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Archie Willis 

Arche Willis III is the president of ComCap Partners, a firm involved with real estate and affordable housing development which also provides municipal

financial advisory services to local government.

Willis: It’s time for business and
civic leaders to step up
By Archie Willis Updated: June 04, 2020 4:00 AM CT | Published: June 04, 2020 4:00 AM CT GUEST COLUMN
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Jrgolden Golden • 2 months ago

• Reply •

And for the love of God, no more "Blue Ribbon" studies and panels! "Just Do It!"

https://www.theatlantic.com...
△ ▽

Gil Noble • 2 months ago

• Reply •
Thoughtful, and very nicely articulated Mr. Willis!

 1△ ▽

Tom Jones • 2 months ago

• Reply •
Brilliantly said. He continues his family tradition of speaking truth when voices of moral authority are needed most.
△ ▽

Joe B Kent • 2 months ago

• Reply •

Mr. Willis, I like your challenge to the business community. As a local researcher and activist, I can prove that the archaic
Memphis Tomorrow and it's racially diverse public-private complex has disproportionally negatively impacted a majority
black community in need. As a result, as a local researcher, I cannot prove "systemic racism" but I can prove "systemic
elitism". The evidence is in adopted policy, lack of press and public oversight and deficient publicly funded public-private
implementation all carried out a by racially diverse complex. I say this after waging a 2 yr campaign against excessive
corporate/real estate incentives that can be proven, thru data, to be highly excessive in Memphis when compared to other
cities. For example, I do not believe Willie Gregory is a racist against black people. But I am comfortable in calling him an
elitist. Through their corporate incentive to Gregory's "social justice company", Nike will transfer $57M in incentives from
one of the most impoverished areas in the Country in Memphis, to one of the least impoverished areas in Portland,
Oregon. Then again, the whole design of the Memphis Tomorrow complex seems to have been born out of White led
Crump elitism of days gone by. I have also publicly opposed the $3M County Commission riverfront grant that contained
no specific deliverables. And finally another elitist example that I opposed is when The City found $3M in left over bond
money and the racially diverse City Council only heard 1 proposal. The proposal they heard was for $3M to go to a UofM
tennis center. This award was after the UofM had received significant new local funding through tax incentives under the
new Memphis Tomorrow UofM local board of Trustees. And lastly, while I appreciate your editorial, it contained no specific
policy recommendations.
△ ▽

Keith Goldberg • 2 months ago

• Reply •
100%
△ ▽
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Archie Willis

Occasionally, there comes a moment in time that forces us as a nation and a city

to reflect on what is happening now, what happened in the past, and what the

future may hold. Now is one of those moments. 

The current health crisis, combined with the mindset of a significant percentage

of the population that has reached a boiling point, where enough is enough,

should force us as a nation and a city to honestly acknowledge the history of this

country and the actions over the years that led us to this moment in time.

What this spring has shown us is that systemic racism is alive and well; and the

systemic inequities in our economic, educational, health care and criminal

justice systems will not go away until these systems are fundamentally changed.

Interfaith leaders call for conversation about racism

Frankly, those who are impacted the most, the hardest hit, do not

have the power, the influence or the resources to change these

systems. Even our political system, which as a democracy should

have the potential to be an equalizer, is fundamentally broken and

in many cases, morally bankrupt.

What gives? It is time for this city’s business and civic leadership to

step up and begin to address these inequities in an honest and

meaningful way. This also means acknowledging and

understanding the past.

The fundamental values and principles that undergird the foundation of our

nation were based on the values and ideals of a group of men who are

considered to be the Founding Fathers. While they are generally regarded as

men of integrity, and in some cases brilliant and visionary leaders, it cannot be

denied that they thought and acted from the perspective of preserving the union

as they knew and understood it.

Consequently, the systems they created that have now been institutionalized

were designed to perpetuate a political and economic system that they could

control, even in times of disagreement or dissension among the ranks. These

political and economic systems enabled the continuation of involuntary

servitude until there was a realization that the economic model was not only

unjust and immoral, but also unsustainable. Nevertheless, this same political

system evolved into the Jim Crow era, where segregation and inequality were

legalized in most Southern states.

Over time, other federal legislative acts caused long-term and, in some cases,

irreparable harm to the economic well-being of certain segments of the

population. Two examples of such legislation are the Indian Removal Act of

1830, which legally (albeit unjustifiably) took land from one group of citizens

for the benefit of another group; and the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation in

1933, which condoned the practice of redlining certain minority communities,

which constrained and marginalized the economic benefits that generally

accompanied the ownership of real property.

The nation’s educational systems were also designed to provide distinctly

different standards of education for different groups of students. Even after the

landmark Supreme Court decision in Brown vs. Board of Education in 1954,

most communities, including our own, continued to maintain a system of

separate and unequal schools. And today, in Memphis and Shelby County, the

vestiges of racism and classism are still apparent in our local school districts.

And even after the seemingly positive responses to the civil rights era, which led

to the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the Voting Rights Acts of

1965, the underlying political and economic systems generally remain

unchanged.

Today, the worldwide pandemic further exacerbates the inequalities in our

nation’s health care system and other essential aspects of life, such as food

security and adequate housing. And today’s combination of outrage, peaceful

protests and civil unrest all magnify a system of unequal protection under our

laws, and a criminal justice system that too often administers justice based on

the color of one’s skin.

Why, you might ask, am I writing about these things? What is the point?

My response is quite simple. I am writing to genuinely implore the very group of

people and institutions that helped perpetuate and benefited the most from

these systems (whether willingly or unwillingly) to take some definitive action to

change these systems and institutions that are not only racist and

discriminatory, but have also failed our nation.

In making this appeal, it should be acknowledged that it is fair to assign some

responsibility for the plight of some members of society to some of their own

actions. Furthermore, it is clear that some of the changes that need to come

from within should not be minimized.

Nevertheless, the bottom line is that the political and economic foundation of

this nation was created by, and to this day is controlled by, the beneficiaries of

the Founding Fathers.

My request is that the business and civic leadership in our city realize and

acknowledge that the preservation of our union now encompasses a more

diverse group of citizens that may have different perspectives on what a great

nation should be, and how our political and economic systems should function

in order to form a more perfect union and provide equal opportunities for all of

its citizens.

Therefore, my appeal is to the civic and business leadership to step up to

actively work towards dismantling those systems of power and privilege. In

many ways, the future of our city is in your hands.

Are you content to send your children to excellent private schools, while the

greater population struggles in an educational system whose resources often

depend on the political winds at the federal, state or local level?

Are you content with an economic development strategy that, despite

generating over $6 billion in investment with 38,000 jobs created or retained

since 2011, still leaves our community with a poverty rate of more than 20%?

Are you content with our largest financial institutions and other purveyors of

capital paying lip service to the idea of community reinvestment?

Are you content with many of the city’s most prominent real estate firms, law

firms, accounting firms, physician practices, financial firms and design firms

(the list goes on) having few if any minority or female partners, associates and

employees?

Are you content with continuing to support a political ecosystem in which a core

group of civic and business leaders provides a significant amount of financial

support to candidates and elected officials of all stripes, with the intent, in many

instances, to influence these officials to support and maintain the status quo?

Are you content to live in a community where instances of police brutality

continue to exist?

Are you content to live in a community that sustains a criminal justice system

that would lead the casual observer to conclude that the only people committing

crimes are people of color?

And finally, I ask you to reflect on your tenacity, boldness, perseverance and

willingness to commit resources to some of the city’s most notable civic

endeavors: a professional sports team, an evolving and dynamic Downtown and

riverfront, world class parks and other cultural amenities. Then imagine what

could be accomplished by a similar concerted effort to eradicate systemic racism

and effectuate greater equality across all aspects of life for all of our citizens.

As I close, please do not ask me “What should you do?” I cannot answer that

question. As a lifelong Memphian, I have experienced the challenges of being

black in America. As a father, I had those conversations with my son on how to

handle encounters with law enforcement. And as a business owner, I have seen

all sides of affirmative action and racial discrimination. Consequently, I have

learned to navigate these systems; but I am under no illusion that I or people of

color are able to foster the type of systemic change that is needed now.

With that, I leave you with this quote from Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

“The ultimate tragedy is not the oppression and cruelty by the bad people but

the silence over that by the good people.”

The time for action is now. That moment in time is here. The past will not lead

us to a brighter future. It is time to step up.
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