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A Matter Of Trust 
THERE ARE THREE areas of local gov-

ernment which most black citizens see as 
tests of affirmative action and good faith -
law enforcement, human services and, espe
cially these days, public housing. It would 
be a long step toward that united city that all 
Memphians all hope for, then, if Mayor 

·Wyeth Chandler could find a black person 

I to be the new director of housing and com
munity development. 

The mayor chose well in naming Mrs. 
Gwen Awsumb the first director when the 
division was created five years ago. An inde
pendent and progressive member of the 
City Council at the time, Mrs. Awsumb en
joyed wide community respect. Under her. 
supervision, a team of professionals was as
sembled that designed a community devel
opment program in Memphis which became! 
a national model for federal administrators. · 

Mrs. Awsumb retires next month with a 
solid record of accomplishment in the areas 
of housing rehabilitation and neighbor
hood revival. 

BUT PROGRESS in the construction of 
new housing for the poor has been stalled 
for nine years. The impasse between hard
headed guideline enforcers on the federal 
side and a stubborn city policy of noncom
promise threatens to cost Memphis up to $30 
million in U.S. grants over the next two 
years. In terms of community advancement 
and goodwill the price could be much 
higher. 

The mayor could make up a lot of that 
lost ground and steady the course for the 
future of his administration by filling this 
high-level and sensitive vacancy with extra 
car~ and wisdom. The right black appointee, 
given the right policy-making influence at 
City Hall, could rid Chandler of some of the 

most troublesome ghosts which continue to 
haunt his every attempt at rapprochement 
with black Memphians. 

What clearer signal could he send 
them? What more significant departure 
could he make? 

THE OPPORTUNITY IS vital practically, 
as well as symbolically. 

Since 1975, the city's Division of Hous
ing and Community Development has man
aged some $62 million in direct aid to the 
poorest and neediest areas of the city. That 
means direct contact with and service to the 
largest segment of the black commutW}'. 
Black direction and management of those 
programs would not only reassure the chief 
recipients but also blunt the racially-based 
criticisms which inevitably flow when 
something doesn't work right. Misguided as 
many such charges may be,they nonetheless 
aggravate the tensions and divisions that 
. hold us all back. 

An~ after two decades of federal, state 
and municipal activism in the public hous
ing field, there is probably available across 
the country an unusually large cadre of 
black administrators with training and ex
perience. The city could look for, and expect 
to find, expertise in an area where it is 
sorely needed. 

Or this could be the proper moment and 
position to offer local black leaders the 
chance to try and solve some of the prob
lems they have long identified. The implicit 
trust that some enjoy with their constituen
cies and their particular talents for commu
nicating with them could be more valuable 
to the :city's largest aims than any specific 
background in government. · 

Few decisions this mayor will make can 
have greater impact on the city. 


