
health across the state for more than 20 
years. The High-Risk Pregnancy Program, 

previously known as ANGELS, began in 
2003 and was the institute’s first tele-
medicine program in Arkansas. Other 
programs were developed after with 
many in the spotlight during the pan-
demic as the nation went into COVID-
19-induced hibernation for most of 2020 
and 2021.

“Telemedicine at the beginning of 
COVID became an important component 
in healthcare as a means for providers to 
connect with their patients,” said Robin-
son. “We were witnessing, for example, 
some clinics having to close their doors 
due to staff shortages because they 
were becoming ill with COVID, ICUs and 
emergency rooms filling up with patients 
as well.”

As the state’s largest public employer 
with more than 11,000 employees, includ-
ing 1,200 physicians, UAMS has regional 
campuses and clinics across the state 
that reach into rural Arkansas without 
hospitals or adequate medical facilities. At 
IDHI, Robinson said there is a wide range 
of telemedicine programs to meet the 
needs of patients where they are located, 
including the newest program called 
HealthNow.

HealthNow offers HIPAA compliant, 
secure virtual Advanced Practice Regis-
tered Nurses (APRN)-driven urgent care 
for patients who may have come down 
with an unexpected sickness or minor 
injury but don’t have immediate access to 
a doctor or healthcare clinic. This state-
wide virtual program was instrumental 
after the World Health Organization 
declared COVID-19 a global pandemic in 
early 2020.

“HealthNow is utilized across the state 

to connect Arkansans with APRNs, and is 
available 8 a.m. to 8 p.m., and the patient 
can connect to them virtually,” said 
Robinson. Robinson shared how access 
to care with telemedicine is spread across 
the state in the emergency departments 
(ED) equipped with carts that connect 
rural hospitals with healthcare teams to 
save lives. On a recent visit to a Camden 
ED, Robinson witnessed the benefits of 
the telemedicine cart when an elderly 
patient who was admitted there received 
life-saving stroke treatment.

“The patient was brought in via ambu-
lance to that rural hospital’s ED, and this 
site’s ED team did an outstanding job as 
soon as the patient arrived. They initi-
ated a stroke call via the cart that con-
nected the patient to the UAMS Stroke 
program team who was at a distant site,” 
said Robinson. “This patient did not have 
to be transported to a hospital that was 
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hours away. Having the access to her 
nearest hospital that was equipped with 
a stroke cart resulted in a positive patient 
outcome.”

Robinson holds a bachelor’s in nursing 
and has been a member of the IDHI 
e-Link team for four years. Noting that 
she is a legacy nurse whose grandmother 
was also in the profession, the UAMS 
project manager has worked across 
several practice areas and held many 
distinct roles in her career.

“The role of a telemedicine educator 
and trainer is very rewarding. It is the 
future of healthcare, and I am glad to 
help connect those in need with quality 
healthcare from wherever they are, when 
they need it most. Digital health is on 
the cutting edge of healthcare, and it is 
exciting to be able to be part of such a 
dynamic team here at IDHI and reach 
Arkansans with our services,” said Rob-
inson, who lives in Little Rock with her 
husband, Ray, and daughter, Alice.

UAMS’ IDHI is led by the director and 
Chief Informatics Officer Dr. Joseph 
Sanford and Dr. Kevin Sexton, a surgeon 
and associate director. They oversee 
nearly two dozen telemedicine pro-
grams that offer a wide range of clini-
cal, research, educational and support 
services.

In her role, Robinson travels across the 
state to promote telemedicine to rural 
doctors and healthcare providers inter-

ested in implementing or expanding their 
virtual health services. She also noted that 
innovative technologies and improved 
broadband access are advancing tele-
medicine daily into new clinical care and 
research areas.

For example, Robinson trains clini-
cal teams interested in telemedicine on 
digital peripheral and remote patient 
monitoring (RPM) devices that can be 
utilized when patients need help manag-
ing their health condition. She said RPM 
devices include digital stethoscopes, 
weight scales, glucometers and blood 
pressure cuffs that can transmit health 
data virtually from a patient’s home to 
their healthcare team managing their 
diagnosis.

“It is so exciting to showcase peripheral 
devices to physicians, nurses, and their 
team that the IDHI clinical team recom-
mends. When the professionals see our 
recommendations, they are in awe, said 
Robinson. “Here at IDHI we are helping to 
save lives. We are physically helping orga-
nizations help their patient population 
manage their health conditions, as well 
as decreasing patient readmissions to the 
hospital, and becoming frequent visitors 
to the EDs because of mismanagement 
of their health diagnosis.”

And as broadband access improves in 
rural areas without high-speed internet, 
IDHI has a team that deals with state 
grants funding to internet service provid-

ers. Under the program started by Gov. 
Asa Hutchinson, Arkansas has issued out 
163 grants for over $393 million to improve 
internet connectivity in Arkansas. Another 
$330 million in funding will reach 210,000 
households. “That’s a challenge in rural 
areas of the state. Broadband connectiv-
ity.  Many people or sites don’t have it,” 
Robinson said of rural Arkansas,” 

The registered nurse also said tele-
medicine is a way to reach Black patients 
who are wary of the medical system. This 
mistrust is caused by historically unethi-
cal medical treatments and dismissal 
of health concerns that Black patients 
express to healthcare providers. The Little 
Rock nurse noted that telemedicine is 
increasingly becoming a ‘game-changer” 
for Black men who are traditionally dis-
trustful of the medical field.

“Having men pick up the phone and 
making an appointment is a challenge 
within itself. I know because I have had to 
encourage my own family members to 
see their doctors,” said Robinson. “When 
telemedicine became a service offered 
from their doctors, they were more 
inclined to call in about health questions 
or be seen for a condition that could be 
treated virtually. This access to care is 
reaching everyone and it is my hope it 
continues to grow”  

For more information about the Insti-
tute for Digital Health & Innovation (IDHI) 
please visit https://idhi.uams.edu/.  
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UAMS TELEMEDICINE FAST FACTS

•	 Number of Telemedicine video calls 
made by e-Link members in fiscal 
2020 – 8,903,714

•	 Annual savings for healthcare 
providers, and members of e-Link 
consortium - $1.5 million  

•	 In March 2020, HealthNow virtually 
provided screening to over 4500 
Arkansans and has since grown. It 
now provides services for transitions 
of care, HIV prophylaxis, and other 
programs.

•	 IDHI’s Sickle Cell Program is a 
program that serves the state’s adult 
population of such patients.
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Black and African Americans are 
the second largest minority popula-
tion in the United States, following 
the Hispanic and Latino population.

In 2021, nearly 20% of Black and 
African American households were 
food insecure. In the United States, 
18.3% of Black and African American 
adults aged 18 and over are in fair or 
poor health.

Food insecurity has been linked 
to increased risk of cardiovascular 
disease Exit Disclaimer and obesity. 
Obesity is a key factor in the higher 
rates of diabetes seen in Black and 
African American communities.

Black History Month is observed 
each year from February 1 – March 
1 to recognize the generations of 
Black and African Americans who 
struggled with adversity and to 
celebrate their many contributions 
to the United States.

This Black History Month, the 
HHS Office of Minority Health 
(OMH) is highlighting the roles food 
insecurity and nutrition have on 

common health disparities faced by 
Black and African American com-
munities, such as increased risk of 
obesity, heart disease, diabetes, and 
maternal and infant mortality.

According to OMH, socioeco-
nomic factors, or social determi-
nants of health (SDOH), like food 
insecurity and lack of access to 
health care that impact the health 
and well-being of Black and African 
American communities.

OMH policies, programs, and 
practices focused on advancing 
health equity and improving health 
outcomes for Black and African 
American communities. Federal 
and non-federal partners that are 
accelerating progress and driving 
transformative change to improve 
nutrition and food access and close 
the disparities surrounding the 
Black and African American com-
munities. 

By The U.S. Department of Health and 

CELEBRATE BLACK HISTORY MONTH  
HEALTH SPOTLIGHT

POPULATION SNAPSHOT FACT BOX

•	 Black and African Americans are the second largest minority population in 
the United States, following the Hispanic and Latino population.

•	 In 2021, nearly 20% of Black and African American households were food 
insecure.

•	 In the United States, 18.3% of Black and African American adults aged 18 
and over are in fair or poor health.

•	 Food insecurity has been linked to increased risk of cardiovascular disease   
and obesity. Obesity is a key factor in the higher rates of diabetes seen in 
Black and African American communities.
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Shorter College in North Little 
Rock has the distinction as one of the 
nation’s often overlooked and under-
resourced two-year Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities (HBCUs). 
However, amid the lockdowns and 
chaos from COVID-19, the 137-year-old 
Arkansas college is revitalizing the 
community as more people become 
aware of its educational services and 
mission.

Founded in 1886 by the African 
Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, 
Shorter is the nation’s only private, 
two-year HBCU. Located at the center 
of the multiyear, $1 billion I-30 Crossing 
project that is rebuilding the Arkansas 
River bridge and widening a 6.7-mile 
section of the interstate through 
downtown Little Rock and North Little 
Rock, the local two-year community 
college is poised for new growth.

One of the highlights of the urban 
North Little Rock campus is the 

renovated Shorter College Health and 
Wellness Center that provides medical 
services for students, faculty and staff, 
and the community. According to Dr. 
Paula Fletcher, health director for the 
renovated center at 700 Vine Street, 
the facility's mission is to become 
a focal point for the largely African 
American neighborhood surrounding 
the campus.

“It is not just reaching the Shorter 
College campus, but the community,” 
said Fletcher, a longtime dentist and 
orthodontist in central Arkansas. “We 
are going in the direction of having 
nutritionist, and focusing on (healthy) 
education programs, as well as being 
able to offer other services.”

Besides Fletcher, longtime Little 
Rock physician and general surgeon 
Dr. William Rutledge also volunteers 
his services at the college health clinic. 
Rutledge received his medical degree 
from Meharry Medical College School 

of Medicine in Nashville, Tenn., and 
has practiced in the area for over four 
decades.

During the pandemic, Fletcher 
said Shorter re-established itself as a 
community hub, providing services 
like COVID-19 tests and educating 
students and local residents about 
the importance of vaccinations. Only 
months after COVID-19 was declared 
a global pandemic in early 2020, the 
University of Arkansas for Medical Sci-
ences (UAMS) offered its first universal 
mobile testing site at the North Little 
Rock HBCU.

ow that President Joe Biden has 
declared that the pandemic will 
officially end in May, Fletcher said the 
facility known as “The Vine” is taking 
a more holistic approach to its health-
care services. In addition to providing 
health services, the center will focus 
on educating the community about 
the many health disparities impacting 
Black patients.

Fletcher said she is working with 
nutritionists and physical trainers to 
bring more focus on the “wellness” 
part of The Vine’s mission. “So, we are 
kind of in that infant stage where we 
are trying to answer those (health) 
questions and get the education out 
for to students and our neighbors,” she 
said.

Noting the recent collapse of Buffalo 
Bills safety Damar Hamlin from cardiac 
arrest during an NFL game earlier this 
year, Fletcher said the center has used 
that occasion to teach students about 
CPR. During the incident in Cincinnati 
on Jan. 2, first responders performed 
life-saving CPR on the Bills’ defensive 
back.

As part of the center’s observance 
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SHORTER COLLEGE’S  
POST-PANDEMIC RENAISSANCE 
SPREADING THROUGHOUT NORTH 
LITTLE ROCK COMMUNITY

of National Heart Month in February, 
Fletcher said the staff provided CPR 
training and certification to 18 people 
and purchased automated external 
defibrillators (AEDs) and other emer-
gency equipment. The center also 
collaborates with local organizations 
to provide other needed healthcare 
services.

“We are strategically planning for 
those types of things because that 
looks out for everybody,” she said.

Besides the health and wellness 
center, Shorter College under Presi-
dent O. Jerome Green has continued 
to add new and special programs to 
its portfolio of educational programs. 
For example, the two-year community 
college is one of the state’s key partners 
in the Reimagine Arkansas Workforce 
Project. This federally funded workforce 
training program benefits Arkansans 
economically impacted by the COVID-
19 pandemic.

In 2021, the U.S. Department of Edu-
cation awarded more than $13 million 
to the Arkansas Workforce Develop-
ment Board and the Arkansas Divi-
sion of Workforce Services to fund the 
statewide coordinated effort. Training 
programs include business, construc-
tion, healthcare, manufacturing, project 
management, technology, veterinary, 
and other vocational and technical 
areas.

According to state workforce 
officials, the program is intended to 
help Arkansans who are unemployed, 
underemployed, new to the workforce, 
or have no work history. It also targets 
the state’s underrepresented popula-
tion, including veterans and family 
members, those who receive public 
assistance, the homeless, and persons 

previously incarcerated, paroled, or on 
probation.

Project partners include state work-
force agencies, Shorter College, the 
University of Arkansas Global Campus 
Professional and Workforce Develop-
ment, and iDatafy LLC. The training is 
provided at no cost to meet workforce 
needs across the state, and students 
receive a certificate of completion from 
their specified area of study.

Shorter College also sponsors the 
Anchor Re-Entry and the Second 
Chance Pell Program programs, which 
help former and current Arkansas 
inmates get work certifications or 
college . Through a partnership with 
the Arkansas State Department of 
Community Corrections, the re-entry 
program recruits individuals currently 
participating in parole or probationary 
programs to get a college education.

The Second Chance Pell Program 
offers courses that lead to an Associ-
ate of Arts along with entrepreneurial 
studies in Wrightsville, Fayetteville, 
Osceola, Texarkana, Little Rock, West 
Memphis, Pine Bluff, and Malvern.

True to its original mission as a 
two-year liberal arts college for high 
school graduates and those that have 
completed an accredited GED, Shorter 
offers associate’s level degrees in child 
development, Christian leadership, 
criminal justice, entrepreneurial studies, 
computer science, and general studies.   

In early February, Shorter College 
officials held a ground-breaking 
ceremony for long-held plans for new 
dorms for the campus near Locust 
and Bishop Lindsey streets in North 
Little Rock. College officials held a 
ground-breaking ceremony on Feb. 11 
for the planned construction of the new 

student accommodations, which are 
scheduled to be completed later this 
summer. According to campus spokes-
man James Cain, Shorter’s enroll-
ment is up to 321 students. Nationally, 
enrollment at community colleges and 
private four-year universities is down 
0.7%, according to the National Clear-
inghouse Research Center.

Shorter College has re-established 
its Bulldog men's and women’s basket-
ball programs for the 2022-2023 season 
through the National Junior College 
Athletic Association (NJCAA), the 
governing association of community 
college, state college, and junior college 
athletics across the U.S.

Shorter President Green Shorter 
is regaining its long-held status as a 
major contributor to central Arkansas’s 
economy, workforce and higher educa-
tion system. “(Shorter) is a major eco-
nomic engine because of its payroll and 
the student population, It also is creator 
of human capital for the North Little 
Rock and Pulaski County workforce.”

Longtime Shorter College alumnae 
and supporters Carolyn and George 
Brown, who first attended the North 
Little Rock campus in the late 1960s, 
said they are proud of the work that 
Green and the college’s faculty and 
staff are doing to bring the HBCU 
campus back to prominence.

“It is exciting to see all the won-
derful things they are doing, and it 
makes us very proud to be part of the 
Shorter family,” said Carolyn, a 1969 
graduate. George, a 1967 graduate 
and  former Shorter basketball player, 
agreed: “There are Shorter graduates 
and alumni all over Arkansas and the 
United States. It is good to see this 
renaissance.”  
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Adults living in rural areas of the 
United States have a 19% higher risk 
of developing heart failure compared 
to their urban counterparts, and Black 
men living in rural areas have an espe-
cially higher risk – 34%, according to a 
large observational study supported 
by the National Institutes of Health 
(NIH). 

The study, one of the first to look 
at the link between living in rural 
America and first-time cases of heart 
failure, underscores the importance 
of developing more customized 
approaches to heart failure prevention 
among rural residents, particularly 
Black men. The study was largely 
funded by the National Heart, Lung, 
and Blood Institute (NHLBI), part of 
NIH, and the findings, produced in 
collaboration with Vanderbilt Uni-
versity Medical Center, Nashville, 
Tenn., publish Jan. 25 in the Journal of 
American Medical Association (JAMA) 
Cardiology. 

“We did not expect to find a differ-
ence of this magnitude in heart failure 
among rural communities compared 
to urban communities, especially 
among rural-dwelling Black men,” said 
Dr. Véronique L. Roger, the study’s cor-
responding author and a senior inves-
tigator with the Epidemiology and 
Community Health Branch in NHLBI’s 
Division of Intramural Research. “This 
study makes it clear that we need tools 
or interventions specifically designed 
to prevent heart failure in rural popula-
tions, particularly among Black men 
living in these areas.” 

Study co-author Sarah Turecamo, 
a fourth-year medical student at New 
York University Grossman School of 
Medicine, New York City, and part of 
the NIH Medical Research Scholars 
Program, agreed. “It is much easier to 
prevent heart failure than to reduce its 

mortality once you have it,” she said. 
Researchers from NHLBI and 

Vanderbilt University Medical Center 
analyzed data from The Southern 
Community Cohort Study, a long-term 
health study of adults in the southeast-
ern United States. They compared the 
rates of new onset heart failure among 
rural and urban residents in 12 states , 
including Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, 
Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Missis-
sippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, 
Tennessee, Virginia, and West Virginia.  

The population, which included 
27,115 adults without heart failure at 
enrollment, were followed for about 13 
years. Nearly 20% of participants lived 
in rural areas; the remainder lived in 
urban areas. Almost 69% were Black 
adults recruited from community 
health centers that care for medically 
underserved populations. 

At the end of the study period, 
the researchers found that living in 
rural America was associated with an 

increased risk of heart failure among 
both women and Black men, even 
after adjustment for other cardiovas-
cular risk factors and socioeconomic 
status. Overall, the risk of heart failure 
was about 19% higher in rural resi-
dents than their urban counterparts. 
However, Black men living in rural 
areas had the highest risk of all — a 
34% higher risk of heart failure com-
pared to urban-dwelling Black men.   

The study showed white women 
living in rural areas had a 22% 
increased risk of heart failure com-
pared to white women in urban areas, 
and Black women had an 18% higher 
risk compared to Black women in 
urban areas. No association was found 
between rural living and heart failure 
risk among white men. 

 The exact reasons behind these 
rural-urban health disparities are 
unclear and are still being explored. 
Researchers said a multitude of factors 
may be at play, including structural 
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racism, inequities in access to health 
care, and a dearth of grocery stores 
that provide affordable and healthy 
foods, among others. 

“Finding an association between 
living in rural areas and an increased 
incidence of heart failure is an impor-
tant advance, especially given its 
implications for helping to address 
geographic-, gender-, and race-based 
disparities,” said Dr. David Goff, direc-
tor of NHLBI’s Division of Cardiovas-
cular Sciences. “We look forward to 
future studies testing interventions to 
prevent heart failure in rural popula-
tions as we continue to fight heart 
disease, the leading cause of death in 
the U.S.” 

Heart failure is a chronic and 
progressive condition that devel-
ops when the heart does not pump 
enough blood for the body’s needs. 
Common symptoms include short-
ness of breath during daily activities 
or trouble breathing when lying down. 
The condition, which has few treat-
ment options, affects about 6.2 million 
American adults. 

Heart failure can be prevented by 
following a heart-healthy lifestyle. 
NHLBI’s Roger, who is also a practicing 
cardiologist, noted one of the biggest 
contributors to heart failure is hyper-
tension, or high blood pressure, which 
Black men experience at dispropor-
tionately high levels. The condition 
should be intensively managed by 
checking blood pressure regularly 
and taking medications as prescribed. 
Other ways to reduce heart failure risk 
include avoiding all forms of tobacco, 
eating healthy, and exercising. 

According to the U.S. Office of 
Minority Health, a subagency within 
the U.S Department of Health and 
Human Services, In 2018, African 
Americans are 30% more likely to die 
from heart disease than non-Hispanic 
whites. Non-Hispanic Black men 
are the most likely to die from heart 
disease at a ratio of 270.6 deaths per 
100,000 persons 18 years and older.  

Although African American adults 
are 40% more likely to have high blood 
pressure, they are less likely than non-
Hispanic whites to have their blood 
pressure under control. African Ameri-
can women are nearly 60% more likely 
to have high blood pressure, as com-
pared to non-Hispanic white women. 

Research reported in this study was 
funded by the NIH Medical Research 
Scholars Program, a public-private 
partnership supported jointly by NIH 
and contributions to the Foundation 
for the NIH. The research was also sup-
ported by the NHLBI’s Division of Intra-
mural Research, the NHLBI Training 
Award in Cardiovascular Research, the 
Intramural Research Program of the 
National Institute on Minority Health 
and Health Disparities, the National 
Cancer Institute, and supplemental 
funding from the American Recovery 
and Reinvestment Act. The Southern 
Community Cohort Study is funded by 
the National Cancer Institute.  

Heart Health: “Live to the Beat” cam-
paign for Black adults 

The NIH report comes nearly a year 
after the CDC Foundation on Feb. 25 
celebrated the second year of its “Live 
to the Beat” national campaign to raise 
awareness of cardiovascular disease 
in Black adults in the U.S. This year’s 
event kicked off on Feb. 25 in Atlanta 
as the CDC Foundation leveraged 
the 50th anniversary of Hip Hop and 
American Heart Month in February to  
shine a spotlight on steps people can 
take to improve their heart health. 

According to a recent report from 
the CDC, the national decline in heart 
disease death rate reversed during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, dispropor-
tionately affecting Black adults. CDC 
data show that during the pandemic 
the United States lost approximately 
five years of progress in reducing 
heart disease rates across all races and 
ethnicities. 

In recent studies, cardiovascular 
disease (CVD), including heart disease, 
has been cited as the leading cause of 
potentially preventable death in the 
U.S., with more people dying each year 
from CVD than any other cause. In 
2021 alone, more than 930,000 deaths 
in the nation were due to CVD, which 
equates to one in every 4 deaths.  

Although mortality rates have 
increased across all demographic 
groups, Black adults continue to be 
disproportionately affected. Accord-
ing to the American Heart Association, 
the prevalence of high blood pressure 
among Black people in the United 
States is among the highest in the 
world. 

According to the CDC Foundation, 
the “Live to the Beat” campaign in its 
first nine months produced a suite of 
65 cardiovascular disease (CVD) educa-
tion resources; generated more than 
479,000 connections to culturally-
relevant health education content; 
engaged with more than 11,000 people 
through community wellness events; 
and referred nearly 1,500 people to 
additional health resources. 

“The CDC Foundation is encour-
aged by the warm reception the “Live 
to the Beat” campaign has received 
from the public health community and 
from Black people across the nation,” 
said Dr. Lauren Smith, chief health 
equity and strategy officer for the CDC 
Foundation. “With recent CDC data 
showing we still have a long way to 
go, the campaign’s plans to engage 
more audiences through community 
and grassroots outreach are now more 
important than ever.” 

“CDC’s Division for Heart Disease 
and Stroke Prevention recognizes 
addressing cardiovascular disease 
among Black adults in the United 
States is urgent,” added Booker 
Daniels, health communication team 
lead, Division for Heart Disease and 
Stroke Prevention at CDC. “ ‘Live to 
the Beat’ is an important consumer-
focused effort that encourages people 
to take smalls steps to lower their risk 
for heart disease and stroke.” 

The “Live to the Beat” campaign is 
led by CDC Foundation as part of its 
Alliance for Million Hearts®, a public-
private coalition to help fuel the Million 
Hearts Initiative toward its goal of 
preventing one million heart attacks, 
strokes and other cardiovascular 
events by 2027. The campaign aims 
to reduce cardiovascular disease risk 
among Black adults ages 35–54 with a 
focus on primary prevention, including 
moving more, eating better, quit-
ting smoking and addressing key risk 
factors like hypertension, high choles-
terol and high blood sugar.  

Amgen and Bayer are funders for 
the campaign; the Association of Black 
Cardiologists (ABC), Black Heart Asso-
ciation (BHA), Girl Trek and National 
Association of Chronic Disease Direc-
tors (NACDD) are community partners. 
To learn more about the “Live to the 
Beat” and steps to take for healthier 
living, visit LivetoTheBeat.org.  

RURAL-DWELLING BLACK MEN 
ARE AT GREATEST RISK OF HEART 
FAILURE, STUDY SHOWS 
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The Arkansas Medical Dental and 
Pharmaceutical Association (AMDPA) will 
have a busy calendar in late April when 
the local healthcare professional and 
advocacy group hosts its 130th anniver-
sary celebration. At the same time, the 
state’s foremost Black-led healthcare-
related professional trade associations 
will sponsor a regional conference 
that will bring many of the nation’s top 
doctors, pharmacists, dentists, and other 
medical and healthcare professionals to 
Little Rock.  

The black-tie anniversary gala, called 
“AMDPA Forever,” will be held Satur-
day, April 22, at the Clinton Presidential 
Library. Tickets can be purchased online 
at the following link: https:// www.
amdpa.org/gala-tickets. A day earlier, 
AMDPA will kick off its “Health Equity 
and Scientific Conference” in conjunc-
tion with the National Medical Associa-
tion’s Region V meeting.  

The two-day event on April 21 and 22 
will be held at the Little Rock Statehouse 
Convention Center in downtown Little 
Rock. According to AMDPA Executive 
Derek Lewis II, the event is being held as 
the local professional trade association is 
celebrating its 130th anniversary as one 
of the state’s longest-serving nonprofits.  

The organization was incorporated 
in 1893 as a professional association for 
practicing African American doctors, 
dentists, and pharmacists excluded from 
membership in other professional trade 
groups. AMDPA’s health conference, 
which includes a virtual component, 
will bring healthcare professionals such 
as physicians, pharmacists, dentists, 
and other healthcare stakeholders 
from across the country for two days of 
education, inspiration, networking, and 
celebration.  

This year’s theme is “Comprehensive 
Approach to Advancing Health Equity 

Through Practice and Policy.” “April is 
going to be a busy but very exciting 
month for AMPDA and its members,” 
Lewis said. In June 2022, Dr. Rhonda 
Mattox of Little Rock was elected as the 
first psychiatrist to lead the organization 
during its 130-year history. 

In her inauguration address a year 
ago, she said the nonprofit association 
is devoted to conquering the medical 
challenges and health disparities at their 
scientific sessions while exploring ways 
to help improve the health of under-
served communities.  

“Following the past two unprec-
edented years of virtual meetings, this is 
our first in-person conference in nearly 
three years. Our delivery of healthcare 
has undergone immense change and 
has entered a new era of medicine,” said 
Dr. Mattox. “These scientific sessions 
are politically relevant, selecting topics 
around health justice and equity that are 
making headlines every day.”  

Based in Washington, D.C., the 
National Medical Association (NMA) 
promotes the collective interests of phy-
sicians and patients of African descent. 
Founded two years after AMDPA, the 
national trade organization represents 
the interests of more than 30,000 African 
American physicians and their patients 
with nearly 129 affiliated societies across 
the U.S. and its territories.  

The physician-backed trade group is 
accredited by the Accreditation Council 
for Continuing Medical Education to 
sponsor continuing medical education 
for those in medical and healthcare pro-
fessions. NMA’s Region V states consist 
of Arkansas, Iowa, Kansas, Louisiana, Mis-
souri, Nebraska, New Mexico, Oklahoma, 
and Texas.  

The national association will sponsor 
the NMA National Colloquium on African 
American Health on March 24-27 in 

Washington, DC. Lewis said registra-
tion, program details, and participants 
will be released within weeks for the 
upcoming joint health conference in 
Little Rock. Those interested in being a 
sponsor or exhibitor can find more info 
at: https://www.amdpa.org/_files/ugd/
e94612_9fb960b5.  

FEATURED AMDPA 
CONFERENCE SPEAKERS

By Angel Burt

AMDPA TO CELEBRATE 130TH ANNIVERSARY, 
HOST TWO-DAY REGIONAL “HEALTH 

EQUITY” CONFERENCE AT LITTLE ROCK 
CONVENTION CENTER IN LATE APRIL 
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HEALTH EQUITY & SCIENTIFIC

THE DETAILS
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NATIONAL MEDICAL ASSOCIATION REGION V AND 
ARKANSAS MEDICAL DENTAL AND PHARMACEUTICAL ASSOCIATION 
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Frank North, PharmD
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Community Health 
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For Black consumers who feel 
that the pandemic has left them 
in a harsher place, there is more 
shocking news on the home front – 
literally. 

A new report by the National 
Association of Realtors and its sister 
online real estate listing website, 
Realtor.com, shows that the surging 
residential real estate market of the 
last two years has led to record-
high home prices and record-low 
inventory. That “double trouble,” the 
report said, has made it increasingly 
difficult for consumers, particu-
larly Black Americans, to achieve 
homeownership,  

“The housing wealth gain has 
been sizable over the past two 
years,” said NAR Chief Economist 

Lawrence Yun. “However, due to the 
ongoing inventory shortage and 
rising interest rates, homeowner-
ship attainment will become espe-
cially challenging unless drastically 
more housing supply is available.” 

The Double Trouble of the 
Housing Market report, released 
on Feb. 7 by the nation’s largest 
and most powerful trade group, 
examines the impact that rapidly 
escalating home prices and dimin-
ishing housing inventory has on 
housing affordability. Unlike pre-
vious affordability research and 
indices, NAR and Realtor.com 
considered affordability for all 
income groups, accounted for the 
affordability of homes currently 
available for sale instead of homes 

that have already sold and provided 
affordability data by race for the 100 
largest U.S. metro areas. 

Nationally, more than 400,000 
fewer affordable homes are avail-
able for sale for households earning 
$75,000 to $100,000 when com-
pared to the start of the pandemic 
(245,300 in December 2021 vs. 
656,200 in December 2019). For that 
same income group, there’s one 
affordable listing available for every 
65 households, a significant drop 
in availability from one affordable 
listing for every 24 households in 
2019. 

The total home valuation across 
the country is estimated to have 
risen by $8.1 trillion from the first 
quarter of 2020 through the end of 

By BCN Executive Editor Wesley Brown

NAR: SOARING HOME PRICES, LOW 
HOUSING STOCK MAKES HOMEOWNERSHIP 

INCREASINGLY DIFFICULT TO OBTAIN, 
ESPECIALLY FOR BLACK AMERICANS  

2021. However, this sizable increase 
in real estate values was not accom-
panied by a rise in homeownership 
as the ownership rate remained at 
approximately 65%. 

For households with higher 
incomes, some expensive metro 
areas – San Francisco, San Jose, 
Washington, D.C., for example – 
surprisingly are more affordable 
than before the start of the pan-
demic due to increasing incomes 
and lower mortgage rates. Since 
2019, household incomes rose 15% 
and 13%, respectively, in San Jose 
and San Francisco. However, while 
some households in these markets 
can afford to buy a greater share 
of homes, fewer options exist 
because of the record-low inventory. 
For example, households earning 
$100,000 to $125,000 in the San 
Francisco metro area can afford to 
buy 180 fewer homes now com-
pared to December 2019. For house-
holds in San Francisco earning 
$125,000 to $150,000, there are 
about 300 fewer affordable homes 
available than in December 2019. 

“In general, an increase in salary 
makes housing more affordable to 
a buyer. But due to the reductions 
in inventory over the last few years, 
today’s buyers in large tech markets 
can actually afford a smaller 
number of homes than they could 
two years ago, despite an uptick 
in wages,” said Realtor.com® Chief 
Economist Danielle Hale. “The low 
inventory challenge is particularly 
acute for some racial and ethnic 
groups who have faced greater 
hurdles to homeownership stem-
ming from, among other things, 
lower incomes as a group.”   

A significant and persistent 
racial homeownership gap exists 
in America. Since 2017, the annual 
homeownership rate for White 
Americans has remained comfort-
ably above 70%; however, the home-
ownership rate for Black Americans 
has been slightly above 40% 
– nearly 30 percentage points 
lower. NAR and Realtor.com ana-
lyzed housing affordability by racial 
group to help explain the differ-
ences in homeownership. Nation-
wide, 35% of White households and 
only 20% of Black households have 

incomes greater than $100,000. 
Approximately half of all homes cur-
rently listed for sale (51%) are afford-
able to households with at least 
$100,000 income and substantial 
variances in affordability exist by 
metro area. 

“Moreover, the homeowner-
ship rate has been around 50% 
for all households in the expen-
sive metro markets, such as Los 
Angeles and San Francisco, and 
therefore it’s becoming nearly 
impossible to afford a home, espe-
cially for Black households,” Yun 
added. “At the same time, there are 
affordable markets that still provide 
opportunities to achieve homeown-
ership as inventory at affordable 
price points is reasonably available.” 

NAR and Realtor.com also iden-
tified the top 10 most affordable 
housing markets for Black house-
holds. In alphabetical order, the 
markets are Akron, Ohio; Bal-
timore, Md.; Birmingham, Ala.; 
Dayton, Ohio; Detroit, Mich.; 
McAllen, Texas; Memphis, Tenn.; 
St. Louis, Mo.; Toledo, Ohio; and 
Youngstown, Ohio. In these metro 
areas, Black households can afford 
to buy homes roughly in proportion 
to their income distributions. 

The Black gap 
NAR’s troubling analysis amid the 

nation’s booming housing market 
comes only one month after rival 
Zillow Corp. release a report that 
Black mortgage applicants are 
denied 84% more often than whites 
with same salary and credit back-
ground. (See story here).  

In that Jan. 13 report, Zillow’s own 
analysis of data from the federal 
Home Mortgage Disclosure (HMDA) 
Act showing that while overall 
denial rates have decreased, Black 
applicants are increasingly more 
likely than white borrowers to be 
denied a mortgage. 

At noted, the Black homeown-
ership rate that ticked up before 
the pandemic has again begun to 
fall, spurred by a widening mort-
gage approval gap between Black 
and white applicants, according to 
the Seattle-based real estate data 
analytics firm. The new real estate 
mortgager’s study now shows 

that while overall denial rates have 
decreased, Black applicants are 
increasingly more likely than white 
borrowers to be denied a mortgage. 

For example, Black applicants are 
denied a mortgage at a rate 84% 
higher than that of white appli-
cants — a big jump from 2019, when 
the disparity sat at 74%. In the U.S., 
19.8% of Black applicants are denied 
a mortgage, the highest among all 
races, and much higher than the 
10.7% of white applicants who are 
denied. 

Not surprisingly, Black applicants 
across the South have the highest 
mortgage turndowns with denial 
rates in Mississippi (31%), Loui-
siana (26.1%), Arkansas (26%) 
and South Carolina (25.8%) at the 
highest level. 

“Homeowners have seen a 
plethora of housing gains during 
the pandemic, but the growing 
disparity between Black and white 
homeownership rates and home 
values paints the picture of who 
those winners actually are,” said 
Zillow economist Nicole Bachaud. 
“While credit borrowers overall are 
stronger now than ever, the gap in 
credit access is growing along racial 
lines. Policies and interventions 
that target the barriers keeping 
Black Americans from homeowner-
ship are keys to achieving housing 
equity.” 

According to another NAR report 
released on Feb. 17, 2021, the Black 
homeownership rate – 42% – repre-
sents a Black-white homeownership 
gap of almost 30%. That compares 
to overall U.S. homeownership rate 
was 64.2% in 2019 and 69.8% for 
non-Hispanic white Americans. 
The homeownership rate for Asian 
Americans and Hispanic Americans 
at the beginning of 2021 was 60.7% 
and 48.1%, respectively. 

In addition, the sobering report-
ing shows that Black households, 
at 43%, are more than twice as 
likely than white households – 21% 
– to have student loan debt, with a 
median student loan debt for Black 
households of $40,000 compared 
to $30,000 for white households. 

But most disturbing was the fact 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 38
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B L A C K  C A R P E T  E V E N T S Arkansas Legislative Black 
Caucus-Pass the Gavel  
The Arkansas Legislative Black 
Caucus  held their first “Pass the 
Gavel” Luncheon to introduce the 
new slate of officers. It was also an 
opportunity to recognize and honor 
the outgoing chairman, former 
Rep. Monte Hodges. The ALBC is a 
non-partisan, non-profit organiza-
tion that was established in 1991 to 
provide a forum for African Ameri-
can state legislators committed 
to improving the quality of life for 
members’ constituents and other 
disadvantaged Arkansans.
The event was sponsored by Wright, 
Lindsey & Jennings with Atty. Lamar 
Davis and was held at the Arkan-
sas Pharmacists Association. This 
year’s officers of the 94th Arkansas 
General Assembly include: 

Rep. Jay Richardson, Chairman
Sen. Reginald Murdock, Vice-Chairman
Rep. Joy Springer, Secretary
Rep. Jamie Scott, Treasurer
Rep. Milton Nicks, Chaplain

dr. cornel west in northwest 
arkansas  
Dr. Cornel West spoke on Jan. 14 
to recipients at the 27th annual 
Recommitment Celebration, “Dis-
ruptive Love: The Foundation of the 
Beloved Community” from the NWA 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Council. 
West was interviewed on stage by 
Think Rubix Principal Emma Willis 
at the Fayetteville Public Library.
Photo credits:  
Natalie Jones (@shotbyzeta) for Visionairi Media

MLK DAY 
Many communities across the state honored the civil rights leader’s legacy 
during Martin Luther King holiday. 
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go red for women  
Go Red for Women at the Arkansas Heart Association hosted the Little 
Rock bridge lighting and Wear Red reception at Stone Ward’s Skybox to 
help bring attention to women and heart disease. 

L.C. and Daisy Bates, Black History Brunch  
The L.C. and Daisy Bates Black History Brunch was held on Feb. 4 at the 
Holiday Presidential Inn in Little Rock.  Photo credits: Khalil Downey

Opera in the Rock’s  
“Divas in the Rock”  
(A Whitney Houston Tribute)  
Under the musical direction of Nicky 
Parrish, the Opera in the Rock’s 
“Divas in the Rock” was held on 
Feb. 11 and 12 as a tribute to the late 
Whitney Houston. The event include 
local divas performing Whitney 
Houston favorites from power ballads 
to dance-friendly pop favorites, 
including “Saving All My Love for You,” 
“How Will I Know,” “Where Do Broken 
Hearts Go?” “I Will Always Love You,” 
and “I Wanna Dance with Somebody.”

Photo credits: Chris Banks 
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LISC, UBER EATS LAUNCH BLACK 
RESTAURANT FUND TO EXPAND ACCESS TO 
CAPITAL, FUEL UNDERSERVED BUSINESSES 

The Local Initiatives Support Corp. 
(LISC) and Uber are teaming up to 
launch a new investment program 
that will provide growth capital to 
Black restaurant owners and help 
break down some of the systemic 
financial barriers that often limit their 
opportunities.

The Black Restaurant Fund, 
announced at Uber and Eat Okra's 
Black Business Resource Launch 
Party in Atlanta on Feb. 7, will provide 
financing with a unique twist. Unlike 
traditional loan products, the pro-
gram’s investments do not have 
fixed repayment terms. Instead, they 
are patient, flexible investments that 
only require repayment after owners 

achieve targeted revenue growth.
"Black-owned restaurants have 

historically been locked out of 
economic opportunity, which limits 
their ability to grow and thrive," said 
Julia Paige, Uber's director of social 
impact. "Uber and LISC created the 
Black Restaurant Fund to help close 
the resource gap by connecting 
Black food entrepreneurs to flexible 
capital to fuel growth and expan-
sion while seeding wealth creation in 
Black communities."

According to the National Res-
taurant Association, the restaurant 
industry has a higher rate of minority 
business ownership than every other 
private sector. But, at the same time, 

minority-owned businesses are more 
likely to have been denied credit, less 
likely to receive the full credit amount 
requested, and more likely to be 
discouraged from applying for credit, 
according to the U.S. Small Business 
Administration.

As a result, they tend to grow more 
slowly, generate lower profits, hire 
fewer employees, and create less 
wealth than otherwise might be the 
case.

The Black Restaurant Fund, 
which LISC will administer, directly 
addresses this capital gap by focus-
ing on restaurants in economically 
disadvantaged communities that 
have employees, are partners of Uber 

By The Arkansas Black Vitality Staff 

Eats, and generate revenues from 
$250,000 to $3 million – meaning 
they can deploy growth capital 
effectively. LISC and Uber expect the 
initiative will help fuel 35 businesses 
over the next three years.

"This program is making an invest-
ment in a healthy, equitable future 
for Black restaurant owners and their 
employees as well as the communi-
ties where they operate," said George 
Ashton, managing director of LISC 
Strategic Investments, which is over-
seeing the initiative.

"We take a different approach to 
underwriting than many investors do 
because we can look beyond tradi-
tional metrics to consider the real-
world potential of these enterprises," 
he explained. "It means we can 
build collaborations and investment 
products that support their plans for 
sustainable growth—like this new 
program with Uber—while at the 
same time helping owners build a 
financial track record that can help 
open doors to conventional investors 
in the future."

Uber has been a valuable LISC 
partner in recent years, collaborat-
ing on programs that provided vital 
financial and technical assistance to 
more than 1,000 restaurants during 
the pandemic—mostly owned by 
entrepreneurs of color. Uber also 
worked with LISC to advance health 
aims in underserved communities, 
ensuring residents had better access 

to accurate medical information and 
vaccines.

Based in New York City, LISC is one 
of the nation's largest community 
development organizations. LISC col-
laborates with residents and partners 
to close systemic health, wealth, 
and opportunity gaps and advance 
racial equity so people and places 
can thrive. Since its founding in 1979, 
LISC has invested $26.7 billion to 
create more than 463,000 affordable 
homes and apartments, developed 
78.5 million square feet of retail, com-
munity, and educational space and 
helped tens of thousands of people 
find employment and improve their 
finances.

Following the George Floyd killing 
in Minneapolis in May 2020, LISC 
received a record total of almost 
$2 billion dollars in donations and 
investments from companies and 
organizations looking to aid people of 
color in rural and urban areas across 
the U.S.

Arkansas capital access initiatives
In March 2022, Rural LISC 

announced a transformational, two-
year, $1.4 million grant award from 
the Bentonville-based Walton Family 
Foundation to support an economic 
asset-building strategy in the Delta, 
targeting Coahoma County, Miss., 
and Jefferson and Phillips coun-
ties in Arkansas. Grant support will 
strengthen a place-based geo-
graphic strategy to address eco-

nomic challenges relating to wealth 
generation, business and housing 
ownership, access to capital, and 
workforce development opportuni-
ties.

“Moving the needle in the Delta 
will require aligning private founda-
tional support, public investment, 
and non-profit know-how around 
local strategies to transform eco-
nomic inequities, particularly in rural, 
BIPOC communities. Rural LISC is 
uniquely qualified to bring about 
systemic change in the Delta due 
to our ability to leverage additional 
investment that directly stems from 
our network of community-based 
organizations, funders and allies,” 
said Caitlin Cain, vice president and 
rural director for the Altanta-based 
arm of LISC.

In rural Arkansas, the LISC support 
model will focus on home owner-
ship, workforce development, small 
business development, and techni-
cal assistance to address systemic 
inequities affecting low-to moderate-
income households. Rural LISC’s 
plans include increasing the regional 
homeownership rate, providing 
housing counseling services, and 
improving the pipeline for new/
improved affordable rental housing. 
Another program goal is foster-
ing better relationships between 
employers, educational institutions, 
and workforce intermediaries.

“It will take a coalition of commu-
nity leaders and organizations like 
Rural LISC working together to build 
a generation of prosperity in the 
Delta,” said Kim Davis, senior advisor 
for the Walton Family Foundation 
Home Region program. “With strong 
partnerships focused on providing 
communities with financial opportu-
nities and education, Delta residents 
can work toward home and land 
ownership and build wealth and 
financial security for their families for 
generations to come.”

For more information on the Black 
Restaurant Fund or to request a 
conversation about your restaurant, 
visit https://www.liscstrategicinvest-
ments.org/uber-black-restaurant-
fund. To access details on Rural LISC’s 
work across investment pillars, visit 
www.lisc.org/rural. 
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Walmart’s efforts to connect 
with Black consumers also gar-
nered a positive reaction among 
the Black community. Walmart’s 
approach is related to the brand’s 
focus on affordability and its com-
mitment to uplifting Black Ameri-
cans as a whole.

“We know Black consumers have 
expressed concern about their 
financial circumstances, and rec-
ognize an overwhelming majority 
of Black Americans want brands to 
do something to combat social and 
political issues,” explained Zekeera 
Belton, Collage Group’s vice presi-
dent of client services and diverse 
segment strategist. “Walmart 
directly acted on these desires, and 
as a result, won over many of these 
consumers.”

Illustrating Belton’s position, 72% 
of Black Americans are worried 
about their finances and 83% have 
called on brands to be involved in 
social issues in some respect. In 

response, for Walmart+ members, 
Walmart instituted free shipping 
on online orders, and withdrew 
delivery fees on orders totaling at 
least $35. The brand also invested 
in a $2 million grant in the name 
of racial equity, plus another $3.3 
million in criminal justice reform.

Walmart’s emphasis on savings 
connects to fit and values. Addi-
tionally, the brand’s ongoing efforts 
to invest in Black enrichment, and 
taking a stance on social matters, 
connects on Relevance and builds 
Trust. These actions, among other 
endeavors in support of the Black 
community, helped make Walmart 
the number one brand among 
Black consumers.

Sprite put forth the “Sprite Lime-
light musical campaign” featuring 
Hip-Hop artist Coi Leray, and the 
endeavor was largely enjoyed and 
welcomed by Black consumers. 
Black Americans have a long-last-
ing relationship with Hip-Hop, as it 

has played a significant role in the 
evolution of Black culture.

To that point, 54% of Black Amer-
icans say they are more likely to 
listen to Hip-Hop music (including 
rap) compared to 33% for the total 
population. Moreover, 34% of the 
Black segment enjoys consuming 
music that is part of their cultural 
heritage. So, when Sprite interjects 
this genre within their commer-
cials, it is not surprising that Black 
consumers have a favorable reac-
tion. The Limelight ads in particu-
lar, in featuring Hip-Hop music, 
connect with Black Americas on 
memories, advocacy fit, trust and 
values.

“Sprite has an impressive record 
of amplifying the voices of Black 
musicians and promoting Black 
athletes,” said Belton. “This history 
helps the brand ultimately gain 
loyalty among Black consumers, 
activating Memories, Advocacy and 
Trust.” 

You can lower your risk  
for heart disease.
Small steps can make a big difference. There are lots of 
ways to start — like taking a quick walk after dinner or 
using less salt when you cook. But at the end of the day, 
the choice is yours. Find a way that works for you!

Visit livetothebeat.org for heart healthy  
tips and tricks based on your lifestyle.

that Black mortgage applicants 
were rejected for home loans at a 
rate 2.5 times greater than white 
applicants – 10% vs. 4%, respectively. 
Nationwide, 43% of Black house-
holds can afford to buy the typical 
home compared to 63% of white 
households. 

In November 2020, the nation’s 
most powerful real estate trade 
group representing 1.5 million 
members through the residential 
and commercial real estate indus-
try, laid bare its past sins that have 
prevented millions of Black Ameri-
cans and minorities from achiev-
ing the American dream of home 
ownership. 

As the nation’s housing market 
rebound from the initial shocks of 
COVID-19 shutdown in early 2020, 
former NAR President Charles 
Oppler publicly apologized for past 
racist policies and practices that 
the influential trade lobby and its 
state associations across the U.S. 

supported for more than a century. 
During a virtual summit, a week 
before Thanksgiving sponsored 
by The Hill, a top political website, 
Oppler said unequivocally that 
NAR’s past racist policies — that 
included steering, redlining, and 
creating covenants that prohib-
ited nonwhite people from living 
in certain communities — were 
wrong. 

“We can’t go back to fix the mis-
takes of the past, but we can look 
this problem squarely in the eye,” 
Oppler said. “Change starts with us. 
We must remember this history if 
we hope to repair America’s racially 
divided communities.” 

In its recent efforts to increase 
the nation’s housing stock, NAR is 
advocating that all levels of gov-
ernment include funding for 
affordable housing construction; 
preserve, expand and create tax 
incentives to renovate distressed 
properties; convert unused com-

mercial space to residential units; 
and encourage and incentivize 
zoning reform.  

In addition, NAR has asserted 
that expanding new-home con-
struction by an additional 550,000 
units a year for 10 years would 
create 2.8 million new jobs and 
generate more than $400 billion 
in economic activity. NAR and the 
Rosen Consulting Group’s Housing 
is Critical Infrastructure: Social and 
Economic Benefits of Building 
More Housing report examines the 
causes of America’s housing short-
age and provides a range of actions 
that can effectively address this 
longtime problem. 

To view The Double Trouble 
of the Housing Market report, 
go here: https://www.nar.realtor/
research-and-statistics/research-
reports/the-double-trouble-of-the-
housing-market. 






