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redlining: 
a discriminatory practice by which 

insurance companies, banks, etc., deny 
services to residents based on the 

racial or ethnic composition of their 
neighborhoods.



The Digital Scholarship Lab at the University of 
Richmond has produced “Redlining Richmond” 
which can be found at dsl.richmond.edu/holc. The 
site presents maps and lists of the assessment 
data collected for Richmond, Virginia, and 

ORIGINAL HOLC MAP (1937)

explores how race and racism shaped the HOLC’s 
assessments of the city’s neighborhoods and 
the residential security map it produced for 
Virginia’s capital.



Language above was from the Federal Home Loan Bank Board’s City Survey Program as referenced on dsl.richmond.edu/holc.

HOLC NEIGHBORHOOD DEFINITIONS

A = Areas were “hot spots… where good mortgage lenders... are willing to make their maximum loans.”

B = Areas were not as desirable but “still good.” 

C = Areas had reached “the transition period” where they were in decline due to factors such as “age, 
obsolescence, and change of style” and “infiltration of a lower grade population.” 

D = Areas had fully declined and were “characterized by detrimental influence in a pronounced degree.”

In the wake of the Great Depression, the federal 
government passed the National Housing Act of 
1934, a part of the New Deal targeted at making 
homeownership more affordable and preventing 
foreclosures. A significant result of the Act 
was the creation of the Home Owners’ Loan 
Corporation (HOLC) to prevent foreclosures and 
refinance mortgages. Until this time, mortgages 
were amortized over five to 10 years and 

typically culminated in a balloon payment. HOLC 
greatly extended the amortization period to 20 
to 25 years. The program is credited for saving 
more than one million homes from foreclosure 
and for coining the phrase “redlining.” Redlining 
refers to the practice of denying or charging 
more for services like banking and insurance 
based on the racial or ethnic composition of 
their neighborhoods.

DIGITAL HOLC MAP WITH RACE DOT DENSITY ADDED



During the early 1990s, HOME became 
increasingly concerned about discrimination 
in the homeowners insurance industry. 
Underwriting guidelines of most major 
insurance companies stated that homes over 
a certain number of years old (usually more 
than 50) and under a certain value (usually 
worth less than $50,000) were not eligible for 
insurance. This practice disproportionately 
affected African-American neighborhoods 
and is known as insurance redlining. It 
originated in the insurance industry in 
the 1920s and 1930s. The effect was broad 
denial of insurance to homes in low-income 
neighborhoods and contributed to the 
deterioration of older urban areas. These 
policies did not come about by accident, but 
by deliberate design.

HOME, along with fair housing centers in 
other cities, coordinated an investigation of 
insurance policies, with support from HUD. 
The project was known as the Homeowners 
Insurance Project. In 1995, HOME went to 
Tim Kaine and told him that they were 
embarking on a year and a half project 
that required the involvement of an 

attorney to educate them, because no one 
in Richmond knew much about insurance 
policies. Through the support of the 
unique cooperative venture, and by doing 
a considerable amount of research, each 
organization became expert. They obtained 
copies of underwriting policies, mapped 
agent office locations for the previous five-
year period to determine how available 
agents were to minority clients, and 
continued their testing investigations.

By 1996, HOME had gathered evidence for 
over a year and a half from Nationwide 
Mutual Insurance Company and found 
stunning evidence of discrimination in 
Richmond. HOME decided to file suit against 
them. HOME asked Tim Kaine to take the case 
and filed suit in Richmond Circuit court.

Attorneys of record included Steve Dane of 
Toledo and Thomas M. Wolf, Tim Kaine, and 
Rhonda M. Harmon of Mezullo & McCandlish 
of Richmond. The comparative size of 
the legal firms representing HOME and 
Nationwide was unequal.

This was the first trial of the insurance industry in the U.S. 
focusing on discrimination in homeowners insurance.

By working with local real estate agents in cities 
across the country, HOLC created Residential 
Security Maps based largely around the racial 
composition of neighborhoods. In these maps, 
a red line delineated neighborhoods not fit for 
investment. As seen in the map, those areas 
outlined in red, or graded type D by the HOLC, 
were predominantly African-American and 

REDLINING IN HOMEOWNERS INSURANCE

found in the inner city. Areas labeled type C 
were classified as “working class” and contained 
a larger number of whites. The vast majority of 
areas graded types A and B were populated solely 
by whites. The discriminatory HOLC grading 
system and resulting lack of investment in 
predominantly African-American neighborhoods 
has consequences still prevalent today.



At the time of the investigation, here is the 
majority makeup of the neighborhood.

In each and every case, the home in the 
white neighborhood was given better 
insurance options.

PLAINTIFF’S 
EXHIBIT NEIGHBORHOOD DEMOGRAPHIC

151 Ginter Park white
154 Barton Heights black

152 Oak Hill black
153 Lakeside white

155 Highland Park black
156 Ginter Park white

Fair housing testing is a tool used by fair housing 
organizations and government agencies to 
uncover illegal housing discrimination. Testing 
is a simulated housing transaction designed to 
obtain evidence of any differential treatment 
based on an individual’s protected class status, 
including race. Posing as shoppers for homeowners 
insurance, testers contact a housing provider and 
then gather and record objective information about 
the transaction. Testing has been approved by 
the United States Supreme Court as a legitimate 
means of revealing otherwise concealed, 
discriminatory housing practices.

In HOME’s investigation of Nationwide, between 
July 1995 and October 1996, testers called nine 
different agents selling Nationwide homeowners 
insurance and asked for a quote on a home they 
were in the process of purchasing. HOME matched 
three pairs of houses for type and date of 
construction, size, condition, and the like. Within 
each pair, the homes differed only by the race 
of the neighborhood in which they were located 
– one in a predominantly white neighborhood, 
and one in a predominantly African-American 
neighborhood. After 15 tests, HOME then 
compared the results, which were troubling.

In 13 out of 15 tests, the house in the white 
neighborhood received favorable treatment.

THE TESTING
In seven cases, the tester posing to purchase 
the house located in the predominantly white 
neighborhood received a quote while his or 
her counterpart looking to buy in the African-
American neighborhood did not. In the six tests 
in which both testers received quotes, the price 
offered to testers seeking to purchase in an 
African-American neighborhood was at a higher 
rate per thousand dollars of coverage than the 
tester looking in a white area.  

Some examples of the results:

In test I-059, a 71-year-old house in the white 
neighborhood was given a quote. However, the 
test home in the African-American neighborhood 
was told they didn’t insure homes over 70 years 
old.

In tests I-007 and I-042, the homes in the 
African-American neighborhoods were not given 
quotes because it was too close to closing, yet the 
white neighborhood homes were given quotes 
despite having the same closing dates.

In test I-009 and I-011, quotes were given to 
both homes, but the white neighborhood homes 
received better price quotes.
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To accomplish its redlining mission, Nationwide first identified the minority areas using a tool called 
MicroVision. It then branded those areas with offensive and sometimes racially stereotypical names. 
For example, Nationwide denominated several minority zip codes “Metro Minority Families.” Nationwide 
called another Richmond zip code “Struggling Minority Mix” and also designated several minority zip 
codes “Difficult Times.”

Nationwide defined “Difficult Times” as black 
urbanite households with many children; they 
are headed by parents under 35 or between 55 
and 64 years of age. Most of this segment did 
not graduate from high school, but a significant 
amount still consider themselves as students. 
With very low incomes, most work as service 
workers or laborers and rent their home. 
Financially, they have low to average accounts, 

except retail, which is high. Working hard to 
survive, they have little time for recreation, but 
they do watch situation comedies and read TV 
Guide. This segment is 85 percent black and has 
the second lowest percentage of whites. Every 
single definition Nationwide provided for its 
codes referred to the racial composition of the 
group.

Having determined the racial composition of the ZIP codes, Nationwide placed each ZIP code into 
one of five categories. Four of the categories have favorable designations; “Affluent,” “Mainstream,” 
“Mature,” or “Country Living.” Nationwide determined that it wanted to do business only in the top four 
MicroVision categories. Nationwide had placed every single minority Richmond ZIP code and every 
ZIP code with an ethnic or minority designation in its “Diverse/Remaining” grouping in every version 
of the MicroVision listing it ever created. Nationwide called the ZIP codes listed in these preferred 
categories its “target market.” And it declared that the target market definition eliminates large 
portions of the African-American population. The fifth category, called “Diverse/Remaining,” is, in a real 
sense, blacklisted.

DEFINING NEIGHBORHOODS BY RACE



During the investigation, HOME used the 
yellow pages to study the addresses of the 
Nationwide agents over a period of time.

The following is an actual excerpt from 
opening statements by attorney Tim Kaine 
at the trial on October 13, 1998.

Nationwide sells through agencies, and it is 
interesting to track over the period what 
has happened with the Nationwide agencies 
in this region. Nationwide generally tells its 
agents that they would like them to sell near 
the areas where they have their offices.

Here’s where offices were in 1980 for 
Nationwide in the Richmond metropolitan 
area. This area in the center is the city 
of Richmond and every star represents 
a Nationwide agency. The shaded areas 
represent neighborhoods that are 
predominantly African-American. And in 
1980, what you’ll see is that Nationwide had 
a number of agencies right in the city, and 
a number that were very close to African-
American neighborhoods; that was 1980.

But by 1997, the situation had changed 
dramatically. By 1997, here is the map now. 
The number of African-American areas have 
grown, and all of the Nationwide agencies, 
with the exception of a couple right on the 
border with Chesterfield, have moved out of 
the city. They’re all now in the counties, and 
there’s no Nationwide agency that’s within an 
African-American neighborhood.

And again, let me just show you the 
difference between these. In 1980, clustered 
in the city. 1997, it’s like there’s been a 
tremendous big bang that’s thrust the 
agencies out into the suburbs rather than 
remain in the city.





 

HOME’s summary of evidence:

Agent location: Over several decades as the African-American percentage in the city of Richmond increased, 
Nationwide agents left the city. Agent location is an important factor in where a company does business.

You can see from the maps that as white flight occurred over time from the city of Richmond, so did 
the Nationwide agents.



NATIONWIDE’S INTENTIONAL STRATEGY  
TO AVOID AFRICAN-AMERICAN  
NEIGHBORHOODS IN RICHMOND.
IN CLOSING ARGUMENTS, HOME’S ATTORNEYS DESCRIBED HOW NATIONWIDE’S 
RELIANCE ON RACE FOR MARKETING ALSO DROVE WHERE IT WANTED AGENTS 
TO WORK. THE EVIDENCE SHOWED HOW THE COMPANY FORCED PRODUCTIVE 
AGENTS TO LEAVE AFRICAN-AMERICAN NEIGHBORHOODS IN THE CITY.

the Far West End. Less than four percent African 
American. That is what you need to do, Mr. Lee.

“Mr. Lee wasn’t the only one. Another letter in 
that first -- in that same exhibit, Plaintiffs’ 
Exhibit 88, says -- the letter to Mr. Al Taylor 
-- Mr. Taylor, you are in the city. You are in a bad 
location. What you need to do is move out to the 
Far West End. Mr. Taylor says I can’t afford to 
move. But, Ladies and Gentlemen of the Jury, 
if you just look at Plaintiffs’ Exhibit 39, it 
says at the bottom there that what we need to 
do is to tell these agents, they have to focus 
on the target market areas in our preferred 
neighborhoods. If they refuse to do that, take 
away their binding authority. Taking away 
the binding authority of an insurance agency 
is their death knell. What is so interesting is 
that when Mr. Lee decided I’m not moving from 
my ZIP code, I’m not moving from my location of 
23223, Nationwide terminated -- they removed 
his binding authority and ultimately 
terminated his agency.”

“There is one, one agency up until 1997 in the 
city. That agency is way out on Forest Hill 
Avenue in an all-white area. Nationwide says 
the reason is because people just couldn’t 
make money in these African-American 
neighborhoods. But you remember the 
testimony of Mr. Lee. Mr. William Lee, testified 
on the second day of trial, the man who is 
almost 69 years old and who had worked for 
Nationwide as an agent for 20 years, he said I 
was making six figures for Nationwide in 23223, an 
African-American neighborhood. I was doing well. 
All of a sudden he got this letter from his 
agency manager, shown as Plaintiffs’ Exhibit 
88, and that letter said You know, Mr. Lee, despite 
the fact that you’re making more money this year 
than you did last year, you have one problem 
and that is your location of your office. What you 
need to do, Mr. Lee, you need to leave the African-
American neighborhood of 23223 and you need to 
move out to 23112, Midlothian. Midlothian, which has 
5.5 percent African Americans. If you don’t want to 
do that, here is another alternative. Go out to 23233, 





THE TIMELINE
THE DAVID AND GOLIATH CASE THAT CHANGED THE WAY 

HOMEOWNERS INSURANCE WAS SOLD IN THE UNITED STATES
The goal in all of the efforts of this investigation and case was to change the way that homeowners 

insurance is offered in the United States. African-American neighborhoods had suffered disinvestment 
and decay from being uninsurable or being offered inferior insurance.

CASE FILED  
OCTOBER 30, 1996

The case was filed in Richmond Circuit Court 
on October 30, 1996. This was the first trial of 
an insurance company in the U.S. focusing on 
discrimination in homeowners insurance.

Richmond Free Press, October 1996

Richmond Time-Dispatch, October 1996

CASE GOES TO TRIAL  
OCTOBER 1998

The trial took two weeks in October 1998.

Richmond Free Press, October 1998

Richmond Free Press, October 1998



ON OCTOBER 26, 1998, THE 
JURY AWARDED HOME 

$500,000 COMPENSATORY 
DAMAGES AND $100 MILLION 

PUNITIVE DAMAGES.
This was the largest civil rights jury verdict 
in the history of the U.S.

“[This] record award makes clear that 
discrimination is not just morally intolerable but 
a bad business practice.” 
- Andrew M. Cuomo, U. S. Secretary of Housing and Urban 
Development

Attorney Tim Kaine said that it was the largest 
and single most difficult case he’d ever had.

“This historic verdict sends a clear 
message that discrimination does  
not pay.” 

-Richmond Free Press, October 29-31, 1998.
The Salt Lake Tribune, 
October 1998

The New York Times, October 1998

The Wall Street Journal, October 1998

Richmond Free Press, May 1999

Richmond Time-Dispatch, October 1998

“I think that this verdict is going to change the 
way insurance is sold in the United States.” 
- HOME’s Connie Chamberlin 
Richmond Times Dispatch, October, 27, 1998.

Aspen Law & Business, December 1998



THE VIRGINIA SUPREME COURT 
RULING ON THE APPEAL  

JANUARY 2000

Not surprisingly, Nationwide appealed to the 
Virginia Supreme Court. The lower court’s 
verdict was overturned on a four to three vote 
by a deeply divided court. In rendering their 
decision, the majority of the Court conveyed 
that HOME was not the right party to bring 
the suit. The minority argued strongly that 
without HOME there could be no suit. In his 
dissenting opinion with Justices Lacy and 
Keenan, Justice Hassell listed in twelve pages 
the evidence against Nationwide that arose 
during the trial. He also wrote that the effect 
of the majority’s construction of the word 
“injured [person]” is to render meaningless 
the General Assembly’s 1991 amendment of the 
Virginia Fair Housing Law to include housing 
organizations within the definition of “person.”

The News & Advance, January 2000

Richmond Free Press

The Roanoke Times, January 2000

MOTION TO RE-CONSIDER TO 
VIRGINIA SUPREME COURT 

FEBRUARY 2000

Being an organization of tenacious board 
members, staff, and lawyers, and knowing that 
they were right, HOME decided not to give up. 
HOME’s attorneys filed a motion to the Virginia 
Supreme Court that the Court should re-
consider its decision because it was just plain 
wrong. Most of the states in the U.S. have fair 
housing laws, as does the federal government. 
In the motion to the Court, HOME pointed out 
very clearly the same thing that the dissenting 
justices expressed – that Virginia is one of 
only two states that specifically allows fair 
housing organizations standing to sue, and the 
Court’s decision failed to honor that standing.

Only about once a decade does the Virginia 
Supreme Court rethink its decision.

The Dallas Morning News, March 2000

ABOUT ONE MONTH AFTER FILING THE MOTION, 
THE COURT DECIDED TO WITHDRAW ITS FORMER 
OPINION ENTIRELY AND REHEAR THE CASE SIX 
WEEKS HENCE.

National Underwriter, March 2000



SETTLEMENT 
APRIL 2000

Nationwide was surprised at the Court’s 
decision to reconsider and wanted to settle 
the case because they knew that a new 
trial was not a good sign. In the original 
opinion, the three dissenting justices wrote 
a total of fifteen pages citing facts about 
how Nationwide had redlined. Nationwide, 
knowing that the information was public, 
felt pressures from both sides. A settlement 
was finally reached after midnight the night 
before the Virginia Supreme Court was to hear 
new arguments in April 2000. It included 
$17.5 million for HOME and agreements 
by Nationwide to review and change 
underwriting guidelines, procedures, and 
practices to ensure that its insurance was 
offered on a non-discriminatory basis. In 
addition, a donation of $8 million was made to 
the National Fair Housing Alliance.

“The money is nice, no question, but 
HOME doesn’t go into these cases for 
that. We go into it for change, and that’s 
what we got, and that’s worth gold.” 
-Connie Chamberlin, executive director of HOME

Richmond Free Press, May 1999

Richmond Time-Dispatch, April 2000

The Voice, April 2000

HOME HAD TAKEN 
ON THE ONE OF THE 

LARGEST INDUSTRIES 
IN THE COUNTRY, 

WON, AND CHANGED 
THE HOMEOWNERS 

INSURANCE INDUSTRY 
IN AMERICA.



Housing Opportunities  
Made Equal of Virginia, Inc.

626 East Broad Street, Suite 400
Richmond, VA 23219

804.354.0641  •  VA Relay: 711

info@HOMEofVA.org

Engage with us:

Website: www.HOMEofVA.org

Facebook: HOMEofVA

Twitter: @HOMEofVA

YouTube: HOMEofVirginia

Newsletter: homeofva.org/get-involved/sign-up-for-email
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